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            Prologue

          

          DUYEN TRAN  -  SAIGON, APRIL 1975

        

      

    

    
      The choppers were taking off and landing every ten minutes. One gigantic praying mantis after another, filling the sky, blocking the light.

      Lionel snatched up Duyen’s hand.

      ‘Run!’

      Another helicopter landed on the embassy roof and as the crush of bodies on the ground took a collective breath and surged again, Lionel broke free, dragging Duyen behind him as she stumbled, nearly falling on the dusty ground.

      An official spotted Lionel in his business shirt and tie, the diplomatic papers bunched in his free hand, the young Vietnamese woman struggling along in his wake and suddenly there was a path to the front, and they were scaling a ladder propped up against the side of the building.

      Duyen glanced down at the sea of pleading, upturned faces, her friends, her neighbours, her countrymen and women. She faltered, her heart constricting, but Lionel yanked her up another rung and another rung. Panting, crying, still bleeding a little and weak from her recent termination, Duyen tripped as rough hands shoved her underneath the pounding blades and into the packed body of the helicopter.

      It rose, roaring into the sky and through the window, Duyen glimpsed the lights of the North Vietnamese convoys beginning to circle the outskirts of the city.

      Inside the chopper, nobody spoke.
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          Chapter One

          Melbourne – 1995

        

      

    

    
      Evie Stockborough got off the tram and walked slowly home along the wide, leafy streets of Toorak. Generational wealth was on full display in the beautiful mellow-stoned mansions, so at home and confident here, the distant hum of Melbourne’s traffic no more than elegant background music against Toorak’s bright birdsong and rustling vegetation. Fresh green, and clipped to within an inch of their life, topiary hedges and lollipop-shaped trees lined pathways behind elaborate, wrought-iron fences. There was the occasional low bark of a resident dog, the clang of a gate up ahead, luxury motors parked along the sides of the road.

      Evie didn’t notice any of these things today. As she plodded along under the weight of her school bag, her uniform hot and itchy in the afternoon sun, she tried to formulate a plan, tried to find the right words, the most acceptable turn of phrase, the correct tone of voice. Tonight, after dinner, she would sit her parents down and tell them she was pregnant.

      How to tell them, though? I’m pregnant was too blunt. Too abrupt and jarring. Evie pictured her parents visibly jolted; their faces frozen in shock.  I’m going to have a baby was marginally better, but would they understand she meant I’m going to have a baby in four months? She was astonished they hadn’t said anything about her swelling belly, but Evie put it down to her penchant for baggy sweatshirts and jeans. Either that, or her parents were too disinterested, or busy or self-involved, to notice. As long as Evie kept her head down and didn’t bother them, Dana and Lionel were happy. To date, her sister Debra had been the major boat-rocker in the family by meeting and falling in love with Kenny Wilson.

      Kenny was a kid who hated school. The world of academia held zero interest for him, and his weekends were spent hooning out to the Great Ocean Road to surf with a gang of mates, or rowing on the Yarra River. His parents died in a car crash when Kenny was in his early teens and he drifted, untethered and largely unsupervised between aunts and grandparents until he was considered old enough to fend for himself.

      Kenny’s unstructured existence taught him to be tough and self-reliant. He learned early on that in order to do what you want in life, you’re going to need a lot of money, and Kenny was unafraid of hard work. Resourceful and not without charm, he could turn his hand to most things. His passions were water sports and football, nights out and cooking. He loved food, loved creating crazy concoctions with whatever he had in the fridge and despite his disinterest in science at school, he found the principles of food biochemistry a fascinating area of study. Mostly though, he learned to cook through trial and error, having pretty much been responsible for sustaining himself when his parents died, and he’d been shuttled between various family members. He tried not to rely on anyone.

      He couldn’t wait to leave school and once free, easily found a job as a lifesaver on St. Kilda beach. Kenny loved St. Kilda, slipping effortlessly into its edgy, colourful, slightly squalid whirl of sex and dog-eared art deco squats, punk rock and creativity, fashion, food and the big daddy of them all looming over the proceedings with its wide gaping mouth – Luna Park. And most of all, Kenny loved weed.

      Debra came into his life one Friday night. She was in the queue for the Big Dipper with a group of school friends when Kenny and his mate Jonno joined the line, and they all got chatting. Debra was cute and friendly, and Kenny asked if she wanted to go and see the Hoodoo Gurus the following night. She did, and that was that. They were a couple.

