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Chapter 1: Memories from Another Life

[image: ]




“For the first time since the rating was introduced a decade ago, the Greater Sydney region has been declared at catastrophic fire danger. The news comes as bushfires rage across New South Wales—” 

The grim details of the reporter’s story are silenced when Pania hobbles over to turn off the TV. She stares at the blank screen, leaning heavily on her cane. Bushfires in the south. As if she wants to think about that. Her eyes flicker over the bird-shaped birthmark on her upper arm; how many species will breathe their last in the devastation?

Instead of dwelling on the news, Pania works a pair of sneakers onto her size 11 feet and begins the slow descent from her one-bedroom unit on the second floor to the streets of Coolangatta. Her trackie pants swoosh as she moves, and the sound brings the ghost of a smile to her full lips. She shakes her head in an attempt to rid herself of all these mental distractions. It’s almost time for the meeting. Time to focus on the problems at hand. 

#
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“You already had your turn,” Pania says, putting up a hand to silence the new guy, some blondie with absolutely no clue. And the bar is set pretty low for that here. She has to make a conscious effort not to roll her eyes. The hospital cafeteria has hosted her along with a motley assortment of other folks with traumatic brain injuries every Tuesday for the past five years to “provide person-centered supports.” In that time, plenty of clueless victims—err, survivors, she corrects herself—have sat in this circle of chairs.

“I did?” Blondie asks, genuinely confused. Sam, the neurology resident running the group, murmurs her confirmation from behind a laptop. “Oh,” he says, deflated. 

A lot of faces come and go, and Pania can already tell Mr. Memory Loss isn’t going to be here long either. Hard to benefit from a group you can’t remember anything about, even if Sam pretends her flurry of papers makes a difference.

“Lin, what were you saying about your son?” Pania asks, nudging the woman next to her gently. 

But Lin appears to have lost her nerve. Instead of continuing her story, she lowers her gaze to Blondie’s shoes and whispers something so quietly Pania doubts even Lin herself can hear it. 

“Speak up, would ya? My ears aren’t what they used to be,” Pania prods. “Besides, poor Robert over there doesn’t even know what’s going on.” She gestures to the older man in flannel sitting across from her, oxygen mask clicking out its two-step rhythm. Robert is the only one who’s come to this group as long as she has. The two of them were among the first brain injury patients to start the TBI support group. 

“I said he can go,” Lin says, her voice trembling a bit. 

At this, Blondie softens. “No, no, I want to hear about your son. Even if I won’t remember it twenty minutes from now.” 

An uneasy silence falls over the circle, broken only by Robert’s oxygen and the clanking of dishes somewhere behind the cafeteria counter. 

“He keeps saying I’m not the same, even when I’m just running the vacuum or walking him to school,” Lin finally admits weakly, delicate hands folded primly in her lap. “That’s exactly what his father said before he left.” She pauses and clears her throat. Her eyes are still on Blondie’s shoes when she murmurs, “I don’t want to lose him too.” 

Sam lets a moment of quiet pass before saying, “Thank you for sharing that about your son, Meiling. It’s very common for family members to say TBI survivors are different after their injury. Has anyone else in the group experienced this?”

Blondie slowly raises his hand. “In case anyone forgot, I’m Tim. And, I mean, obviously people say I’m different. I don’t even remember my girlfriend, and she complains about that all the time. But—” he cuts himself short. Sam quickly reminds him of his train of thought. “Thing is, I feel like I’m the same person and everyone else has changed. Sometimes, I think they’re only pretending that I’m different.”

“Lin, what’s your take on that?” Pania asks.

The diminutive woman shakes her head slowly. Her bangs fall over her dark brown eyes. 

“Does anyone have tips for dealing with this reaction from family members?” Sam asks. 

Robert pulls back his oxygen mask. “Ask them what changes are bothering them. I stopped eating meat shortly after the accident. Something about it just tasted sour to me. But my partner took it personal, like it was his cooking or something.” 

“Did talking about it help?” Blondie (Tim, call him Tim, Pania reminds herself) asks. 

“Oh sure. But it’s easier to smooth over diet preferences than other things.” 

“That’s very true,” Sam says. “Before you talk to family members about differences in your personality or habits, I’d suggest you mentally prepare yourself. Could be a really hard conversation.” 

“I’ll say,” Pania replies. “Sounds exhausting.” She takes a moment to be grateful that’s not something she’ll ever have to worry about. 

