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‘I and the world will never unlearn this truth—those to whom evil was done, still bleed it.’
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Well, well, here we are. 

You and I have made it a long way. 

What a twisted, cathartic journey it has been. 

Thank you for embarking on a trip through this trilogy. 

Thanks go: To all those people who are in loveless, sexless, touch-deprived marriages who will go on tomorrow as they did today and yesterday. You quietly endure a secret kind of pain every day, hoping that something will change while fearing it won't. You found Seethings, connected with the core of the narrative, and now you’re here again. Your support via my website and podcast has been inspirational. I’m comforted by your presence and warmed to know that we share something special, which is mostly unspoken.

This time I wrote, edited and published it. Enjoy.

–M
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“Showering.”

“Cooking.”

“Not cooking — showering.”

“You sure?”

“See how quick that dial’s spinning? She’s in the shower.”

“Oh.”

They watched the last red number roll across the gas meter.

“How do you know it’s a she?”

“Clothesline.”

“Huh?”

“Down the side fence. Dresses, tights — not his. She’s mid-twenties. You can almost smell her through the wall. Wet. Naked.” He jotted down the reading on his handheld and smiled. “Twenty-eight, I’d say.”

“Twenty what?”

“Twenty-eight. It’s what I do out here — guess who lives behind the walls. Breaks the monotony. I’m usually right.”

Mitchell rubbed his chin. Could this game be bent to his own use? Hacking from afar was one thrill — but standing outside a stranger’s home, close enough to touch the very pipe that fed her warmth, that was new.

Close was different. Close aroused.

The Beast stirred.
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Chapter 1 
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“Silence at last. It’s nice when the motor stops, don’t you think, dear?”

The little dinghy bumped into the yacht’s transom, and the gentle lapping of water trickled along their hulls.

“And you’re so quiet, too. It’s about time. I didn’t think you’d ever stop screaming. Hey, there are more stars here than anywhere, Sam. We never see stars like these at home.”

A groan came from inside the dinghy.

“You really should take a look at these. It’s okay, you can open your eyes now. I’ve dropped the anchor, and it’s dead calm out tonight, probably the quietest night I’ve ever seen out here. It’s beautiful.”

Another groan replied.

It had been a long trip across the bay. Motion sickness was her weakness, and he knew it. She’d spent most of the journey face down, vomiting into the bottom of the tender. Her stomach’s contents sloshed back and forth. Her hair was matted with a mixture of bile and saltwater.

The skipper disappeared into the cabin, reached into the galley’s fridge, pulled out a container of bottled water, and returned to the cockpit. “You need to rehydrate whenever you can. A person can get so thirsty so quickly out here.”

Mitchell unscrewed the lid from the bottle and took a swig from its stem. “Here, you have the rest.” He threw the bottle overboard, and it landed in the dinghy next to her. She flinched as it bounced off the side and landed against her body. “You'd better drink that before it drains out.”

A hand appeared from underneath the hair and righted the leaking bottle just as a forty-eight-foot cruising catamaran appeared from the darkness and pulled alongside Mitchell’s comparatively smaller sloop.

“Ahoy!” came a shout from above. “Throw me a rope, Mitchell, and we’ll raft them together. I’ll put some fenders down.”

The top of the catamaran’s mast was lit up like a Christmas tree against the night sky. Its tri-coloured light hovered forty feet above The Surly Mermaid’s deck, eight feet higher than its own.

“I saw a boat approaching, but wasn’t sure it was you. Here, catch.” Mitchell tossed a rope outwards, and a darkened figure on the catamaran’s pontoon caught it and pulled the two yachts together.

“These are the coordinates you gave? Who else would be out here?”

The two sailors laughed and busied themselves with ropes and fenders, adjusting them until the two yachts were parallel to each other and touching. “I’ll drop my anchor, Mitchell, we’ll swing off mine. Pull yours up, okay?”

Mitchell nodded and waited for the larger yacht’s anchor to fall into the water and make its way to the bottom. The chain rattled out as it went.

“Got it?”

“Yep, that’s about ready! Bring yours up now!”

Mitchell went to his yacht’s bow, pulled the anchor up by hand, and secured it to the deck. “Righto!” he said, turning around and puffing. “That’s it! It’s done!”

“Well then, come aboard, skipper! What are you waiting for?”

The diesel engine on the catamaran shut down and returned the night to the quiet sound of water lapping against boat hulls. Mitchell climbed onto the high pontoon and then joined its skipper in the cockpit. The two then embraced in a long and passionate kiss beside the helm.

Felicity Snow knew how to handle her enormous catamaran. Her father had taught her to sail when she was a child. At thirty-eight, her yachting adventures had become infamous throughout Raby Bay. Everyone knew of the massive Mon Homme and its blonde skipper with the long legs. During the warmer months, she’d sail in a lime-green bikini and wave to people on the shore. She was the reason why the local camera store sold more binoculars and telescopes.

The lady skipper’s eyes opened as she pulled away and brushed back her long blonde hair from her face. “I’ve been waiting for that ever since I stepped onto Mon Homme this afternoon. I can’t wait to get more.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll get to that. First, there’s a job to do.”

“Oh yes, that’s right. Where is she?”

“In the dinghy.”

Felicity turned and stared into the water at the stern of The Surly Mermaid. “In the dinghy. For God’s sake, what’s she doing in there?”

“It was easier that way.”

“Is she sick? I can’t operate if she’s sick. She’ll be—”

“Dehydrated, that’s all. Put a drip on her and she’ll be right. I don’t care what it takes. Get those eggs out of her.”

The blonde turned back and smiled wryly. “You are an evil man, Mitchell, sweetheart. I could tell from the start that you were up to something. It’s all just a bit naughty.”

She leaned forward, and the two embraced. Mitchell pulled back. “What did your husband say when you were leaving port?”

