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        ‘A truly modern novel, a beautiful work of historical fiction… Unsettled is fearless and exuberant, playful and erudite, an Australian classic in the making.’ Hannah Kent, author

      

      

      
        
        ‘Lynch is at her most persuasive in the portrayal of human emotions, writing with delicacy, simplicity and compassion.’ Jen Banyard, Westerly Magazine

      

      

      
        
        ‘Unsettled is a defiant riposte…  ’ Michael Hannan, Mascara Literary Review

      

      

      
        
        ‘Gay Lynch’s book [unsettles everyone] and that, I’m sure, was her intent.’ Whispering Gums
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        ‘This novel gives us the raw and unflinching face of domestic life as powerfully as it gives us the threshold of chaos. Lynch is a fresh voice, deft and surprising.’ Eva Hornung (Sallis), novelist
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        ‘Harm None reads like a spell: sharp and sinister, and deeply evocative of the early 2000s.’ Margot McGovern, author

      

      

      
        
        ‘Gripping and beautifully written, Harm None casts a spell you won’t want to break. Mysterious, unsettling and utterly captivating.’ Sharon Kernot, author

      

      

      
        
        ‘Book-loving adolescent girls who are 15 going on 40, and anyone who’s loved such a girl or been one, will I think feel seen by this book. Garnet… is my current literary shero. You can tell how loved these characters are… I’m so glad they are getting their chance to be loved by others now.’  Dr Matthew W Roberts, perinatal psychiatrist
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        ‘What a gorgeous, exciting, juicy, fearless writer Gay Lynch is – Hebe’s Lament is chock-full with spirited women who live lives of singular verve, with wry eyes cocked. These are witty, modern, punchy stories that delight at every turn.’ Nuala O’Connor, author of Nora & Birdie

      

      

      
        
        ‘These stories are spellbinding – all else recedes. Gay Lynch is a formidable talent across genres and these stories are magnificent. Across territories, she seeks the perfect totem – nothing is left to chance. Gay Lynch is at the height of her powers. That is all. These stories will arrest you.’ Rebekah Clarkson, author

        

        ‘With agility and insight, Gay Lynch’s stories explore the fractured borderlines between people, crossing thresholds between worlds. A lyrical and fearless collection.’ Catherine McNamara, author

      

      

      

      
        
        ‘Prose as tautly strung as a good pearl choker. These fiercely feminist stories often surprise characters in flagrante – not with a consenting other but with life itself. Lynch’s language fizzes with energy.

        ‘Details are sharply observed, and quirky surfaces rest lightly upon composted compassion and rage. She is a writer who captures lives in the midst of unforeseen ruptures and unexpected battles.

        ‘In her fictional worlds it’s sometimes humans versus the universe, but more often humans versus each other. Whatever the scenario, outcomes are ever-difficult to predict.

        ‘These brilliant stories buzz in the mind like a wasp at a window, long after the last page has been turned.’ Carol Lefevre, author
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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ‘It is said that the turtle dove never drinks clear water, but always muddies it first with its foot so that it may the better suit its pensive mind.’⁠1 Katherine Mansfield, diary entry, 1920.

      

      

      Until middle adulthood, apart from English compositions in school, it had never occurred to me, that I might write a story. I began first with a novel, in truth, a ruse for deepening research by reading, my pathological addiction.

      ‘Go and write a history of the world,’ my university supervisor once decried after a meeting.

      Stories were short. I didn’t know then about creative praxis. In addition, stories were harder to write than I imagined when I read them – such an exacting and precise craft and, in worst-case scenarios, nothing seemed to happen or way too much. Yet, somehow out of all the struggle, I seem to have compiled this omnibus of twenty published stories.

      Teaching creative writing, in two-hour workshops, I discovered that short stories could bring a perfect alchemy of criticism and creativity. We could talk, all at once, about character, plot, denouement, subject/theme, story (what happens) and plot (the causal link between narrative events). In between researching two novels, I began to experiment with writing stories, learning alongside my students.

      Next, I taught a topic which surveyed canonical short storywriters. Americans featured: Raymond Carver, John Cheever and Flannery O’Connor, Shirley Jackson, Tim O’Brien, Edgar Allen Poe, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, and George Saunders. But also, story writers from around the world: Lucia Berlin, Anton Chekov, Nikolai Gogol, E T Hoffman, James Joyce, Nam Le, Katherine Mansfield, Ama Ata Aidoo, Gabriel Garcia Marquez and William Trevor. Stories short and long crept up and dazzled me.

      In a story, I can experiment with a lot of ideas without yearlong commitment. I can play with language, which yet must remain condensed, manageable. Writerly stories leave a lot unsaid from which readers create meaning. When ideas for stories fail to coalesce, I find consoling benefits. I grieve less, put them aside and return later, continue working on other writing. The story economy emboldens me to write across genre – historical, realist and speculative fiction.

      I take heed always, Andrew Cowan’s advice, to write the peculiar and the particular.

      Stories, Edgar Allen Poe said, should be consumed in one sitting. When selecting effective work for an anthology, Robert Drewe applied the main test, whether afterwards a story stuck in his mind.

      My fictional settings arise from places I know very well and also for short periods. Melbourne, where I currently live, features in six stories. Northern South Australia where I lived as a child and adult, appears in several. Stories set in Apollo Bay, Budapest, Cabourg, Shanghai, and Woodford, Ireland sprang from research trips and travel to visit family.

      ‘Tread Softly by the River’ incubated during a Mildura Writers’ Festival after Heather Taylor Johnson, convenor of a contingent of writers, mainly poets, challenged us to create something in situ to share. I set several stories on university campuses, for instance, ‘Angel’s Brolly’, which satirises creative writing courses. ‘The Abduction of Ganymede’, ‘How to Measure a Bat’, ‘Power Grows Out of the Barrel of a Gun’ and ‘Pumped’ are also set in universities. Adelaide and the Fleurieu Peninsula stories gestated because I lived and worked in those places, full and part-time for decades.