      Dana and Lionel were circumspect. This knockabout, affable youth was not what they had in mind for either of their daughters. Dana simply couldn’t bear him to be seen around the house with his scruffy hair and loud voice. The growly throb of his elderly Holden Commodore cruising up their street gave her palpitations; she despaired of its bright red paintjob and one cream door; the slapdash repair that had made the car affordable.

      Debra and Evie’s father was hardly ever home, working long hours at his accountancy practice, but he could spot potential when he saw it and was interested in who Kenny was and what he had to say. Lionel was heard to refer to the lad as having a teachable spirit, which to young Evie, listening in, sounded like Kenny was a blob of plasticine, ready to be moulded into whatever her parents desired. However, when Debra announced she wanted her boyfriend to move in, Dana put her sensible court shoe down and told her daughter to leave and not come back ‘till she’d regained her senses.

      To her utter shock, Debra did leave. Frankly, Dana didn’t know she had it in her but by now, the happy couple had found a dingy little place to live, over in Melbourne’s western suburbs. Deb left school, and they moved in.

      ‘Well,’ remarked Dana as the Holden rumbled away from the house for the last time, Deb perched on the passenger seat with a bag of books on her lap and her life in the boot, ‘it’s down to Evelyn now. She’d better make more acceptable choices than her sister, I won’t have both my daughters throwing their lives away.’

      Watching from the sidelines in wide-eyed dismay, Evie had witnessed the whole thing unravelling. Deb’s pleading and tears, their mother’s stony-faced rejection, their father’s crushing sadness. That her elder daughter had found love with the likes of Kenny Wilson, was too much to bear for the queen of Toorak, but little did Dana know, a couple of years later her younger daughter would have an even bigger surprise in store. At least Debra hadn’t been pregnant.

      When she got to the end of her street, Evie kept going. She couldn’t go home yet, she wasn’t ready, she needed to think. She followed the road around to the back of the house, where terraced gardens stepped gracefully down to the Yarra, theirs being one of only a handful of homes in Toorak with river frontage. As children, Evie and Deb spent many hours playing in the tiny boat shed, which housed only a battered canoe and a rusting collection of gardening tools or fishing off the wooden jetty with hand-held plastic nets. Their parents must have known, but the house was shielded from the river by a cluster of Weeping Willows near the bank and the girls felt safe there. It never occurred to Evie and Deb to play in the big house, their actual home. Dana would have a fit if the tufts of the carpets weren’t all standing to attention like soldiers on parade, if there was the merest hint of mess, of childhood and playing and lives being lived. To the outside world, the Tran house was an immaculate showpiece. To the girls who lived there, it felt like a prison.

      Evie dumped her bag on the jetty and sat down, her legs dangling out over the murky water, then she lay on her back, staring up through gentle branches to the crisp afternoon sky. Her mind turned to Adam, the love of her short life, the father of her baby. Adam with his milky soft hands and platinum hair, the insolent air he wore so comfortably, the way he showed interest in Evie, then ignored her, then came back and then shunned her again. It drove her mad with a kind of delicious uncertainty, but she couldn’t resist him. He was her first, after all.

      Adam came from a wealthy family too. His parents owned a construction company, the business passed down from Adam’s grandfather and it was loosely assumed, though never articulated, that Adam would take it over one day. Evie knew he didn’t have to try very hard, at all, for anything. He cruised through school, barely paying attention, and showed up briefly at university to study business but dropped out after six months. There was no pressure on him to do anything, his future already in place, his life mapped out and he’d hardly lifted a finger.

      She’d known him all her life. Their parents were cronies, gathering at one another’s homes for drinks and dinner parties, the kids relegated to another room to watch TV and play video games. Evie looked up to Adam. He was nonchalant and unattainable, his attention firmly fixed on Debra, but Deb didn’t like him.

      ‘He’s got piggy eyes, I don’t trust him,’ she said. ‘He’s spoilt and rude and not even good looking.’

      Evie, however, was smitten.

      She was six and Adam fourteen when he finally seemed to give up on impressing ten-year-old Debra. Evie’s cheeks were bright pink with pleasure when he handed her his Game Boy one evening at his parents’ house, asking ‘want a go?’ Did she ever. He leaned in close, explaining the rules of Super Mario Bros, while Evie hardly listened, breathing him in, almost frozen with awe that he was actually touching her, one arm looped round her shoulder. She knew Adam was a teenager, practically grown up. It was mesmerizing to think that maybe he liked her.

      Debra stepped in, took the Game Boy from Evie’s hot hand and passed it back to Adam. ‘Want a go?’ she challenged and stared at him with hard eyes. Adam peeled away from Evie’s side and shrugged. ‘Sure.’