“The usual.”

“Which was?”

“Bring back something nice.”

“Freak. You are both freaks.”

“So we’re both a bit freaky.”

“Yeah, but he knows you’re out fooling around.”

“He doesn’t know, not for sure. That’s what makes it so hot. I didn’t say anything. I just told him I was going out for a sail because I needed peace and quiet.”

“But he knows.”

“He hopes I’ll get some, but I didn’t say so. He likes it that way.”

“Freaks.”

She smiled again. “But you don’t seem to mind too much, darling.”

“He’s probably jerking off thinking about it.”

“How can he? I’ve got the key!” She reached into her blouse and pulled out a thin necklace with a tiny key attached to it. “He has to wait until he tastes it before I let him out. That’s the rule. I make him wait, just like a good boy. He knows that.”

“Look, I don’t care.”

“Of course you care, sweetheart. That’s why you’re here. You needed something, and we needed someone to take care of business. Hayden said you were the one, and he knew right away. He saw the twinkle in your eyes. It’s chemistry, that’s all. Why can’t we be free to say what’s on our mind and do what we feel?”

“That damn dress looked like it was painted on.”

The attractive doctor giggled and touched her fingertips to her mouth. “Too bad I forgot to paint on panties.”

“Do you always seduce your men like that?”

“Not always. You looked like the shy type. I needed to do something. It worked, didn’t it?”

“It was that eyebrow of yours.”

“I can’t help it. I just wanted you to know I was interested.”

“We knew.”

“There was no doubt once I showed you.”

Mitchell nodded, and the couple embraced. She turned towards the helm, reached out, flicked a switch on the control panel, and the tri-light on top of the mast went out.

“Don’t forget the anchor light,” said Mitchell.

“Really, Mitchell, I’m not new to this.” A white light popped on and glowed brightly atop the mast.

“Okay, where’s our patient? I can’t do anything with her down there. We’d best bring her on board.”

“I’ll get her.”

“How do you intend to do that?”

“Watch.”

Mitchell stepped off Mon Homme and landed back on The Surly Mermaid, untied the dinghy from her transom, and used the rope to tow it across to the larger boat. He stepped back onto the rear of Mon Homme’s pontoon.

“I suppose you’ll want me to take this down so you can get that up here?” she asked, pointing at her own tender.

“What a lovely idea, Felicity. Why don’t you do that? I’ll swap the lines over once yours is down.”

Felicity swung the stainless-steel boom out and let the grey inflatable hang over the transom. She unlocked the winch that held her dinghy in place and then used its crank to lower her grey inflatable dinghy onto the water. Mitchell handled the lines and dinghies and then called back to Felicity. “Okay, that’s it. She’s good to go.”

“Is mine tied off?”

“Yep.”

“Okay, just make sure yours stays straight as it comes up. I don’t want it scratching up my fibreglass. Hayden would just kill me.” Felicity turned the winch’s crank. Mitchell’s tender, with his wife in it, slowly rose from the water to the catamaran’s deck. Mitchell held the tether line tight and made sure the little boat kept away from Mon Homme’s pristine gel surface.

“I can see why you chose the dinghy. I would’ve never thought about that. Hey, as you walk over this way, can you get a couple of more fenders out from that side locker and put them on the deck? I’ll set the dinghy on top of them.”

“Sure.”

“It’s cute, Mitchell. Can you get a smaller tender than that? I don’t know why you don’t have an inflatable. You’ve got the room for one.”

Mitchell opened the hatch, grabbed some ropes inside, and three fenders flopped onto the deck. “They’re harder to row, Flick.”

“Who rows? Here, pull her over this way now.”

Mitchell pulled on his rope, and the boom swung back over the transom.

“I do. Okay, where would you like these?”

“Just put two there and one near my foot. Yes, we’d never get our boat down if we didn’t have this crane. Okay, I’ll set it down. Can you make sure those fenders stay put?”

“Sure.”

The dinghy was lowered, and Sam, still facing downwards, groaned.

“What the hell did you do to her?”

“It’s seasickness, that’s all. She’s chronic.”

Felicity stroked some of Sam’s hair and spoke to her softly. “Poor thing. That’s terrible. I know what it’s like, dear. I used to get seasick, too.”

Mitchell smiled.

“It would’ve been more comfortable in the yacht, don’t you think?”

“Look, I needed a way to get her here. She was drunk, and I knew the dinghy was the best option. Just do what needs to be done. I’ll worry about the rest.”

“But she’s a mess, and it smells. Is that vomit? There’s vomit in the bottom of—”

“I’ll hose her down. You’ve got a deck hose, haven’t you?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then get it for me. I’ll rinse it off. You get ready to do your part. Don’t worry about anything else. I want those eggs.”

“Okay, okay, the hose is behind you. Just squeeze the trigger. Try not to get any of it on the boat, okay?”

“Okay, now go, go on!”

Felicity turned away and disappeared into the catamaran. Mitchell took the bung out of his dinghy and washed Sam down, watching the muck run out of the hole at the back and drain over Mon Homme.

“Take your shirt and bra off, Sam, it’ll be easier that way.”

She moaned as Mitchell unbuttoned her blouse, lifted her shoulders, and removed her top from around them. “That’s it... and now the bra, baby.”

Sam’s bra and shirt landed on the deck beside the dinghy. “Now your skirt. Let’s get that off.”

Mitchell rolled Sam out of the tender and onto the deck. He removed her skirt, knickers, shoes, and socks and tossed all her clothes back into the dinghy. He then sprayed water on her flesh, making sure the residual vomit disappeared over the side of the boat and into the bay.

“You needn’t have undressed her,” a voice came from behind. “I can work with them.”

“This makes it easier.”

“Poor thing, she’s completely green. Can you take her through to the saloon inside and put her on the table there? I’ve turned a light on.”