      Many of my protagonists struggle with rural living issues: an accountant who cares for her dementing father and flits to Budapest, a suicide triggered by farm secession, a dirt farmer caring for a profoundly disabled child, a female police officer wounded in the line of duty, a gay student whose mother needs a lover who can start an agricultural pump, a vet student who loses her dog at a Celtic festival, an injured care worker at an isolated, Japanese-run, aged-care residence.

      Now living in a major city, I also want to understand experiences adjacent or connected to my own: an art academic who rescues a beautiful boy, a coroner who loses her reproductive rights, a DFAT careerist who falls for a commitment-phobe in France; a postgrad in virology and bats, who meets her favourite footnote at a conference; tutors who harass students, a homeless woman stranded at a writers’ festival; a boy estranged from family and living in a squat.

      In four or five stories, conflict plays out on trains. Six years ago, I moved from the South Australian bush to Melbourne suburbia, where I delighted in the efficiency of trains, their capacity for space and sociability but, even before Covid, I noted the frisson of fear some passengers prompt when entering carriages. Twice, I witnessed assaults – and once a suicide.

      Elsewhere, I’ve hypothesised that train carriages might be perfect vehicles for short stories because they offer a cast of diverse and ever-changing characters, closed and simple settings, reasonably clear beginnings and endings, and the prospect of mobility and progress. Train stories can turn on a small event, usually just one, suiting the short story form, allowing the protagonist opportunity for change.
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        * * *

      

      Zeitgeisty paradoxes – anarchy and care, death and dying, nature and its destruction, poetry and play, fractured hope and travel, sex with bots, violence and justice – generate riffs from feminist, social realist, and speculative perspectives.

      Absurdist and black humour, linguistic play, and reflexive empathy drive dialogue in most narratives, including during serious conflict, and the clashing of values in intimate partnerships like marriage and parenting. I favour free indirect style, whereby the voices of protagonists inflect the narratives, in a range of registers. My love of neologisms might annoy some editors.

      Stories reference wider reading. Several of my stories work in an allegorical way with classical mythology. In ‘The Abduction of Ganymede’, troubled youths target a beautiful boy on a train but perhaps, simultaneously, something more sinister happens. In ‘Icarus Bot’, a rural football recruit first corrupted by his father, falls again from grace in the rarefied and ruthless world of big business AFL. In ‘A Good Man is Hard to Find’, I borrow a title from Flannery O’Connor, and upturn the climax when a woman takes up her rifle.

      Everyone reads a story differently. Some critics argue we all own just one story and rewrite it through different lenses. Perhaps I have done this. When asked the same question, Helen Garner replied:

      
        
        I suppose it would have to be the story of me fighting with my father, and of course by extension, fighting all the others who represent the father figure to me, like big institutions, powerful men, expert knowledge and theory and all of those things.⁠2

      

      

      You might find similar tension in my stories, frustration with male narcissism and privilege but also nurturance of emerging masculinities; rage at the endangerment of children and vulnerable women; pleas for equity everywhere but especially in the provision of care; suspicion of romance, rules and suburban living. You’ll struggle to find phallocentric sex in any of them.

      Writing stories seduced me away from working interminably on the complex architecture of novels with their years-long development. And yet, and yet, I am only beginning to learn from brilliant exponents of short story craft – Cate Kennedy, Fiona McFarlane, Catherine McNamara, Nuala O’Connor, Paddy O’Reilly, Alex Skovron and Ellen van Neerven – how they plunge into a story, how they don’t unpack all the protagonists’ baggage, how the plot must turn, how the ending must satisfy but leave room for imagination and perhaps redemption.

      How should you read my stories? I do not know. Mavis Gallant advised:

      
        
        Stories are not chapters of novels. They should not be read one after the other, as if they were meant to follow along. Read one. Shut the book. Read something else. Come back later. Stories can wait.⁠3

      

      

      I hope to find diverse answers to this question at the 17th ICSSE (International Conference of Short Stories in English) in Killarney 2025, while listening to literary giants, Irish and other, who must surely read as many as they write.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 Katherine Mansfield, Journal of Katherine Mansfield, ed, J Middleton Murray, September 1920, entry made on the journey to the villa Isola Bela at Mentone, where KM spent the winter of that year, p. 154.

          

          
2 Sean Bearne, Writers: Sean Bearne on Helen Garner (Melbourne: Black Inc, 2022), p. 13.

          

          
3 Mavis Gallant, intro, Francine Prose, Collected Stories, (London: Everyman Edition, 2016).

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HEBE’S LAMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Hebe drags on blue latex gloves and drops from the embankment onto the track. She lands awkwardly, knees buckling. To reach him, she needs to crawl over gravel beneath the train, which may damage her gloves. Thwack – she strips them off again and curses.

      The hijab-wearing police officer who handed them over, steps away and shouts into her phone: ‘Stop all oncoming trains.’

      After night shift, Hebe customarily speeds past shadowy trees, keys jammed in her fist, to locate her parked car on darkened streets. No woman she knows lives free from fear of gender-based violence. This morning in bright daylight, Hebe’s partner ambles behind her; but coupledom chafes her and she passes him to join a stream of pedestrians.

      Online newspaper headlines flag a tsunami of affronts against women – rape, suicide, domestic and workplace violence. Black-clad females of all ages and a few Boomer males lump signs as they surge past her. Schoolgirl renegades pause on the steps of Parliament to hug each other. Police cluster on street corners, mouths to their talking devices. Could the force not have had the decency to mobilise more women officers than men?

      At Bourke St, Hebe waits for her partner to catch up and tugs him downhill towards their favourite bookshop.