      Eventually, Adam got Evie on her own.

      ‘I’ll show you how to cast a line, if you like,’ he said and produced a proper fishing rod with a reel and everything. Evie hid her plastic net in the shed, embarrassed.

      ‘Do you know what I think?’ said Adam one day, as they sat side by side on the jetty with their fishing lines in the water, ‘I think there’s a lot going on,’ he tapped the side of Evie’s head, ‘in here. You’re a pretty girl and very smart, too.’ His flaccid hand trickled down the length of her straight, glossy hair and rested on the small of her back. ‘You’re quite the dark horse.’

      Being a dark horse sounded mysterious and grown up. Evie glowed.

      ‘You and I are like the very first people in the world – we’re Adam and Eve. Like in the bible, right?’ said Adam.

      Being like people in the bible made Evie feel good, too. She and Adam must be very blessed, their love was meant to be. She was quite sure the nuns at school would approve.

      Adam lay back on the jetty and patted the wooden planks, for Evie to lie down next to him. She did as she was told and it was nice to be there with Adam under a perfect blue sky, dappled sunshine mottling their faces. After a moment, he silently took her hand and pressed it into his groin.

      Evie stared straight up, her heart beating wildly. She felt strangely privileged yet spun through with an overpowering sense of doing something wrong. Guilt clashed violently with feelings of delight that Adam trusted her so much. She wished he would say something to reassure her, but when she turned her head, her cheek pressing the warm wooden jetty, her hair splaying out in a burnished ebony halo, and stared at his face, his eyes were closed.

      Still without speaking, he slid his own hand across her tummy and then began inching underneath the waistband of her shorts, his fingers stroking her bare skin. Evie froze. Surely, he’d stop, but Adam didn’t stop.

      She was seven and a half.

      By now, at nearly twelve, Deb was distracted with her own life and had started hanging out with friends at weekends. As she settled into her teenage years, Debra confided in Evie how much she liked this boy Kenny who she met at Luna Park. He was a bit older. He drank and smoked and was cool as a rocker. Evie was terrified of him; he was so big and self-assured. He had a dangerous edge and wild hair and was always proclaiming his dreams, he wanted to travel; to explore art and music and creativity and Debra lapped it up.

      Meanwhile, ten-year-old Evie was still deeply in thrall. Her stomach flipped and her palms got sweaty whenever Adam showed up. True to his word, he did teach her to fish. He also took her out on the river in the canoe and sometimes they paddled quite a long way down the Yarra together. He treated her to a milkshake in the city and bought her a new fishing rod and held her hand. They were together for a whole afternoon, not just for an hour in the garden and Evie could hardly wait to tell Deb, but her sister wasn’t happy.

      ‘He’s a creep. What’s he doing hanging out with a kid? He’s bad news, Evie. Stay away from him, I’m telling you.’

      Evie didn’t listen. Only Adam gave her the attention she craved though she didn’t like this new tickling game he’d invented. Sometimes he’d start the game by actually tickling her. She’d squeal and giggle and try to get away, but sooner or later they’d be lying on the deck and Adam’s hand would be under her clothes, while she was obliged to return the favour. It made her feel self-conscious and a little bit sick, but it made Adam so happy and afterwards he would praise her even more.

      Evie pined for him constantly and when he did arrive at the house unannounced, she would drop everything, hurry from her room and give him her undivided attention, adoration and love. Standing in the hallway at the bottom of the stairs, Adam would wait for Evie to run down the last few steps.

      ‘Hi there, Small Fry,’ he’d say and ruffle her hair. Dana and Lionel seemed happy to see him, too and they’d invite him into the sitting room where they’d all chit chat about grown up stuff like business and money. Sometimes they’d have glass of sherry and offer Adam a can of beer and Dana would ask after his parents. Evie would loiter around the doorway, waiting for Adam to look her way. Occasionally, he’d glance over and give her his special smile, and her heart would nearly burst.

      And then one day on the jetty, when Evie was eleven, Adam took the rod he’d given her, put it on the ground and drew her to her feet. She waited, wondering what was next, perhaps he wanted to play the tickling game or maybe today they’d take the canoe out again. But this time, when Adam led her into the little boat shed, he didn’t tell her to pick up the paddles. Instead, he closed the door behind them, his gleaming pale eyes never leaving her face.

      ‘Lie down,’ he said, and she did.