Mitchell lifted his wife. Felicity stepped forward and guided him towards the forward room where a massage table and drip had been erected earlier. “Here?”

“Yes, thanks. This won’t take long.”

Felicity reached for the plastic tube and inserted a needle into the back of Sam’s hand.

Mitchell held his wife’s other hand and looked up at the doctor. “I want all of them. Don’t leave any behind.”
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“We haven’t seen you two for ages. You should come over and have dinner... like we used to. The boys have grown so much. They’d love to see you both.”

“We’ve just been busy, Anneke. Mitchell and I have had so much to do. We’ve got the house and work, and now the yacht. We’re just so busy all the time.”

“David’s got a new car in the garage, well, it’s not a new car, he got it from the States. It came over on a container last month. It needs a lot of work. He wants to show it to Mitchell.”

“A new car?”

“It’s really just a shell of an old car. It’s a tiny vehicle, and it doesn’t work, not yet anyway. He bought it from some guy on eBay and wants to do it up.”

“David’s a mechanic? Can he fix cars?”

“Not really, his dad’s helping him out. He knows things about engines, you see? It needs welding because there’s some rust in the doors and floors. It also needs a new gearbox or something inside it. They’ve stripped the car right back. It’ll be a little red sports car when they’re done rebuilding it. I think David’s going through man-o-pause.”

Sam laughed into the phone. “Man-o-pause, that’s funny. Maybe that’s what Mitchell’s going through with The Surly Mermaid. He’s out sailing all the time. He’s out there now.”

“Do you sail too?”

“Me? No Anneke! Not me! The sea turns my stomach. I can’t stand boats. My tummy is turning now just thinking about them.”

There was silence over the line. The seconds seemed like minutes.

“So what do you do when he’s sailing?”

“Work, I’ve got plenty to do. I’m not teaching anymore, I’m the school’s Dean of Students now.”

“Sam! A promotion? Congratulations! Oh, I’m so happy for you!”

“Thanks. Yes, it means I’ve got more on than ever. Meetings are going on all the time. I’m working on a budget paper right now and need to have it ready by Monday. So while Mitchell is sailing, I get to catch up on things. It’s worked out really well, actually.”

“What about, you know, children?”

“Well, as you can probably tell, nothing has happened. We’ve been playing it by ear and trying not to get too stressed about it. We’re at the point now that if it happens, it happens. If it doesn’t, then that’s okay too. I have to be honest, Anneke, I don’t know if we’ll ever have children.”

“But you were so keen when we last spoke.”

“I was, but things happen. Maybe this promotion was meant to be.”

“What about Mitchell? What does he think about it?”

“He’s okay. He agrees with me. If nature won’t allow it, then we can’t force it. God has his way.”

“But you could try some treatments to improve your chances. Have you tried anything?”

“Actually, we’ve looked at all the possibilities and investigated them. They just say we can’t do it. It’s him. It’s unlikely he’ll be able to make me pregnant no matter what we do... and we don’t have the money to−”

“But you’ve tried, right?”

“Well, we’ve looked into−”

“You haven’t tried anything?”

“Well, we’ve just decided to let nature take its course. Besides, I’m older now. It may not be the wisest thing.”

“That’s not true. There are plenty of women who have children in their forties. You’re still a healthy young woman. You don’t do drugs or alcohol, and you eat well. You can still have children.”

“Yes, but there are complications, right? I’ve read all the literature. I know the chances of having an unhealthy baby increase.”

“So you abort if it doesn’t work out and try again.”

“Abort? I can’t do that, Anneke. You know that.”

“Why? I don’t have a problem with it.”

“No, of course not. You were lucky and had two healthy boys straight away.”

“We were lucky, but we were also prepared to abort if anything went wrong. David and I were adamant about that. You can do the same and get what you want.”

“I just can’t... no, that’s not me. I couldn’t do that.”

“Oh, Sam, that’s the old way of looking at things. So what, are you not even going to try?”

“I will! I mean, we are, trying that is. We’re trying all the time.”

“But Mitchell’s sperm is no good, right?”

“No, it’s − no, it’s not viable. It can’t make it all the way up.”

“You mean it has low motility?”

“That’s it! Low motility.”

“But can’t they take a sperm from him and put it directly into one of your eggs?”

“Of course they can.”

“Have you tried?”

“No.”

“No?”

“We’ve been meaning to... to try that, I mean. It’s just that we’ve been so busy lately.”

“Busy?”

“Well, not busy in that way, not really, not for that. It’s just that Mitchell wanted a natural conception. He wants to see if we can do it the proper way before going to all that trouble.”

“But if he has low motility, then it will never happen. He knows that, right? You’re not getting any younger. I think you should tell him to be more realistic and get to a clinic.”

“Oh, you know Mitchell, he’s a proud man.”

“What does your mother think? She’s closer to the medical side of things. What does she say about it?”

“Well, she likes to keep out of it. She doesn’t want to be seen as interfering.”

“But she’s a nurse. She’s logical. She knows you’re trying, right?”

“She’s aware.”

“Aware? I don’t understand. Does she know the troubles you two are having?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“She said it’s up to us to sort our lives out. She won’t talk to Mitchell about it. That’s for me to do. We’re okay. Really, it’s fine.”

“But he seems like a personable fellow to me. I’m sure he’s approachable. Would you like me to speak to him on your behalf? I can do that if you−”

Samantha snapped. “No! Don’t do that! I mean, no Anneke, he won’t want to talk about it, not at all, not to you or to anyone. He’s quite sensitive. If he knew I told you about his motility, he probably wouldn’t talk to you again. So don’t. Please don’t.”