      ‘I’m early for the rally. And I’m anxious. Let’s sit outside Pellegrini’s for a bit,’ she says.

      ‘But then I need to go.’

      ‘Are you sure you won’t come with me for a while…?’

      ‘That wasn’t the deal.’

      Part of her shrinks. Of course, he never marches with her – for any just cause. This gathering is unlikely to turn violent like the last one, when she had slid through smoky streets to avoid attacks by spectators. Back then, she had kept her head down – only looked up when a pelican soared over the speechmakers.

      Think Greek Hebe. Men. Not highly evolved. Take the brief. And yet, and yet... Misogynist shit-fuckery festering in the national capital, nothing new, but still it stings like a slap. After late-night news bulletins, rocking on her toes as she wields her toothbrush, scours her gums, visceral rage overwhelms her. Sure, her partner tolerates her irregular work and sleep patterns, and offers only subtle remonstrance, ‘alleged’, ‘evidence’... weasel words, in certain circumstances.
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        * * *

      

      Kerbside, they order black coffees and biscotti at a tiny circular table, where she can second-guess identities of passing groups. Hebe steadies herself, warms her hands around her glass, glances at social media on her phone.

      He does this too. Sometimes she likes this separateness. The way his dark hair escapes his bun and curls around his ear bumps her heart. Much too soft, Hebe. Time to stand strong.

      The Canberra organisers had aimed for enough women to link arms and ring the site of men’s indifference – Parliament House. On live feed, it’s going off alright. Inside the house, crumb maidens fob off invitations to join their sisters. ‘Come inside,’ they say. ‘We can talk inside.’

      Suddenly he downs his cup and leans across the table to kiss her. ‘I’m going to buy Wittgenstein for Dummies,’ he says and rises.

      ‘Okay, Dummy. Such humility. But you know Ludwig didn’t even believe in women’s suffrage,’ she says.

      ‘Tormented. Told jokes to release the tension.’ He flexes his hip at her.

      ‘That’s your answer? He also said all the women he knew were idiots.’

      He shrugs.

      Such a slippery word, partner. Could be a hand-of-cards commitment. ‘I’ll see you later.’

      She watches the manager of the shabby-chic shop lift the book from the window display and take it to the till.

      On the way out, her partner raises his paper bag to her and calls out, ‘Bon courage!’

      ‘Lazy shit.’ She despairs. ‘Your decision is morally indefensible.’

      As he turns up the slope, a breeze eddies and flips his burgundy scarf over his shoulder. She wants to go home with him. To enclose and clamp him. On the living room floor if necessary. Skirt flurrying, she stands and hurries in the opposite direction. Calls Addie, someone whom she recently met, who plans to materialise near the gardens. Like early birds chattering after midnight, they talk and walk towards each other.

      ‘What a crowd,’ Addie says. ‘Women have had a gutful.’

      By the time Hebe crosses at the lights near the gardens the phones cut out and Addie’s disembodied voice disappears. She stares into the distant green hollow seething with people.

      It’s not a zero-sum game. Some men do it tough. Each day, her sister steps over homeless men sleeping outside the regional library she runs. Knows their names. Each day, seven men and one woman seek warmth inside. Drink and eat out of plastic bags. Leave supermarket trolleys stuffed with their belongings behind the council hedge. At night, they move between parks and fast-food outlets like McDonald’s, buy a coffee when asked to move on.

      Hebe would not ordinarily have rostered herself off a surgical list. Today, thousands of women burn with imperative. Yesterday, someone had invited their ‘father-knows-best’ Prime Minister to be keynote speaker at a national women’s conference. What the actual fuck?

      Although she’d like to descend into the green bowl beneath the London Planes and face the speakers’ podium, she feels wary about the crush. At least half of the moving throng wear masks. Outside in the fresh air women still try to keep safe. And Hebe can’t afford for Covid to knock her flat a third time and lose her short contract at St Vincent’s.

      She edges around the margins of the crowd to stand beneath a Canary Island Palm. Tries to call Addie again. No reception. Overhead, a helicopter clatters. Today feels like a war. And it bloody well is. Since 2008, intimate partners have killed over 1,000 women. More. Nothing short of war will force men to relinquish power they pretend doesn’t exist. Yet Hebe doesn’t see herself fighting on any frontline. Apart from operating through the pandemic, and what her partner said, she is not all that courageous. Lie after lie in the highest house, told not only by men but by their Valkyrie-like hench-women, makes her want to call every injustice, but she feels pessimistic. No one relinquishes power.

      However many times Hebe redials, Addie’s voice disappears in static – ‘on the far side of the gardens’ is all she gleans. No matter. She sinks cross-legged onto the ground, angles her cap to survey the crowd, listen to the Welcome to Wurundjeri Country. Placards wave above the pack of heads. ‘Ditch the Dicks.’ ‘Justice for Women.’

      Wearing a ‘Black, Strong & Deadly’ skivvy, an Indigenous elder begins her address, her eyes fierce and haunted. The crowd murmurs approval. She goes on a bit long. But then, her invitation came 150 years late. Rainbow-coloured kids roll down the slope. Hebe feels fist-pumpy, in solidarity with the gathered women, and cast adrift because she has come alone.

      The women allegedly raped in Parliament House were the brightest of graduate appointments. Delayed once at Canberra Airport, and drinking in the departure bar, Hebe had got into an argument with a few political interns about Bill Clinton and Monica Lewinsky. Her colleague had introduced them.

      ‘Lewinsky initiated,’ one of them said. ‘Mutual. Oral.’

      ‘What about duty of care?’ Her face had blossomed hot, her voice splintered. ‘What about the power disparity?’

      He’d looked at her as if she’d lost it over something everyone else understood. Glanced away. Lifted his glass to his mate. Sighed. ‘Sure,’ he’d said, dragging the word out in faux puzzlement, as if he wasn’t, at all. ‘She knew the game.’