      Afterwards, curled up in a ball in her cotton sun dress, Evie cried and cried. She didn’t think Adam would ever hurt her like that, but he was telling her now that she was a real woman. He said he was proud of her, and Evie wiped her tears away, feeling washed through with relief and love for him. She’d never been told she was worth anything, before.

      Outside, the morning looked the same as when they’d left it. Evie blinked in the daylight, harsh white after the darkness of the boat shed. The Yarra purred along as normal, and the wooden jetty was there, with her fishing rod still lying where Adam had placed it, right before he took her inside. The branches of the weeping willows made gentle swishing sounds, and a lone duck quacked mournfully somewhere upstream. Everything looked normal. Evie went to pick up her fishing rod again, but Adam was already sauntering up the garden towards the house. He didn’t say goodbye but must have known she was watching him go and raised his hand in a clinical farewell.

      Evie remained standing on the muddy riverbank, her tender little body chafed and bleeding, her eyes full of tears. It felt like a giant part of her life had been ripped away, but Adam really loved her, so that was alright. It was all so confusing. She didn’t go to school that day; real women probably didn’t need to.

      She went to her room instead and stayed there, leafing through magazines she’d stolen from under Debbie’s bed and later, took her sister’s flowery make-up bag and snuck into the bathroom, where she plastered her perfect round cheeks with foundation and slathered on raspberry lip gloss. She pouted and posed, like the models in the magazines, thoroughly impressed with the result. She couldn’t wait to be a real adult, where her outside matched her inside.

      If Dana noticed her daughter had missed school that day, she didn’t comment. She was out of the house all morning anyway, at one of her charity meetings, Evie supposed. For once it was a relief to have parents who didn’t care about her.

      ‘What’s really cool,’ said Adam one morning in the middle of the Autumn term ‘is that we’re a secret. We’re enough for each other aren’t we – no need for the parents to get involved. Don’t you go saying anything to your mother.’

      Evie got up from the shed floor and straightened her pleated school skirt.

      ‘I might tell Debbie though. She’d be happy for us – she knows what it’s like to be in love’

      Adam caught her arm, his eyes hooded.

      ‘Don’t you dare.’

      Startled, Evie shrank back. ‘Why not?’

      Adam regained his composure. ‘She wouldn’t understand, Evie. I think she’s jealous of us, actually and I don’t want her to upset you.’

      Evie frowned. Her sister would never be jealous of anything Evie did or had and besides, Deb didn’t even like Adam. Still, it was important to please him, so she reluctantly agreed. During class, Evie dreamed about the day Adam would let her tell her sister. She imagined Deb being maid of honour at their wedding, the dresses she and Debbie would wear, the honeymoon she’d have with Adam. She sighed, happily.

      School was an inconvenience, time she was forced to spend away from thinking about Adam. Whole days when she wasn’t at the house, and he might call round. Nothing interested her, she didn’t really make friends, she didn’t play sport, she paid scant attention to her studies and eventually her parents were called in for a chat. Evie sat between them on a hard wooden chair on the visitor’s side of the principal’s desk, and crossed her arms, not really caring about anything much. She didn’t need to pass exams; she didn’t need to be clever and bright and popular. She could have told them she was fine, she had Adam, and he was all she wanted, but nobody ever asked her.

      When the meeting drew to a close, Evie was reminded once again that she needed to pull up her socks, join one of the clubs, study hard, be a good student – a role model to others, as by now some of the younger students were starting to look up to Evie as a bit of a rebel. She wore makeup to school; it was rumoured she took drugs and had a rich boyfriend and was having sex. Other parents were getting worried. The older Stockborough girl had dropped out of school, gone off the rails and was living with a deadbeat and now the younger sister was going the same way. It reflected poorly on the school and the principal posed the notion that Evie might prefer to attend another seat of education – a boarding school perhaps? Was this a roundabout way of saying she was being kicked out? Evie nodded and slid off her chair, safe in the knowledge that Adam would never allow them to be parted like that. Her father stayed behind to speak privately with the principal, while Evie hung around the corridor outside, glancing at the posters and artworks lining the walls. Black and white photos depicting the history of the school, certificates celebrating high achievers, pictures of nuns and girls amid the gracious old buildings and rolling grounds. It all seemed so remote and unconnected to Evie. When her father emerged from the office, he was pocketing his cheque book.

      Dana was already in the car.

      But now here was Evie, pregnant a month before her fifteenth birthday. No wedding and no Adam in sight. Evie already knew she’d keep the baby. She had made this child with Adam, and she couldn’t be prouder; he’d make a lovely dad, so much better than her own father. She wished Adam would be around more though. He only came to see her occasionally but when he did, he’d tell her he loved her, and they’d lie on the jetty or go to the shed, and he’d show her just how much.