“Mitchell would stop talking? Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. Please don’t call him. We can sort this out ourselves. If it happens, it happens, but if it doesn’t, then I’m okay with that too. Really, I am. As I mentioned earlier, this promotion may be God’s way of indicating that I’m not meant to have children. I’m happy, Anneke. Truly, I am. Besides, I’ve got children all around me all the time at work. It’s like I’ve had them but haven’t had the stitches to show for it... and no nappies, right? And then the best thing is I get to give them back to their parents at the end of the day.” 

Sam laughed, hoping that it would lighten the mood and shift the discussion to something else. The misdirected humour didn’t convince Anneke.

“Well, okay, if that’s what makes you happy, Sam.”

“It does. I’m okay, truly I am.”

“So, when can we have you over for dinner? We haven’t seen you since like forever. Do you want to do something this weekend?”

Sam now feared Anneke. Those kinds of questions wouldn’t end, and Mitchell’s inclusion would only exacerbate the situation. There’d be no coming back once that happened. 

“Actually, Anneke, I think we’ve both got something on for the next few weeks. I don’t think we can make it for maybe a month or two. Can I call you back, say next week or something?”

“Next week?”

“Yes, I can’t get away from this budget thing until this term’s over and Mitchell’s got weddings to do every weekend this month. It’s the high season.”

“I thought your budget paper was due on Monday.”

“It is, I mean, the paper is, but I also have to help implement those strategies I’ve outlined in it. I have to meet with department heads throughout this coming month to ensure they understand it and stay on track. Money has been leaking from−”

“The school’s financial affairs are the Bursar’s responsibility, yes?”

“It is, but it partly comes under what I do. I’m helping Jon by liaising with the department heads and looking for holes in their expenditure reporting.”

“You’re doing two jobs?”

“Yes, well, sort of. That’s why I’ve got so much on. Speaking of which, I must get back to this paper right now because it won’t write itself. I’ll talk to Mitchell about the dinner thing and get back to you, okay? Once we’ve checked out our diaries, I’ll know how we’re set and drop you an email or something. Is that okay?”

“Yes, but I was hoping−”

“Say hi to David and kiss the kids for me. Bye.”

“But−”

The phone clicked off, and there was silence. Anneke looked at the receiver in dismay and then hung it up.

“Everything okay, Anneke?” Asked David.

Anneke made her way across the tiled floor, opened the screen door and stepped onto the veranda. “I’m not sure.”

David, cleaning a metal object from his new car at the table, stopped what he was doing and raised an eyebrow. “Why do you say that?”

“Sam was avoiding something, but I don’t know what.”

“Take a seat.”

“Okay,” Anneke pulled out one of the chairs and sat down. 

“So are they coming over?”

“No.”

“No?”

“She says she’s busy.”

“Busy? But we haven’t seen them in years.”

“Exactly.”

“Did we offend them?”

“I don’t think so. Hey, where are the boys?”

“Upstairs. They’re playing with Max’s train set. So what’s going on?”

“She says that they’re too busy to come over.”

David picked up his car part and rag and continued to clean it. “Is she pregnant yet?”

“No. She says she probably won’t have children. She’s got a new job.”

“I thought she was keen to have a baby.”

“She was, at least I thought she was. Now it doesn’t sound too good... and something just doesn’t add up.”

“What doesn’t?”

“Did Mitchell ever tell you that he had low motility?”

“What? Why would he? It’s not something we talk about. Besides, I haven’t talked to him since the storm. That’s when they talked about starting a family.”

David smiled, but Anneke didn’t return one of her own.

“She says she doesn’t think she’s meant to have children.”

“What, because of Mitchell’s motility?”

“Yes, kind of, but I think it’s more than that. Did you know she doesn’t talk to her mother about it? I used to talk to mine all the time. Her mother is a nurse, and they don’t talk. Doesn’t that strike you as strange?”

“Not really. I used to think it was strange when you started talking to my mother about what we were doing. Don’t forget, honey, you’re more liberal than most. Sam’s shy. It’s hard to compare her to you.”

“Mitchell isn’t like that.”

“I’m never sure about Mitchell. Just as we talked, she’d take over. He went quiet.”

“Really?”

“Sure.”

“When?”

“Well, there was that time we went to the park and walked that track at Mount Cootha. You were talking about sex or something, and Sam then sprained her ankle. She limped all the way back to the car so Mitchell could take her to the doctor.”

“Oh yeah, I remember that now.”

“And then we were at Angela’s for their housewarming party. Andrew made a joke about what they were doing to conceive, and Sam suddenly fainted. We had to take her to the spare room to rest. She said she had low blood sugar.”

“Was that what happened?”

“And don’t forget, she almost choked on cake right here when you asked about what they were doing to make a baby.”

“Far out! She did too! How did I miss all this?”

“You were concerned about her welfare. She was convincing.”

Anneke put her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her hands. “We went to high school together. I thought I knew everything.”

“By the looks of it, she showed you what she wanted you to see.”

David blew some air through a hole in the metal object and looked through it against the light.

“What is that?” Anneke asked.

“It’s off the carburettor. Dad wanted me to degrease and clean it.”

“What’s it do?”

“I don’t know. It’s got something to do with the fuel system, I think.”

“You don’t know what it really does, do you?”

David grinned and turned away from her.

“You can’t hide from me, David. You have no idea, do you?” She leaned towards him and started tickling his ribs. The playful banter started with laughter and then ended with David threatening to put his greasy hands on her face.

“You do that and you won’t get any for a month!”

David grinned, took a finger and slowly ran it down the bridge of her nose. A black line was left behind. “A month? It’s you who can’t wait a month.”

Anneke smiled, ran a finger over the line of grease and transferred it to his cheek. “You may be right.”

The two leaned in and kissed each other.

“I may not be able to make the next five minutes. Did you say the boys are busy?”

“Uh-huh, with trains.”

“Upstairs?”

“Yes.”

Anneke kissed her husband again, stood, and held out a hand, saying, “Then we’ll be downstairs doing our thing.”