      And on it went for centuries, a grey sea of government men, who rose and fell oblivious to their entitlement. Or maybe not? Type A competitors, away from home in national capitals.
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        * * *

      

      Hebe feels another pang of hunger and loneliness. She should go home and steal an afternoon’s sleep before her night on call. Would have been a double shift. Only she’d bailed on her surgical list to get to the gardens. Had the hospital covered her?

      She gives up combing the crowd for her new friend Addie. All phone networks must be constipated. The crowd separates like a broken sauce; groups slide away. Some congeal in the dip with the speakers, others surge uphill into Fitzroy Gardens; another mob peels away towards the city. At the top of the rise, the space swells with pedestrians and police. In singular fashion she moves through sudden holes in the crowd until she reaches Collins Street, which the police have closed.

      A ratbag group of tub-thumping flat-earthers belting drums and shaking placards prevent her descending the hill. Some of them anti-vaxxers. A class thing, a health thing, a fucking, impossible thing. Most, doxies of the disaffected right? They block both sides of the road and dominate the street with their goat-carts, pot bellies, and vapes. She waits.

      She compares the scene to a May Day in Paris, when she had stood on the kerb next to a tall and expensively dressed black man carrying a Louboutin shopping bag. Together they had watched unions and socialist organisations pass, carts of coffee trundling behind them, loud hailers blaring, for fifteen minutes before they could cross the road. Workers. Beside the Louboutin man she felt scruffy and badly dressed. The French knew how to riot with style. Still, when they reached their rallying point it would be game on. The gendarmes were heavily armed.

      Hebe presses through three police-controlled intersections hosting activist performances unrelated to the women’s gathering, and finally arrives opposite Flinders Street Station where she rushes across on the diagonal and up the steps. Inside, more chaos. The city will need to wait until women get off the streets and back to work before it rights itself. Her morning list springs to mind. Looking up at the board, she sees her line has closed for ‘delayed upgrade of emergency infrastructure.’ Sometimes life comes at her too fast.

      A train on another line that runs close to home leaves from below ground and she rushes down the race. A text to her partner remains unanswered, but she could lob in worse places than Brighton, the destination station. Why not order some food there and a glass of wine, text again, and hope he picks her up? Or Uber, although she’d rather not spend the money. Then go home to sleep until she clocks in at eleven. He’ll be kind to her, leave her alone. Of course, he agrees that women should be safe in their workplaces. As if milling about with a mob in city gardens will make a difference, he'll say.

      She’ll counter him. ‘I know about pragmatism, right? I’ve survived a surgical training program. A professor raped my fellow registrar.’ And he’ll drop his lips on her forehead in avuncular or smart fashion.
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        * * *

      

      Nerves in a jangle, Hebe alights at the substitute station, eyes cast towards a nearby platform eatery, half registers another train approaching from the south. Not fast, but repeatedly blowing its whistle. Signals clang and crossing gates close. Gridlocked. A girl in workout gear seizes her arm, points, her frantic fingers staccato on her phone: 000. She looks. And looks again. The train screeches until it seizes up inside the gates. The gym girl begins to sob.

      Beneath the engine, a bundle of clothes, a human figure, sprawls. Only the faintest movements perceptible disturb his extremities. Peering into the half-darkness beneath the heavy metal, Hebe’s eyes cannot look away. All-powerful, trains resist mechanical interventions. Just the same, this one had arrived at surprisingly normal speed until it heaved to a stop. Hebe tries not to imagine the collision of flesh and metal, the half-second of acute trauma, the blessing of blacking out. How had the man arrived? And from where ? The hipster pub across the road perhaps – or simply unobserved from the footpath, where he pushed against the closed pedestrian gates? Drunk, or deliberate? Unwell. Let’s say unwell. Her retrospectascope can only do so much.

      ‘OMG, OMG.’ A frail woman struggles from her ancient car, engine still running before the gates, distress distorting her plain face. Leaves her car door open. Its wipers sweep back and forth. In panic, she must have snatched at every lever she could reach. Police turn up, gather near the fence, not mad on the public elbowing in, avoid eye contact and speak into their phones. Ready to counteract anyone’s strong impulse to rush under the decelerated engine.

      Hebe remembers reports of medicos struck roadside while attending patients. Her father had told her never, never to get out of her car. He’d lost a mate who’d been tending a motorbike rider on a roadside verge. Both killed. Hebe knows that police have lost officers this way.

      As she moves towards the gate, a second squad car pulls up and a man and a woman climb out. They walk up and down the footpath and speak into walky-talkies. The gates are locked shut. Traffic banks up on both sides of the road. Transfixed by the stricken body, Hebe ticks hopeless boxes. And she has no bag or kit.

      A policeman, so large he must have been selectively bred, pushes his arm out in front of her. ‘Back please.’

      ‘I’m a doctor.’

      ‘Ambulance on the way.’

      His hijab-wearing partner moves towards her and their eyes meet.

      ‘I can look at him if you want. If there’s the faintest chance he’s alive.’ Hebe’s heart sinks because she thinks it extremely unlikely. The man’s movements are probably involuntary, a body in extremis. What is the point?

      ‘Wait.’ The policewoman speaks into her walkie-talkie. ‘Stop. All. Oncoming. Trains. On the Brighton line.’ She enunciates as if in block letters. ‘I repeat. HALT ALL TRAINS.’

      On hands and knees, Hebe crawls across the gravel towards the steel lines beneath the carriage, takes in the stink of brakes and fuel. Pulls on the police gloves. The man stirs. Looks through her. Eyes blue. Face absurdly unscathed. His chest rises once. His head flops to one side. Within a minute, voluntary or not, all movement ceases.