Of course, it wouldn’t have been bad with Sal. They only knew hard times when they knew each other, and that didn’t stop them from being close... until it did. Even now, thinking the name sends a shiver crawling across her neck, like a spider waiting to strike. 
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Pania’s favorite routine was their walk home from school, when they roasted their foster families or their classmates, or sometimes both. The school was really just a glorified shack on the edge of town with two teachers: one for the younger students and then Miss Altro for older students like themselves. Most people sent their kids out of the area for boarding school, so Pania’s classmates were by and large fosters too. 

“Photo time!” Sal exclaimed, pulling a disposable camera out of her bag before Pania could get started on the jokes. 

“Ugh, again?” Despite giving her new girlfriend a hard time over it, Pania secretly loved the amount of photos Sal already amassed since they became official last week. The envelope of prints from the first camera they’d filled was still sticking out of Sal’s bag. “How many photos of us do you need?” Pania asked after the camera had clicked and flashed enough to satisfy Sal. 

“What can I say? I like looking at you and me together,” Sal replied. Light and mischief shone in her eyes.

“Alright, alright,” Pania said with a bashful smile. “Now. Chicken or egg question. You think Paul has a drinking problem because of Lizzy’s bad moods, or you think Lizzy’s bad moods are because of Paul’s drinking problem?” 

Sal snorted. “Dude, now that’s what I call two people who were meant for each other—if only to save the rest of humanity from having to date them.” Pania laughs in appreciation, then motions for Sal to go on. “Okay, um, meanwhile, my foster mom thinks I’m so dumb, I wouldn’t think to add grape juice to her wine after I steal some... and you know, I’m kinda glad. Makes it a helluva lot easier to get toasty when my room gets cold in the winter. Or when Kevin gets in one of his bad moods and I don’t wanna care anymore.”

“Save some for me sometime, will ya?”

“Oh, you bet.” Sal turned and looked around to see if they were alone, and then asked in a lowered voice, “Hey, by the way, how often does Lizzy take out her bad moods on you?” 

“What are you, my new child protection officer?”

“Haha, very funny,” she intoned. Her smile faded and she tugged at the bottom of her shirt uneasily. “Just curious, is all.”

Pania thought back to their first kiss, just a few weeks before. How Sal had shrunk from her touch when she’d dared let her hands wander. How she kept her shoulders and arms covered at all times like some kind of nun, even when they headed to the creek to swim. 

She squeezed her girlfriend’s hand, hoping to communicate she understood. There were no more jokes to be shared on that particular walk.
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Pania rubs her neck to scare away the goosebumps before anyone notices them, and Sam looks pointedly her way. 

“Does anyone else want to share?” 

Tim repeats the story of forgetting his girlfriend Jenny for the third time in a row. Oh Blondie. How much is this really gonna help you?

When Tim is finished, Sam hands out a few sheets filled with brain teasers, crossword puzzles, and even a few Sudoku. “For anyone struggling with memory, these types of activities can help improve short-term and working memory. Other activities that can help are listening to music you enjoy, socializing with friends, and, believe it or not, even dancing.” Her smile is sly, as though she’d suggested they go smoke weed behind the hospital instead of simply move their bodies around to some beats. 

“Dancing...” Tim mumbles something unintelligible to himself. Looking up from his paper, he asks, “Hey, can I borrow your pen? I like those suggestions.” 

Sam winks and points at the sheet on his lap. “They’re already printed on the back.” 

“Sweet!” 

The resident re-adjusts in her chair, as if to say, Well that’s settled. Taking in the rest of the room, she dutifully asks again, “Anyone else want to share?”

The others shake their heads, so she continues, “Great work, everyone. I’ll grab the rest of today’s meeting notes from the printer and then we can break until next time.”

Lin rushes through the open double doors of the cafeteria and then ducks into the ladies’ room off the hallway, hand held protectively over her face. Pania hobbles behind her, cursing her unbalanced body for being so slow. 

Muted sounds carry through the thick wooden door when she reaches it. Pania sighs and then opens it. 

Her friend is nearly doubled over facing the line of stalls. But it quickly becomes clear that Lin isn’t crying. Her shrieks are angry and the few words in her native Chinese. In Pania’s surprise, her cane scrapes harshly against the gray tiles. 

In seconds, Lin’s demeanor is tightly controlled. She stands up straight. Runs a few fingers through her pin-straight hair. But the small smile she pastes on her lips doesn’t quite extinguish the fire in her eyes.

“I didn’t mean to startle you,” Pania stammers. “Thought you might need a friend.” 

The smile wavers. “I’m fine,” Lin responds. “Impulse control issues, you know?”

That’s right. Part of Lin’s injury, though something she doesn’t like to talk about.

“Uh-huh.” Pania rubs her thumb along her cane to calm her nerves. “Well, if you need anything...” 