      Evie hoped her parents would support her decisions, but she wasn’t banking on anything from them – she was a mature woman, as Adam had told her many times. It was strange that he wasn’t responding to her now, but he’d turn up tonight, she knew he would. He’d arrive and talk to her father and probably propose to her then.

      She’d say yes, of course.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      ‘Evie, Evie, Evie,’ her father gave a disappointed shake of his head. ‘You are but a child yourself.’

      Evie folded stiff arms across her body, sub-consciously protecting the precious life inside her. She must not cry, but how she wished Adam was there.

      Sitting stiff and upright, Evie’s mother’s lips were a tight red line. Danger; do not cross. She was yet to speak, but Evie knew for sure that if Dana Tran saw fit to throw her out of the house, then out of the house she’d go.

      ‘Fourteen years old,’ added her father, as though she needed reminding. ‘What possessed you?’

      Dana pinned her with a frozen stare. ‘Do you even know who the father is?’

      ‘Of course she does,’ interjected her father. ‘It’s young Adam.’ His anxious gaze swiveled to his daughter, sitting meekly on an armchair facing them. ‘Isn’t it Evie?’

      ‘Adam Buchanan? A lovely boy like him?’ Dana pointed an accusatory finger at Evie. ‘If that’s true, then clearly you seduced him. You saw the dollars and you trapped him. Little slut.’

      ‘Saw what dollars?’ Evie stared her mother down.

      ‘Don’t try to play the innocent victim,’ snapped Dana. ‘The Buchanans are wealthy businesspeople, as well you know. You thought you could set yourself up nicely.’ She sniffed, the diamante brooch on the lapel of her jacket glittering in the lamplight.

      ‘What?’ Evie shook her head. ‘You’re so wrong. Adam loves me.’

      The already frosty air of the sitting room turned glacial. Evie heard her mother’s sharp intake of breath.

      ‘You stupid girl. No, he doesn’t.’

      ‘Think about it, dear,’ interjected Lionel mildly, ‘it’s rather nice to think of the Trans and Bucanans joining forces. A match made in heaven. You’d like that too, wouldn’t you Evie?’

      Dana’s head whipped round. ‘What Evelyn wants is irrelevant. I’ll call Dr. Hamlin first thing in the morning.’ Her black eyes flashed. ‘He knows where to send girls like you.’

      ‘Girls like me?’ The splinter of fear Evie’d been nursing hardened to a shard of anger. ‘I’m not having an abortion, Mother.’

      ‘You bloody well are!’ Her mother never swore. The fact that she had, told Evie two things; firstly, Dana was as terrified as she was and secondly - and more importantly – she was losing control of the situation. This knowledge made Evie strong. She got to her feet.

      ‘No. I’m not.’ She shook inside, but her stare was nothing short of brazen.

      ‘Sit down,’ ordered Dana, ‘I haven’t finished.’

      Evie’s eyes slid to Lionel who sat creased and defeated on the sofa next to her. A piece of his slicked-back hair had slipped over one eye. He looked disheveled and old, and her heart went out to him, but she needed to be strong now.

      Silently she left, putting one foot in front of the other as she crossed the swirls of the lounge room carpet.

      Her mother’s skirt rustled as she turned in shock. ‘Evelyn!’

      Evie ignored her and made for the solid front door, then out to the chilly evening streets of Toorak. Neither one of her parents followed.

      She never went back.
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        * * *

      

      Debra put two mugs of tea on the table and then pulled out a chair to sit beside her sister. Their knees were touching.

      ‘They’ll come round,’ she said kindly and patted Evie’s hand.

      Evie gave a snort of disbelief. ‘Like they did with you?’

      ‘They will. Or at least Dad will.’

      ‘I don’t think so.’

      ‘I’m telling you.’ Debra smoothed her palms across the wooden tabletop. ‘He’d never want us to go without. It looks bad.’

      Evie gazed at her. Her resourceful, encouraging sister. Honest and loyal, kind to animals, patient and beautiful and once upon a time, the apple of their father’s eyes.

      ‘Why are our parents the way they are?’ murmured Evie. ‘We haven’t done anything wrong…’

      ‘It’s not Dad so much, it’s our mother,’ replied Debbie, ‘appearances are everything to her. She thinks it reflects badly on her, if we kids mess up.’