      By the time the ambulance medic arrives, Hebe has given up going through the motions of examination. They converse over a first-responder’s bag. No breathing, no pulse. Clumps of flesh adhere to the rails. Perhaps the man’s body had jack-knifed. Been rolled and crushed by extreme force. Both legs fractured. Hebe makes notes in her phone. This recent and final trauma had not caused his state of dishevelment, his dirty fingernails, his pallor and skin sores.

      Large cities expect unexpected deaths. Do railway lines invite them? Hebe imagines the man’s sister grieving him, his long-estranged partner too, his anger-management counsellor. The ambo begins the job of preparing the man for his ride to the hospital where he’ll be certified dead by a harried hospital doctor and shunted on a gurney downstairs. No one shakes hands anymore, but she and the ambo do.

      On the way through the crossing gates, she talks to the girl in workout gear, who needs to go back to her gym but can’t stop crying. And watches the policeman  brush off the old lady who wishes only to tell them what she saw before she flung herself from her car. Hebe guides her to a café chair on the edge of the pavement and pours her water.

      ‘They will talk to you, I’m sure. You saw it happen. They’ll need your details.’

      The woman’s lip trembles.
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        * * *

      

      To tell someone that the day is momentous, that the country has shifted on its axis over sexual violence in a workplace, seems pointless now. Somehow Parliamentary perpetrators and their beneficiaries have muddled with the man in her brain. Today, women have stood up together, but men should have too. Should take a long hard look at each other, behave better, and start bloody caring. Care for their brothers, instead of climbing over them on their way to the top.

      Last month, her sister had shared Chapter Two on her library men. One of them had told her he liked her vibe just before he empurpled the air in the children’s viewing room and two little kids fled crying. After she’d rung, police removed him – mental health problems, no kidding – and deposited him near the welcome sign to a town further down the freeway.

      A week later, he had returned – no hard feelings – and smiled at her when she suggested he visit the adjoining community centre.

      ‘Not going in there, to that fucking bitch.’ No to job-readiness, food forms, health checks, housing applications. ‘I. Just. Want. To be left alone,’ he’d said. Non-compliant. Noted.

      Irresistible not to invent a backstory for a man who pushes through a safety gate and steps in front of a train. End of the line?

      ‘Structural change,’ women cry out at Parliament House. Pale-faced survivors shudder, held up by sister-women, as they make their way to the podium.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hebe calls her partner. Yes, he will come and get her.

      ‘I’m fine,’ she says. ‘Really. I left the gardens early because I didn’t know anyone but my new friend Addie, and I couldn’t find her.’ Her hands agitate the air. ‘The phone reception was fucked. Imagine if women could do that every day. Jam things up.’ She hangs up and leans against the corrugated iron wall of the station. How long before police reopen the rail and the road? Long after impatient drivers execute tight three-point-turns and take alternative routes. She should have told him to drive in from the esplanade.
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        * * *

      

      For an hour or two afterwards, Hebe’s body feels hyper-alert. In the bath, eyes fixed on the ceiling, she relinquishes the idea of a sleep before her shift. Tries to imagine the man's life and expunge the image of his dying under her hands on the metal rails, finds herself in agreement with politicians who measure political progress in built railway overpasses to save lives. But then, ever the contrarian, she thinks the man might have jumped anyway, from any height, so desperate his plight, so tenuous his grip on life.

      She waves away a glass of wine.

      Her partner rests his bum on the side of the bath. ‘So, back at it, 11 pm?’

      ‘I’ll do it.’

      ‘Filled with feminist fervour? You know... I agree with you, but...’

      ‘Glad to hear it. I don’t know if I’ll watch the news tonight.’

      ‘You might be on it.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      She wasn’t. Train suicides. Common as.
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        * * *

      

      At the entrance to A&E, rushing late, Hebe buys the Big Issue from a redhead with bad skin. She wonders about chickens and eggs. Decides she’ll cancel her subscription, which delivers copies of the magazine to her apartment post-box. Carry instead a bag of ten-dollar notes and buy her copies on the street. Five minutes chat won’t kill her. And she’ll ask the redhead to come in later to get that mole on his face checked.

      ‘Where are the women who work for The Big Issue?’ she asks.

      ‘Back at the warehouse. They fold and mail the mag because it’s dangerous out here. They’re sick of it.’

      Affirmative.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ‘M’

          

        

      

    

    
      Matilda had a thing about arrivals. On planes, even when not working on foreign policy, she wore tailored suits and carried a valise, as if on her way to an important meeting; or, in the event of becoming ejected, disembodied over enemy territory, needing to command as much respect as a man, as Roosi, for instance, or any of her colleagues. Nothing could be done about shots fired by narcissistic young men. One had killed her brother.

      And now she found herself alighting from a taxi at the head of the circular driveway to the Grand-Hôtel, Cabourg, looking as bourgeois as young Marcel, arriving with his grand-maman, seeking a cure for his asthma. He had fictionalised the location as Balbec. Matilda gazed up at red awnings shaped like cloche hats, and found herself wheezing in sympathy with the young Proust – not so much the older one who sometimes seemed to her amoral – nodding at the doorman as she entered through the rotating doors. If Cabourg in high summer made no difference to her lungs, she could only conclude that her allergy was personal and brought about by the limitations of her relationship with Roosi because he had loved her brother.

      Before her last placement, she had found him reading Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu in bed. To please her, she surmised.

      ‘It’s boring,’ he said. ‘Nothing happens.’

      ‘He wrote most of the great work in bed, his health weakened by asthma.’ She sneezed.

      ‘Then he should have got up.’ Roosi threw the book aside. ‘Come, lie beside me and tell me more about Marcel the man, that I might be more understanding.’

      ‘He liked to go to the casino…’

      ‘I like to go to the casino.’