David put his belongings down, stood, and followed her into the kitchen, then into the hallway. “I knew it. You can’t go five minutes.”

She opened the door to their bedroom, lifted her shirt over her head and turned around to face him. Her blonde hair settled around her shoulders and her chest. She smiled, unclasped her bra, and let it fall to the floor. David kicked the door closed behind him.
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The afternoon’s forecast was for fifteen knots of wind, but it’d barely reached ten. The Surly Mermaid was on a starboard tack when Mitchell’s phone rang inside the cabin.

“Hello.”

“Hi Mitchell, it’s Anneke. Can you talk? I hope you’re not in the middle of something.”

Mitchell was surprised to hear Anneke’s voice on the line. She rarely called Mitchell’s phone. “Anneke? Hi! No, I’m okay, I can speak. I’m out in Deception Bay doing a bit of sailing. What’s up? Is everything okay?”

“Don’t you have to steer the boat, pull on ropes and stuff?”

“I’ve got the auto-helm on. It’s doing the steering for me. I can talk.”

“Oh, okay, look, I hope you don’t mind me calling, but I’ve just been speaking to Samantha. David and I wanted to have you guys over for dinner, and we... listen, is everything okay between, I mean, between you and Sam and us?”

“As far as I know, it’s okay. Why do you ask?”

“It’s just... I got the impression from her that you guys were, well, too busy to see us. I wasn’t sure if−”

“Too busy?”

“That’s what Sam said.”

“Oh, I see. What else did she say?”

“She said you had a lot of weddings to photograph and she had to do a paper of some sort.”

“A paper? What kind of paper?”

“A budget paper, for work.”

“What a laugh.” Mitchell’s eyes lifted to the sky.

“I don’t understand. Is she working as the Bursar or the Dean of Students? It sounds like she’s run off her feet.”

“She’s told you about the promotion, did she?”

“Yes.”

“Samantha is a chronic workaholic, Anneke. There’s never a time she’s not busy. Guilt keeps her working. You may not know this, but I bought this boat to escape all that. When I finish my work, I finish it. She brings it home and continues on.”

“Can I ask, are you two having problems?”

“What else did she tell you?”

“Not much.”

“Anneke, you’re talking to me now, not Sam. What did she say?”

“She’s my friend. I really shouldn’t be asking−”

“You made this call, not me. I know you want to know what’s going on, and it doesn’t help skirting around the edges. I have that with Sam. Now what’s the problem? Why did you call?”

Anneke took a deep breath and let out the question in one sentence. “She’ll kill me for asking, but why don’t you let her take your sperm to be artificially inseminated into one of her eggs? There! I’ve said it. I’ve done it now. Please don’t hate me.”

“Hate you? And do what with what?”

“She said your motility was low, and I’m sorry, I know, but I just have to−”

“My motility?”

“I know, I know I shouldn’t have said anything, but she’s my friend and I don’t want to see her get hurt. I’m so sorry for−.”

“Motility? I think you’ve dialled the wrong number, Anneke. I haven’t got low motility. At least I don’t think I have.”

“But Sam said−”

“Sam wouldn’t know anything about motility. We’ve never discussed it.”

“But haven’t you had it checked by doctors? Sam was sure that was the problem.”

“Sam said that?”

“Yes.”

“Can you just hang on a second? I’m going to bring the headsail in. This won’t take a second.”

“Umm, sure.”

Mitchell put the phone down, unclamped the headsail sheet and wound it in using the winch. The boat’s speed dropped with it.

“Okay, I’m back. I feel this is going to take a while to explain.”

“I’m not taking you away from something, am I?”

“Hardly. I’m not in a hurry to go anywhere. I’m just floating around out here, enjoying the weather and a bit of a sail. It doesn’t matter whether I’m doing seven or two knots.”

“I see, just as long as I’m not interrupting anything.”

“To be frank, I’d love to spend a moment or two telling you about what’s really been going on. That motility thing was probably a ruse to keep you from knowing what’s really happening. You’re being conned, Anneke.”

“Conned? What are you saying?”

“We’ve never had anyone analyse my sperm because we don’t need to. Sam wouldn’t know anything about my sperm, her eggs, or anything like that. We could be a highly fertile couple for all we know. The problem has nothing to do with infertility. The reason why Sam and I haven’t had children is that we don’t do sex; rather, she doesn’t do sex.”

A steely quiet went over the phone line.

For the first time in twenty years, someone outside Sam and Mitchell’s relationship had become aware of this. Sam had sustained an unspoken lie for all of that time and kept this secret from everyone, including her best friend. 

Anneke was being pushed away because Sam had run out of excuses. Sam blamed the couple’s childlessness on Mitchell. She had to say something. There was nowhere else to go but blame Mitchell.

“She’s asexual, Anneke.”

“She’s what?”

“Asexual. As I said, she doesn’t do sex. She doesn’t need it and doesn’t want it.”

“But she said she wants children. She’s told me that many times.”

“Children, yes; sex, no. Sex and children are two completely different things. They aren’t related, not in her mind. Pregnancy comes from the will of God. Sex is something done by those who are uncivilised and perverse.”

“Sam says that?”

“Sam and sex don’t mix. Sure, if you asked Samantha to do a paper on sex, she’d have it written perfectly and have it all labelled correctly. She just can’t connect sex to real life. It means nothing to her, nothing at all.”

“That’s weird.”

“Try living with it.”

“Oh, you poor thing.”

“Yes, well, don’t feel sorry for me. I only have myself to blame for letting it go so far. I thought I was doing the right thing. She wanted to be celibate for marriage. It just continued after that. I should’ve seen what was really going on.”

“You guys were celibate all that time?”

“Let me tell you, Anneke, it wasn’t my choice. I just went along with it to support Sam.”

“How long was it?”

“Seven years.”