      ‘Having a baby isn’t messing up, bringing new life into the world isn’t messing up. Dana thinks it somehow brings shame on the family. Give me a break – what era is she living in?’

      ‘They’re so private and stiff-upper-lip and all that. Mum would rather die than look anything but perfect to the outside world. She’s a strange and complex soul,’ said Debra.

      ‘Weird and bitter, you mean. There’s no warmth there. And look at what she’s got – a successful husband and loads of cash for a start. And the house – it’s never felt homely, has it? A pretentious mausoleum to impress the neighbours.’ Evie shuddered. ‘I’m glad to be out of there.’

      ‘Can you imagine,’ said Debbie, ‘what would happen if they lost all their money?’

      ‘Nope.’

      The sisters shared a smile at the very thought of it.

      ‘Dana would lose her mind. But,’ said Evie, ‘Dad does work hard, to be fair. I wouldn’t want to be an accountant, would you?’

      ‘God no. I’m good with people, I like relationships and harmony. I don’t have much interest in the mighty buck.’

      ‘You would, if you didn’t have any,’ remarked Evie. ‘We both would. And,’ she added, ‘who said relationships and harmony go together?’

      Debbie grinned. ‘In an ideal world, they would.’

      ‘You’re dreaming. Nothing is ever straightforward. Look at you and Kenny – is your relationship harmonious?’

      ‘Yeah, I’d say so. We give each other space; we don’t poke and pry into what the other one is doing all day. We have fun. It works.’

      ‘Do you trust him?’

      Debra turned to her sister with a look of surprise. ‘Trust him not to cheat on me?’

      ‘Well, yeah.’

      Debbie shrugged.

      ‘Course.’

      ‘What about our parents – does he get on with them?’

      ‘Kenny likes Dad, they’ll have a yarn about cricket, talk about the restaurant business, all that jazz.’

      ‘And Mum?’

      Deb’s eyebrows twitched in amusement. ‘Can’t stand each other. She’s a snob and he’s a bogan apparently.’

      ‘Where’s Kenny now?’

      ‘Work. He got a new job at a restaurant on Lygon Street.’

      Silence fell while they both drank their tea.

      ‘Does Adam know?’ said Debra eventually.

      Evie frowned. ‘About the baby?’

      ‘About our parents spitting the dummy again.’

      ‘Oh. Not yet.’

      ‘He’s in the wind, isn’t he?’ Deb pursed her lips. ‘It’s not right Evie; he should be here with you.’ She indicated the chunky black mobile phone lying on a pile of paperwork just out of reach. ‘Help yourself.’

      Evie didn’t move. ‘I don’t think he wants to be with me anymore,’ she whispered. Her eyes swam with tears. ‘When I told him I was pregnant he said I should get rid of the baby. Get rid of our child, like it’s…what? A bit of rubbish? And now he won’t speak to me, he never comes to see me, I think he’s been talking to our parents, and they all hate me, Deb. I don’t know what to do.’

      Debra pushed a box of tissues over the table and squeezed her sister’s hand. ‘How about you stay here for a bit?’

      Evie nodded. She didn’t know how to thank her; didn’t know anything, except she was in the biggest, scariest, most lonely place she had ever been. She’d never felt so small. Her voice was wobbly. ‘I honestly thought Adam would back me up when I left home, but I don’t know where he is – he’s avoiding me. What am I going to do?’

      Debra looked at Evie for a moment, her head slightly tilted, her kind eyes filling.

      ‘Come here,’ she said softly and opened her arms.
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        * * *

      

      It was Kenny of all people, who came to the rescue. To Evie’s absolute astonishment, he went to see Adam; met him in a pub by all accounts and, as Debbie proudly told her sister, they had a man-to-man chat. Kenny made Adam face up to his responsibilities – there was a baby on the way who needed a father, and Adam actually listened. He ended up moving to Footscray too, and Evie’s cup was full. They would be a proper family in a house full of love.

      Deb and Kenny were easy to live with. They sub-let the front bedroom to Evie and Adam and didn’t tell the landlord but didn’t think he cared as long as the rent was paid.

      Evie got a job at a little supermarket down the road from the railway station and Adam’s parents found a role for him at the construction company. They made the rent each week and Adam even agreed to a double date with Debbie and Kenny. They went to the movies, but Evie put her foot down at Muriel’s Wedding purely because of the posters. She didn’t want reminding of the fact that when she did get married, it wouldn’t now be a lavish, white-gowned affair with confetti and flowers and beaming guests, all paid for by her parents. She opted for Pricilla instead and sat next to Adam in the dark cinema, feeling proud to be out and about in public with her man. She longed for him to put his arm around her like he used to years ago in the garden, but Adam’s eyes never left the screen, his cold hand out of reach.