      Perhaps it could be enough, to get him there. She would slide into Normandy from East Asia or England and they would see. Proust had been no pushover either, disguising his beloved boys as female characters. ‘He loved boys.’

      ‘I love boys, and girls.’

      ‘You fucked my brother.’

      ‘Had I not I wouldn’t have met you.’

      They had quarrelled then about Marcus.
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        * * *

      

      Le Grand was all it should be: surrounded by Belle Époque houses, floral displays inside as big as shrubs, chandeliers heavy enough to take your head off should they fall, Proustian memorabilia in frames, on pedestals, in elegant script and line drawings, a grand piano, and Claude Debussy looping through the sound-system. Her eyes skated across the tiled floor, past majestic columns ringed with gold, and lifted to the light and airy space that led towards porthole windows revealing the sea.

      She broached the reception desk behind which several staff members swam languidly through blue light. ‘I must apologise’, she whispered, one hand clutching the brick lodged in her chest, gave a little cough, failed to clear her throat and tried again through a web of unmentionable mucous matter, ‘for a small difficulty’. The French were visceral in their approach to life. Throat clearing would be considered au naturelle, and nothing, weighed against the larger sins of body fat or unruly foreign children. ‘I find myself ill with asthma.’ Her breath rattled through fine fretwork.

      The receptionist gestured to a valet, with a flip of her fingers, directing him to Matilda’s suitcase. ‘I shall call le docteur?’

      ‘No, no, I need to rest. Please show me to my room.’

      ‘Oui, oui, Madame.’

      A boy, a reincarnation of early twentieth-century Balbec staff, despite or perhaps because of his rich Moroccan complexion, ascended with her in the lift. At the end of the corridor he carded her into her room. ‘… not the sea view, Madam, but… is well appointed… hope fulfils every desire.’ Was he being ironic? She swayed against him. Touched the pearl button on his thin wrist. Then regained her balance, advancing into the room on a waft of his linden aftershave.

      Only Roosi would arrive late for a romantic tryst. Perhaps his budget airline had overbooked his connecting flight. Drenched in Opium YSL, dreamily soaping herself astride the bidet, Matilda imagined him in the transit lounge playing on his phone. How ridiculous to invite a tardy man with an unkempt beard and authoritative nose, who could only steal a week between meetings about soulless data, to pay homage to her favourite author. While she had managed to slip away to France from a war zone. For two days, she was not remembering lost time but trying to imagine their future with any certainty.

      After complementary croissants and coffee, she had asked at the desk for permission to inspect Marcel Proust’s sixth-floor room. ‘Would it be possible, s’il vous plaît?’

      ‘The room is occupied. You may ask each day.’ The tariff was high. The room booked months ahead.

      That evening Matilda lay fully-dressed on the bed balancing the elegance of her surrounds against her rage with Roosi. Where the hell was he? Twice she nodded off and found herself dreaming of her brother. At 8 pm she saw the liftboy in the garden, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand and smoking, then striding away. Was he crying?

      At 9 pm the maid woke her as she delivered the weather on an ecru card with indigo graphics:

      
        
        Le Grand Hôtel

        Cher (s) client (s),

        Demain le ciel de Cabourg s’annonce: 20 degrés.

        Nous vous souhaitons une très agréable nuit:

        We wish you a very good night.

      

      

      This was not even a faint possibility. Matilda back-flipped the accompanying chocolate with her fingernail.

      At 10 pm, she rose to answer the door a second time but found the corridor bare. At her feet lay another card from housekeeping. There had been a cancellation and she was now invited to view the great man’s room. How irregular, at that hour. The passageway smelled faintly of linden. By God, she would go. She drew the deadlock across her door and ran a bergamot bath. What could be more fitting than wearing her grey, chrysanthemum-embossed silk kimono? Proust had loved japonaiserie.

      The weight in her lungs lightened, she breathed more freely, her face pinked in anticipation. She glossed her lips, moisturised all over, selected mauve ballet flats and matching lilac-print underwear.

      At the entrance to Proust’s room she fingered the brass plaque, refreshing her memory of single Matilda on overseas placements, snapping her laptop shut at the desk to go out and enjoy company and a few drinks. She would please herself as she had then. Sleep was not out of the question. Perhaps Roosi would materialise and tiptoe in to kiss her – channelling Albertine, Proust’s almost fiancée. Her lungs burned as she stepped through the unlocked door and took in the polished wooden floor, the table lamps casting apricot light, and the blue print carver chairs placed either side of the table. The bed seemed small, but were the French not athletic in their lovemaking? She slid behind the curtains to gaze down at the beach and promenade, to the row of royal blue and pale caramel-coloured bathing tents.

      Of course, she must have half-registered a sound behind her, the door handle turning on its spindle, one ring on a mobile phone, silenced by a finger, a person swathed in the blue throw from the bed, visibly performing in the mirror – which should have set her screaming. But she would be lying. There was nothing unwelcome about the lemony smell, the arm coiling around her waist, to loosen the tie on her kimono; nor the warm mouth on the back of her neck, the decidedly male body sliding over her hip, the thumb circling the inside of her thighs until she thought she might flatten herself against it and croon. Head bowed, she flexed her body within the ravelling curtain.

      A hand drew her backwards between the drapes and she curled hers in perfect étude, lay back against his body, untucked his shirt and bucked her hips, even as her gown slid from her shoulders and spooled on the floor.

      ‘What have you done?’ she hissed, reaching behind to finger his cropped head, his naked face, an abrasion beneath his chin.

      ‘I heard you were ill,’ he whispered.

      ‘What happened to the privacy of hotel guests?’

      On the ceiling, shadows darted; a festival drone grumbled past; fingers walked across her breasts; the sweetness of absinthe painted her tongue. Such a disgrace – disrespectful, sacrilegious – to misbehave in a famous writer’s room as if she was starving for love, as if any man would do, even an imaginary one who preferred men.