“Seven years, Mitchell?”

“I’m a fucking idiot.”

“Sam never told me any of this.”

“Sam has a way of avoiding that topic by filling conversations up with lots of other words. She coats them with sugar, surrounds them with attentive smiles and nods. Most people see a sweet angel and hear an intelligent woman.”

“You think she’s not that?”

“Intelligent and genuine, yes, but it’s what she leaves out that matters most.”

“Umm... like sex?”

“Yes. She never talks about it. Think about it. When was the last time you two talked about sex? You’ve been best of friends for years. She would’ve said something by now for sure.”

“She said... she said... I can’t remember. I don’t know.”

“It’s mad. You’re Sam’s best friend, and I know more about your sex life than I do about mine.”

There was silence on the line.

“She told me she wanted to have a baby.”

“They are two different things. And conception without sex has happened before.”

“Oh, Mitchell, you’re being silly. She knows better than that.”

“You explain it. She wants a baby. We don’t have sex, but without proof, blame my sperm’s motility. We can’t possibly know that. No one’s checked it! She’s telling you a lie to save herself from dealing with the truth.”

“This is crazy! Are you saying you’ve had an entirely sexless marriage all this time?”

“Bingo!”

Once again, there was silence over the line. The water whooshed past the boat’s hull, and Anneke could hear it in the earpiece.

“Think about it, Anneke. We don’t have children. I sail a boat back and forth across Moreton Bay while Sam writes a paper she doesn’t need to write. You don’t have to believe my version, just join the dots. No one needs to examine my sperm. There’s no sex.”

“I guess so... but wouldn’t you want to find out just to make sure?”

“What, check my sperm?”

“Yes! You’re willing to try if it came to that?”

“Haven’t you been listening?”

“She may need to be shown to, you know, confirm things.”

“Christ, Anneke! These issues go much deeper, and I’m powerless to beat them.”

“But if you provided one, then perhaps you could show Sam how wrong she is. It’d get you two talking again. Perhaps the doctors would make her see reason.”

“That’s the problem, talking is all we do. I sense that you’re not going to leave this alone anyway.”

“I’m her friend, Mitchell. I have to do something. I just can’t sit by and do nothing.”

“I appreciate your efforts, but you must realise that you’ll be walking into a place of fire and darkness?”

“It can’t be all that bad. David was stubborn at times.”

“There’s stubborn and then there’s Sam.”

“Mitchell, I’ve got a friend in this business. She helped us get pregnant. She’s about our age, a little younger perhaps, but quite good at what she does. She has a fertility clinic, and her success rate is high. She helped us when we were starting out.”

“But I thought you and David conceived naturally.”

“We did, with her help. Felicity gave us advice before we started.”

“I see. How did you find her in the first place?”

“She and her husband used to live across the street... when we lived at Paddington. We’ve always kept in touch. They live at Raby Bay now. That’s where her practice is.”

“Wow, that’s a fine place to set up shop. What does her husband do?”

“Hayden? He does breast implants on the Gold Coast.”

“They’re both doctors? Ahh, that explains why they have a place in Raby Bay.”

“You and Felicity would get along. She sails boats as well. Theirs is on the dock at the back of their home.”

“They have a canal estate?”

“Yes.”

“Christ! There’s some serious money in boob jobs.”

“That’s what Hayden says, but it’s actually Felicity’s clinic that makes most of their money.”

“Really?”

“There are so many couples finding it hard to get pregnant.”

“Infertility is a lucrative business.”

“Ha ha! So you could go to her, show her that you’re sperm is okay and then let her talk to Sam. She’s so nice, Mitchell... and so sweet. Let me tell you, she’s absolutely gorgeous.”

Mitchell chuckled. “It helps if a lady-doctor is pretty.”

“No, Mitchell, she’s not pretty, she’s a supermodel. You’ll see when you visit her. She’s a knockout.”

“She’s a muse?”

“Pardon me?”

“She inspires. She makes the men horny, and then they go home and make love to their wives.”

Anneke laughed again. “You men! David said something similar! Ha ha! I guess that might happen.”

“See? I’m right.”

“Ha ha! You guys are all the same, so predictable.”

“Well, of course we are. Now, if I could just get Sam to stop making it all so complicated.”

“I just don’t believe it, Mitchell... are you saying you’re not having sex at all?”

“You know that ovulation tester she bought?”

“Yes?”

“She’s never used it.”

“What? That was years ago. You mean to say she’s never... how do you know she’s not using it?”

“The wrapper’s still on it. I found it with its wrapper still on, and she had no clue it was even there.”

“No!”

“Yes! It sits on our vanity every day. It’s been there ever since she got it. It’s never been used.”

“That’s so strange, Mitchell. Maybe she’s afraid of something.”

“I wholeheartedly agree, but what?”

“It sounds like there’s more to it.”

“You’ve got that right. We’ve had counselling for years, but I’m yet to find out what’s caused it. Perhaps something happened to her when she was younger.”

“Counselling? You’ve had counselling. She never told me that either. And? Did you find anything?”

“See? She hides so much! No, if there’s something there, then we’ve never found it. I gave up and bought this yacht.”

“But you can’t give up on her. You’ve got to try.”

“I truly have Anneke. I’ve tried everything. There’s nothing left to be done.”

“But if you don’t keep trying, it’ll mean she won’t have children.”

“You’re looking at this wrong. She doesn’t really want a child. She thinks she wants children, that’s all.”

“Why would she say that if she didn’t mean it?”

“Why does she talk about sperm motility to a friend and not to me?”

“Doesn’t it bother you?”

“It used to bother me a great deal, but I wasted a lot of energy over it. I wanted children, too. I wanted a wife who enjoyed sex, but that wasn’t meant to be either. The bedroom wasn’t for her. I tried my best. Counselling didn’t work. If she won’t have sex, then there won’t be any babies. Now I’m just trying to enjoy the fresh air and forget what I’m missing.”
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Chapter 4
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“Anneke thinks Dr Snow can help.”