      Occasionally, Kenny brought dinner home, from the Lygon Street restaurant where he worked as kitchen hand. The food usually consisted of leftover pasta dishes and wilting salad, but at least it was free. Though Adam still played hot and cold with Evie, he and Kenny were getting on quite well and spent rowdy evenings at the pub, staggering home in the early hours. Evie grew to dread those nights, when Adam would stumble into bed and grab at her roughly, the stink of beer and cigarettes making her heave as he thrust into her. She’d lie there in silence, worried sick about the baby.

      She didn’t hear anything from her parents, no money landed in her bank account from Lionel, and she grew up pretty fast.

      Then her baby girl was born, and the next chapter of her life began.
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        * * *

      

      Skylar was two years old; they’d moved into their own place - a poky unit Evie found, a kilometre or so away from Deb’s place. Evie was still working at the supermarket, when one ordinary Tuesday her mother appeared at her checkout. Stiff and formally attired she was chronically out of place in the daggy little local shop.

      Evie’s heart banged. She knew she turned red.

      ‘Evelyn,’ said Dana as cool as you like and placed a carton of milk on the conveyor belt. Not her usual brand, Evie noticed.

      ‘What do you want?’ Evie threw a swift glance in her wake, but there were no other customers queuing at the register.

      ‘I want to see my grandchild.’

      ‘Forget it.’

      Unruffled, Dana held out a ten dollar note. Evie stared.

      ‘For the milk,’ said her mother.

      In her haste to get rid of her, Evie fumbled the transaction, and the cash-till drawer knocked against her stomach. She could feel Dana standing there. The cold detachment, the haughtily raised brows. Evie bet she could hardly wait to go home to Lionel and crow about their mess of a daughter.

      She picked up the milk. ‘It’s the end of your shift…’

      ‘How do you know?’

      ‘… So, I’ll wait outside,’ Dana held out her hand for her change.

      Evie gulped and swallowed and ran her palms down the sides of her jeans. The impact her mother had on Evie was shocking and she hadn’t even seen her for close on three years. How did she know where to find her? Dana stood there, waiting for the handful of coins and when Evie found she couldn’t move, her mother made a soft tutting sound of disapproval and sauntered away.

      Somehow, Evie got through the next fifteen minutes, her supervisor practically shooing her out of the shop as she dithered and mumbled something about doing overtime.

      ‘Go,’ she said kindly and gave Evie a soft shove. ‘Go home to that beautiful little girl of yours.’ Evie couldn’t stay and there was only one exit.

      Her mother was sitting very still and upright on a graffiti covered bench outside. She stood as Evie approached and made a show of looking at her watch. ‘Well. Finally.’

      ‘How did you find me?’

      Dana’s brow creased, as though she were puzzled. ‘I know where you are, Evelyn. All the time.’

      ‘No, you don’t.’

      Dana’s shoulder twitched in a flippant little shrug.

      Evie sniffed in the cold air. ‘I need to pick up my daughter. Don’t follow me.’

      ‘This is ridiculous,’ replied her mother. ‘Get in the car and stop being dramatic. You’re impressing nobody.’ She glanced at a white car idling by the kerb.

      Lionel was in the driver’s seat.
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        * * *

      

      When Evie found out Adam had secretly been the recipient of her father’s handouts for the past two years, she felt like she’d been punched in the guts. Right at the start Deb told her their father would find a way, but she hadn’t banked on him getting Adam onside. Evie didn’t mind the money; she minded that Adam had kept it from her. The little treats and occasional nights out made sense to her now. She wondered what else he’d spent the money on and was so hurt by his deception.

      ‘I’m the one who had to tell my parents about Skylar,’ she argued. ‘You didn’t even show up. I’m the one who found us a place to live - I’m the one who went out and found a job…’

      ‘Yeah? Well you’re the one that got pregnant,’ snapped Adam.

      Evie gazed at him, sadly. ‘Why are you even here?’

      Ignoring her completely, he strode out the door, leaving Evie standing in the dingy little flat, with a squalling toddler in her arms. She should have left him there and then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Another two years went by. And another two. Skylar was at school and Evie was still with Adam, although she could never really trust him after that deception with her father’s money. Adam wasn’t interested in anything she had to say and largely avoided her unless he wanted sex and even then, communication was minimal. He simply took what he seemed to think was rightfully his. Skylar was Evie’s one dazzling firework of joy in a bleak and lonely landscape.