      Outside, lamps flickered and went out; Avenue de la Mer fell silent. In volume six, M had commanded Albertine to travel all the way from Paris, to wait downstairs until he summoned her past midnight, to pleasure and relax him after the travails of the casino at Deauville, to allow him to express his complicated love. Had she done that to Roosi? Matilda experienced an urge to give up on men – to find, like Albertine, décolletage to kiss. Then pleasure sighed though her extremities. Until she had taken her fill of him, she wouldn’t open her eyes.

      After all, she would not stay overnight and have the boudoir maid complain that Matilda had despoiled the room for the next guests. She leapt up and pulled on her gown in one fast motion, and hurried down the fire stairs to her room, where she found everything restored: bed smoothed; curtains flung open; candle lit beside the exotic lily. From the bathroom came the strange smell of perfectly braised asparagus.

      Next evening, on the cusp of the second dinner sitting, Roosi let himself into the room without knocking. Had he been skulking about all day somewhere? Matilda had been leaning against the balustrade on the balcony, waving back to the moustachioed man peddling below, his topiaried white dog yapping in the basket of his bicycle. She started. Turned to face Roosi, face flushed. ‘How long have you been here?’

      ‘Long enough.’

      She felt ill and floaty. More vulnerable than usual. In hotels it was his custom to bunt her forwards and slide between her and the locked door, like a warder anticipating a break. It was her custom to rush to the window and test that it opened, in the event of smoke or fire. In Washington hotels, her hands beat like small birds against the locked glass. Then in his confessed excitement he waited for her to touch him first.

      ‘The lift-boy is delicious.’

      ‘A veritable knockout.’

      Two days late without a care. ‘Do you want to sleep with him?’

      ‘Did you?’

      ‘Why are you always so competitive?’

      ‘I enjoyed his conversation.’

      ‘I… not so much.’ She brushed fastidious fingers along the seams of her jacket. ‘He omits the personal pronoun from the beginnings of sentences. I am not the first to remark on the language of lift-boys.’

      ‘So pretentious. Do you remember how we met?’

      ‘I am fated to encounter bad grammar in lifts.’ Back then, in that small heated space, she had wanted him so badly, the lick and taste and touch of him, that she thought she had fallen into a cheap romance full of Vesuvian metaphors.

      The Cabourg seaside holiday had been planned as a test, but he had already failed. A breeze lifted her hair and she straightened strands with her fingers, half-aware of him moving towards the bed, patting the white Marcella quilt.

      ‘Come here.’

      ‘What happened to love?’

      ‘Love?’ He composed his mouth into a little moue of reproach. ‘Making love is part of inspecting the room.’

      ‘They have sea grass-fattened lamb on the menu, canard served with blood sauce, pomme tatin with crème fraiche.’

      He flapped his hand against his trousers. ‘Please, Matilda. You know how much I miss you.’

      ‘If you’d arrived here on time instead of playing games, you might have got a warmer reception.’ She cleared her throat. ‘We should eat.’

      He jumped up and closed the French doors, drew the heavy drapes against the fading brightness, the ringing of bicycle bells and children’s laughter. ‘You don’t look well. I thought the north of France was supposed to cure asthma.’

      He made another attempt to gather her in but she broke away to stand in front of the mirror and smooth down her white linen dress. This was how it was with them, one step forward and then another back.

      ‘All right then. A glass of wine and a bite to eat might be best,’ he said.

      The waiter led them to the last available table on the promenade. Roosi snatched up the menu. Seated further along, a dark-haired man tried to catch Matilda’s eye. Raised his eyebrows and corrected Roosi – coquille Saint-Jacques – who rose in his seat with a haunted look before Matilda pulled him down. The man smiled and resumed reading Sodom and Gomorrah. Roosi fell into a prolonged moody silence and she stared out to sea. Matilda hated these holding patterns.

      ‘What do you make of my meal?’ he eventually demanded.

      Was she personally responsible for its poor production and plating? ‘It looks fine.’

      ‘That’s all?’

      ‘What else?’

      The man stared.

      ‘Are you unhappy with it?’

      ‘I’m not happy with you.’

      She placed her hand on his. ‘Don’t embarrass me. Please.’

      He pulled his away. ‘You should apologise.’

      ‘I should apologise?’

      ‘I don’t feel like dessert.’

      ‘I’ll call for the bill then, shall I?’ she said. Both of them so independent, so stupidly capable.

      ‘Please yourself.’

      Roosi stood up and pushed in his chair. ‘I’m going for a walk.’ Droplets of béarnaise sauce glistened on his chin.

      ‘I think you should pay,’ she said.

      ‘What happened to liberté, égalité, fraternité?’

      Oh that was rich, when she had organised everything and he had arrived late. ‘I will see you upstairs.’ She turned her head to hide her prickling eyes.

      He slapped a card on the table, signed, and took off along the path; fingers fishing for something in his pocket, casting at her one last look of anger or half-longing. She couldn’t tell.

      If only he hadn’t loved Marcus first. But that wasn’t true. Marcus was her baby brother. She had loved him from the moment he arrived in her life – the squalling, dribbling sweetness of him – and later when he had crawled into her bed, reeking of wet nappy, shoving board books into her face, kissing her with his grubby mouth. ‘More,’ he said, when she, aged seven, had read to him, aged three, one arm slung around his plump shoulders. When their parents set on flight fussed with documents, squabbled among an archipelago of suitcases in the hall, waited for taxis that would prove the final sign of their desertion, Matilda and Marcus clung to each other at the top of the stairs, waved and blew uncertain kisses.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The waiter removed the calvados sorbet. Matilda risked a glance at the other diner before hurrying from the table. He rolled his eyes. Surely he must be a bloody writer, paying homage to Proust, he would satirise Roosi’s mispronunciation of charcuterie, boulangerie, pâtissier, crêperie on the street, his drooling at the window of Maison de chocolat, when he would laugh outright. In the lounge, she lifted Time Regained from her handbag and drank and read until the fleur-de-lys in the burgundy carpet blurred before her eyes. The token madeleine remained on her plate when she crept up the grand staircase.