Mitchell reached for the grater, the block of cheese and began sliding it up and down against the metal surface. “Really?”

“Just enough for one pizza, babe,” Sam said with a watchful eye, “we’re cutting back, remember? Yes, she’s quite good.” 

“Does she do a few incantations and have you drink a special potion?”

Sam smiled, reached for the salami and began slicing it into thin disks on a cutting board. “I doubt it. Things have moved on since the days of pagan rituals. Besides, it’d be you drinking the special potion, not me.”

“Is this enough?” Mitchell lifted the grater, revealing a mound of cheese worms from underneath.

“Yes. Can you do these mushrooms now?”

Sam handed him mushrooms, and he began slicing them on a board of his own.

“I can’t imagine what she can do that hasn’t already been done before. Why not let nature take its course?”

Sam paused, looked at him and shook her head. “You poo-poo me so much, I really don’t understand it. All I want you to do is listen to what she has to say, that’s all. Anneke says she knows what she’s doing. She’s good at it.”

“At a hundred bucks an hour, I bet.”

“It’s dinner, Mitchell, not a consultation. You, I, Anneke and David are going for dinner, that’s all. Hand me that tomato knife, will you?”

“Here. What do you think she’ll say?”

“I don’t know, but I’m open to any suggestions, aren’t you?”

Mitchell gritted his teeth but smiled just the same. “Yes, anything she can offer us will be better than what we have.” Mitchell lifted his eyes to Sam’s to see if she’d noticed his tone, but she continued to slice tomatoes.

“Yes, I agree. She’s the professional, and we really should take her advice. She’ll know what to do. Can you get the pizza base out of the oven and start spreading sauce over it?”

Mitchell put his knife down and went over to it. “When’s the dinner?”

“Two weeks from now. Careful, that tray will be hot.”

“Two weeks?” He asked, lowering the lid and reaching for a nearby tea towel.”

“Two weeks. If you forget, it’s in the diary.” Sam turned towards Mitchell. “Hey! Don’t use that! There are oven mitts above the stove. Use them, that’s what they’re for.”

“What’s wrong with using this?”

“That’s for wiping dishes. The mitts are for the oven. Go on, put it away and get the mitts down. Don’t be lazy.”

“Lazy?”

“Yes, you heard me, lazy. They’re just there, look, there. It won’t take you a second.” She pointed to the space above the stove where the mitts were stored.

In the past, Mitchell would do as his wife wished. He’d place the tea towel back on the rack, reach for the mitts and extract the hot item like a good, quiet husband should. But times have changed. Not every wish was granted.

Mitchell folded the tea-towel over four times, knelt, removed the pizza base, placed it onto the stove and closed the door.

“I told you to use the mitts, Mitchell! Didn’t you hear me?”

“I heard fine.” He remarked, returning to his mushrooms on the cutting board beside her.

Sam’s mouth opened as her eyes followed her husband. “Then you’re ignoring me.”

“No, I’m not Sam, I heard what you said and decided on my own.”

“But I told you to use mitts.”

“And the tea-towel worked just fine, too. No harm done. The pizza base is on the stove, the tea towel is going back on the rack, see? The cheese is here, and the mushrooms are almost done. There! Now I’m going to get the tomato paste from the cupboard and spread it across the base. That’s what any lazy husband would do, right?”

A frown developed on Sam’s face as Mitchell crossed the kitchen floor.

“I know you’re watching, Sam, but those tomatoes won’t cut themselves.”

“Do you know how many tea-towels have scorch marks on them from doing that?”

Mitchell opened the pantry door, removed the jar of paste and closed it. “Do you know how many tea-towels we have? We’ve got tea-towels to last a lifetime. There are some from our wedding day that we haven’t used and won’t use. We get new ones all the time.”

“That’s not the point.”

Mitchell crossed the floor again and popped the lid off the jar. “So what is the point?”

“Scorch marks, Mitchell. I just told you that.”

Placing the open jar and lid on the bench beside the stove, Mitchell lifted the tea-towel from its rack and held it out. “Show me the scorch marks, Sam.”

“Okay, well, it doesn’t happen all the time, but it does happen. I’ve got−”

“Yeah, yeah, I know, I’ve seen scorch marks on some too, but there’s none on this one. Can’t we just leave this alone and get on with the pizza?” He returned the cloth to the rack.

“I really don’t believe you, Mitchell. I told you−”

“This is not really about the towel now, is it? This is about not doing what you want, not obeying you. All I did was remove something from the oven, and now it’s becoming an issue. Well, it’s not an issue to me.”

“You blatantly disregarded what I said.”

“No, I didn’t. I regarded your words highly. I thought about them quite carefully and then considered some of my own. I thought about how many towels we have in storage, how many we’ll get by next Christmas and, more importantly, how long it would take for me to get the tray out and lift it to the stove. I made my choice based on common sense, and it worked out well. No one died, everything’s fine, no scorches, nothing is wrong except that I didn’t obey your words. Now, will you finish cutting those tomatoes so we can put the pizza in the oven and have dinner? I’m hungry.”

“You−”

“Me what? There are far more pressing issues in this world, Sam. We’ve got more pressing issues than this. This tea-towel thing is nothing compared to why you want to see a fertility doctor.”

“Don’t change the subject.”

“Tomatoes, Sam, cut and talk. I’ve got this paste to do.” Mitchell reached into a drawer, pulled out a spoon and dipped it into the jar. Sam glowered at Mitchell’s back, shaking her head while he spread the red goo across the half-baked dough.

It took a minute, but Sam turned and faced the kitchen bench again. Mitchell could hear her slicing.

“So you don’t want to go?” She asked.

“I didn’t say that,” he replied.