      When Debbie and Kenny upped and left Melbourne, Evie was devastated but tried not to let it show. She was genuinely happy for them but gutted for herself; she’d lost her best friend. Kenny won a fair lump of cash on lotto, they bought a seafood restaurant in Queensland and Evie watched, with a jaunty wave and a sinking heart, as they sped off to an exciting fresh new start.

      Deb and Kenny’s adventure turned out to be the kick in the pants Evie needed and she took control of her life as best she could, asking herself some hard questions about what she really wanted.

      She thought back to the articles of Deb’s teenage magazines. Is he the boy for you? What do you like about him? What don’t you like about him? Evie sat down with a piece of paper and drew up a chart of how she felt about Adam, the pros and cons.

      Pros: Good provider. This was important; by now her reading had become a bit more sophisticated and she knew about the foundation stone of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Breathing, food, water, shelter, clothing, sleep. Adam was addressing a few of these things; they had a roof over their heads and food on the table. He was always at work, Evie gave him that, but she worked hard, too.

      Reliable. She ruminated on this. Reliable in what sense? Well, he went to work and never pulled a sickie. Evie considered him reliable, but when she really thought about it, predictable might be more accurate.

      Loyal. Oh God, Evie had no idea. She guessed so.

      This was hopeless. The Cons list was so much easier and longer, but by now Evie was beginning to feel horribly mean. What would she say if Adam drew up a list like this for her too? She didn’t know if he loved her; she didn’t even know if he liked her much. Evie screwed the paper into a ball and threw it away.

      She went to her wardrobe and flicked through her clothes, wire hangers scratching along the metal pole. Jeans, t-shirts, flannies, big jumpers, a black dress she’d bought for Deb and Kenny’s leaving do. It was all very dull; a depressing reflection of their relationship and Evie was a frumpy grouch, bitter and miserable. As she stared at her reflection in the mirror on the wardrobe door, Evie hated what she saw. Flat hair, tired eyes, sour expression. Something had to change and since you can’t change another person, no matter how much you’d like to, it had to be Evie herself. She seized the initiative.
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        * * *

      

      Adam stared at her with his mouth open. ‘You want to go where?’

      ‘Klub Kaleidoscope.’

      ‘What for?’

      Evie spread her hands. ‘I want to do something, go somewhere. With you! Don’t panic, it’s only a pub.’

      ‘No, it isn’t. It’s one of those stupid fancy bars in the city where the drinks cost a fortune.’

      Evie gazed at him, frustrated. ‘Alright then, let’s go out for dinner.’

      Adam frowned. ‘Dinner?’

      She seized his shoulders, trying to ignore the way he flinched. ‘Look, I’d like us to go out at the weekend, get dressed up, have fun.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Stop saying that!’

      He ducked out from under her hands. ‘I’m late for work.’

      ‘Please Adam,’ said Evie to his retreating back. ‘Let’s do something, even if it’s just to go out for breakfast with Skylar.’

      Nothing.

      ‘The park?’

      Inspiration hit. ‘The footy?’

      The door closed and she was alone.

      That day in the break room at work, she couldn’t help herself and when her co-worker Janice mentioned a girl’s night out the following weekend, she jumped at the chance.

      Adam was less than pleased and sulked for five days straight. Sadly, Evie hung her black dress back in the cupboard, phoned Janice and cancelled.

      She was too young and inexperienced to know she was being controlled. Her mother was a bully, but an obvious one and only when it came to Evie having to defend Skylar’s existence had she found the courage to stand up to her. Adam was a horse of a very different colour, passively putting Evie down and never on her side. Her father was passive too, but ineffective because Dana was so domineering. Perhaps that’s the way relationships worked? There always had to be a strong one and a weak one. Evie prided herself on being strong because of what happened in her parents’ lounge room that day, but gradually she realised she had no say whatsoever in her family life or even her own life. Evie went to work, looked after Skylar, cooked and shopped and cleaned and was a dutiful mother and partner. Adam hadn’t hesitated to deceive her over her father’s money and Evie still didn’t know what he did with it. When she stepped back and looked at her situation, Evie saw there was nothing in it for her – apart from her daughter. It was in this state of realization and a growing belief in herself that over the following months, Evie decided she would go on a night out with the girls. When she brought the subject up again, she was a little more assertive and asked Adam to babysit. To her enormous relief, he merely shrugged and though no argument followed, he still subjected her to his stony silences and moods.
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