      Marcus died in an uptown Boston shopping centre buying jocks while she, ironically, was in American quarters near Kandahar, a dangerous place. There had been several bomb blasts during the night and she had stood at the window listening, her mood altered by every call to prayer crackling over truck megaphones. Then Roosi had rung and told her. Almost immediately she began to wheeze. Was it the dust or his tears that unhinged her, made her think that she would die? Roosi seemed to understand that she couldn’t breathe, and spoke calmly, kindly until she could rise off her knees and find her puffer – live. At the funeral, slides of Marcus, beautiful, carefree, drink in hand, shirt open, absurd in full dinner suit, slid across the screen above their heads. She had loved Roosi ever since.

      ‘Do not speak to me,’ she shouted at him, flinging shoes when he entered the room after midnight.

      ‘I won at baccarat. Against that bloke who was rude at dinner. We got on quite well. In the end.’ He lumbered towards the bathroom.

      ‘You’re drunk.’

      ‘You should have been nicer to me. All week, I looked forward to pleasing you.’

      ‘Why can’t you act like a normal person?’

      ‘I want to surprise you, too.’

      She heard water running and a crash. ‘I know that you love boys,’ she shouted. ‘My brother, for instance.’

      Shower sounds drowned out his voice. Matilda thought about when she and Marcus were teenagers, home together while their parents made speeches at one of their interminably dreary think-tank dinners. How they mixed gin-fizzes, tried on mother’s beaded evening gowns, cranked up the music and paraded around, as pissed as pardalotes. With Marcus’s sweet face peeping out from behind a tasselled burnous, they once practised their kissing techniques on the full-length mirror in the hallway, until he became upset about something and head-butted the glass so hard it shattered.

      ‘More,’ she said and he laughed. Once in their twenties arriving home drunk after a party and attacked by the munchies, they had raided the fridge, eaten and drunk until Matilda felt so ill that she made up her mind to take the placement in Defence. She was only one person. From now on, Marcus would have to solve his own problems.

      Roosi’s shower ceased whooshing. Matilda could pick out words again.

      ‘Paris, Évreux, Lisieux, Caen, Dives-Cabourg, Houlgate, Deauville, Trouville,’ he shouted. ‘Let’s take the train in the morning?’

      It would be safer to go back to Afghanistan than talk to him now. Over there, she had been quartered in little more than an air-conditioned Nissan hut in a barbed-wire compound. In the wee small hours her friends, too at ease with American soldiers, watched porn by way of aperitif, then after the main event went back to playing Medal of Honor.

      ‘Tilly, get your fanny in here,’ they called out to her.

      ‘Guys, thanks but no.’ Redrafting policies, reading novels, watching CNN News and crying over Marcus’s ridiculous care packages, she had felt disconnected, dusty. Like everyone else, she popped Stilnox to avoid the 3 am freak-out.

      Matilda’s chest tightened. She snatched her inhaler from the bedside table and took it to her mouth. Pretended to sleep until she heard him breathing slow-wave. Then she balanced on her edge of the mattress, refusing the smallest point of contact that would give him an excuse to enter her during the night. They needed to talk. In the morning she awoke alone, the bedclothes on his side flung to one side. He was on the road perhaps: in search of flat fields strewn with hay bales, stone houses and tatted curtains, baskets of pomegranates, pelargoniums and tulips; or on the shore wallowing in the surf like an untidy walrus. Thrashing off his hangover.

      The tide was out and the sand flats stretched in smooth corrugations towards the horizon; distant elderly figures bent in the shallows, gathering whelks.

      A tap at the door brought a note, a bunch of blue hydrangeas and the weather card: ‘wind rising’. Matilda sneezed.

      ‘Your partner is a rude pig. Come out with me,’ the note read. ‘The car will be ready at eleven o’clock.’

      Matilda showered and carried it downstairs. The lift-boy served her breakfast in the morning room overlooking the beach. Matilda looked up at him from her omelette aux champignons and single espresso. Strong light beamed through the mullioned windows, causing him to blink and rub his eyes. He looked tired.
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        * * *

      

      At eleven, Matilda leaned into the open-topped car and kissed the driver. ‘We have two days to discover love.’

      Between the seats lay a hamper lined with Bretagne blue gingham and containing a bottle of Dupont cidre, a baguette, and ripe cheese bound in calico. A vintage Feraud scarf, tied to the handle, fluttered in the breeze. ‘Pop it on. Please. I think the candelabra-and-piano print suits your colouring. Open the gift before we set off.’

      Matilda lifted the first edition Gallimard from its wax wrapping: À l’ombre des jeunes filles en fleurs, Paris, 1919: the second volume of Proust’s masterpiece. She raised one eyebrow.

      ‘For days, I thought about how best to make everything up to you.’ He stroked his chin. ‘Say sorry. Shave. Write new algorithm. Just for us.’

      ‘Nothing simpler?’ She nudged his cheek. Inhaled lemons. Laughed.

      ‘Jealousy. Rusty French. Sorry. Nerves. I ruined my Cabourg proposal.’

      ‘For all the darkness in that room and your naked face, I knew you.’

      ‘I love people. Not boys. I loved your brother and I love you. I do not wish to lose you too. “Love is an incurable malady.” Marcel said that. I have finished volume two.’

      ‘All love evolves rapidly towards farewell’: volume six.’

      ‘We must decide how we can remedy that.’

      ‘“We fall in love for a smile, a look, a shoulder…”’

      Matilda squeezed her puffer and stepped into the car.
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