“Can you pass me that knob of garlic?”

“Sure, here.”

Sam reached for the garlic, broke off a clove and began to peel it. “So what do you think about it? Doctor Snow, I mean.”

“I don’t know her, Sam.”

“I mean, going to her. You wouldn’t feel, umm, like it’s taking your masculinity away or something?”

“Huh?”

She picked at the tip of the clove. “Well, most men would find this kind of thing threatening.”

“Most men?”

“I’ve been doing some research. Men don’t like being told that they need help in that way.”

Mitchell’s teeth clenched again.

“Don’t you want to know why we haven’t got any children yet? I know I sure do. It could be something simple. I just want to cross off every possible avenue.”

Without turning around, Mitchell said, “Sure, I’d like to know, can you pass me the oregano?”

“Okay.” Sam went to the pantry and brought back a packet of dried spice. “Here.”

Mitchell didn’t turn; he just held out his hand. “Thanks.”

“It could be your diet.”

“My diet?”

“Sure, maybe you’re lacking something. Or maybe you’ve got too much of something.”

“Okay, this base is ready, do your stuff.” He stepped back to let her dress it with tomatoes and mushrooms.

“Oh, good. Look, I haven’t done the garlic yet! Silly me, I’ll chop this up. So what do you think?”

“I think I’ll start putting the topping on. We’ll add the garlic when you’re done.”

“Right, yes, well, I’ll have to peel it first.”

“Haven’t you done that yet?”

“I was just about to... I’ll chop it now.”

“No, I don’t believe I’ll feel emasculated by your doctor. Besides, it may be you, not me, lacking something in your diet.”

Sam hadn’t removed any peel when she asked. “So you are offended.”

“No Sam, I’m not, but don’t you ever consider that it’s just as much your problem?”

“No, why? My sister has children. Clearly, we’re a fertile family.”

“So? My sister’s got kids, too. Based on your logic, mine’s just as fertile.”

“But you’re a guy.”

“What has that to do with it?”

“Men function differently. I’m a girl, so is my sister. She tried once and got pregnant. That means the females in my family are fertile. It doesn’t matter that your sister has kids. You’re a guy. It’s different.”

“My father has children. All my uncles have children. In fact, every male in my family who has been in a long-term relationship has at least one child. You’ve got female cousins in relationships who haven’t been knocked up. Based on your own theory, I’m in a better position to make children than you.”

Sam went back to the clove and started to peel off some of its skin. “I knew you’d be offended. I knew you would.”

“The only thing I’m offended about is inequality. It could be me causing the problem, but it could easily be a you thing. It could be a combined thing. Now, are you going to chop that clove? I’m ready to put this into the oven.”

“Sorry.”

##
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“ARE YOU SURE YOU’RE not making this up?”

Mitchell pointed across the bay as he and his counsellor friend walked along the footpath. “That’s Mud Island over there, and nope, it’s not made up.”

Tony turned briefly but took no notice of it. “I don’t believe you. You didn’t say something to her?”

“We’ve been over this. Why explain the facts of life again? I don’t have the energy to fight that fight anymore. You know, they say there are bodies buried over there.”

“You’re going to seek help from a professional for infertility issues? But you’re doing it for no reason.”

“Not for no reason. Besides, we sought help from a professional when we came to see you, didn’t we?”

“That’s different.”

Mitchell grinned with a sarcastic smile. “Hardly. Look at how well that worked.”

Tony shook his head, grinned and then looked across the water. “I don’t know how you do it. Did you say bodies? You say there are bodies out there, on the island?”

“Yep.”

“Who are they?”

“I don’t know, but common knowledge has it that the mafia sent a few there when they were making the island.”

“The island is man-made?” 

“Yep. It’s dredge material pulled out of the Brisbane River before the turn of the last century. Apparently, a few corrupt unionists went into the sludge, too.”

“Where do you get these stories?”

“Everyone in sailing knows about the bodies buried on Mud Island.”

“What’s that island just here?”

“Saint Helena. There are bodies buried there, too.”

“Really? Mafia related?”

“No, it’s different. There was once a penal settlement on the island. You’re much taller than I. If you stand on your toes, you might be able to see a building or two behind the trees. There’s a small graveyard over there, too, two actually.”

Tony lifted himself and scratched his greying moustache. “I don’t see anything but those masts.”

“That’s for radio broadcasting. I think the Brisbane stations send their signals out there to be relayed.” 

“Where are the buildings you speak of?”

“At the back of the bald patch you see in the middle. There’s not much left of them now. Decades of island visitors have reduced what was once there. It’s protected now, but there’s little point guarding a few broken walls and the old graveyards.”

“You sound cynical.”

“I suppose so. Heritage stuff is not my thing. A big part of me gets annoyed when areas are protected from public access because a rock or two was placed there two hundred years ago.”

“What about the graveyards? Don’t you think they are worth preserving?”

“Sure, protect those if you must.”

“Because respecting the dead is the right thing to do?”

“No. It’s because the graves occupy a small area and don’t take up much of the island. They’re beside each other. I don’t care about the dead. They don’t care. They’re dead, long dead and gone.”

“I’m glad you’re not the Mayor of Brisbane. We’d lose our heritage if you were in charge. Where would all the descendants go to pay their respects if we didn’t keep those graves?”

“The same place where the descendants of those buried at Lang Park go.”

“Pardon me?”

“The new football stadium in the city.”

“Yes?”

“Well, it’s built on an old graveyard. Bones pop out of the ground now and then after big rains. We didn’t seem to have a problem with losing that graveyard. It was in all the papers. Their descendants have no graves to visit. They’ve managed fine.”

“I remember that now. Yes, I remember reading about it.”

“See? If it’s on an island, we get misty-eyed, but if it’s for sport, then forget about the descendants. They can go somewhere else.”
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