“I’m fine,” she repeats. “I’m just so over hearing about Jenny and her—” she pauses to make air quotes, “so not sexy pajamas.” Lin rolls her eyes at the detail the newbie had shared three times over the course of the meeting. 

“As long as you’re good,” Pania replies with a half-smile. 

“Right.” Two final words from her friend reach her as she turns to go: “Thank you.”
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Chapter 2: Heartbreak by Post
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Lin glances at the bedside clock. 3:12AM. She sighs. It’s nearly impossible for her to sleep well now that she’s sleeping alone. Though, truth be told, her circadian rhythm hasn’t been normal since the accident. 

The sheets are twisted from all the tossing and turning, so she kicks them off and heads downstairs for a glass of water. 

She doesn’t bother with lights, instead relying on moonlight. Despite her exhaustion, she still finds pleasure moving in the darkness. For two full years, her balance was too off-kilter to walk in moonlight or even the shadows of dusk and dawn. It may be a tiny victory, but it’s one she clings to. 

Her movement on the stairs startles something. Another house gecko, probably. A slender, dark body crawls along the wall and disappears behind a picture frame. 

The picture might be shrouded in shadows, but it still gives her pause. It’s a print from the last family vacation they all went on together: her, Jian, Huan. A mere three weeks before everything changed. They were visiting the Bell Tower of Xi’an, and Jian was holding her hand outside of the camera’s view, behind their son’s back. The pressure of his sticky hand on hers had reminded her of the old saying: hold hands with you, grow old with you. 

Then again, maybe not too old, Lin thinks now. She steps heavily onto the living room floor and heads to the fridge, trying not to think about how rare those sweet gestures had been, even back then. 

“Really?” she says to herself. The counter is littered with shredded cheese from what must have been Huan’s midnight snack. “After all I do for him, this is what I get.” Her voice is louder and sharper than she intends as she sweeps the cheese into her hand. “Ugh!” A dob of vegemite sticks to the side of her palm. 

Huan’s mumble reaches her from the next room. “You okay, Mum?” 

“Oh, I’m great,” she snaps back, too tired to be polite. “Just great.” 

He shuffles into the kitchen and flips on the light. His blue pajamas are dotted with the same vegemite that she’s aggressively scrubbing off her hand. The sight of it annoys her, but she tries to hold it in. 

He sighs, then gathers himself with a deep breath. “Need me to get you anything?”

“A maid might be nice. They could follow you around and save me all sorts of trouble.” She tries to make light of the moment, but he’s too sleepy to play along. She gives him a good-natured poke with a soapy index finger. 

“Mhm. Well, I’m going back to bed.” He turns, muttering something under his breath. Her ears don’t quite catch the words, but the tone is clear enough. 

I can’t even get a glass of water without bothering someone, she thinks, wondering what she did wrong this time. Next to the stairs, their idyllic family photo taunts her from underneath its cover of darkness.
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The next morning, a knock on the door startles her out of the nap she’d unintentionally taken on the living room sofa. “Hold on,” she hollers. 

The stairs reach up and grab at her feet as she stumbles up to the bedroom for her housecoat. Wrapping it tightly around her thin frame, she rushes back down to the door. 

“Good morning, Mrs. Meiling. I have a package for you.” 

Lin looks over the postie on her doorstep. He looks barely older than Huan, though she knows he must be at least in his twenties. His motor bike is parked next to the neighbor’s mail box, and she wonders how many tries it took him to get so perfectly parallel with the curb. If only he’d put half as much thought into identifying her surname. “Meiling is my first name, not my family name,” she says coldly. “Do I have to sign for it?” 

The boy reddens at her words and looks at the package again. “Sorry, Mrs. Lee. No, it just—just didn’t fit in your mail box. Didn’t want it getting lost.”

A family law firm is listed in the return address. “Of course not,” she mumbles as she takes the crumpled manila envelope. The weight of the papers inside presses against her palm with the heft of a shared lifetime. She sinks to the floor, dust from the threshold rubbing into her soft yellow lounge pants. 

At her first sob, Huan stirs in his bedroom. “Mum, are you all right?” 

The postie leaves the door open and backs down the sidewalk as though she’s a wounded animal ready to strike. His shaky “g’day” doesn’t reach Lin any more than Huan’s questions. No one can reach her now. 
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They had met at university, where Meiling had gone for a better education than her hometown could provide. Jian was there following his father’s wishes, studying economics. The two fell in love over a set of equations neither could solve. 

The courtship had been wonderful. But as graduation drew closer, a knot grew in the deepest pits of her stomach. What will Niáng think? Her mother’s marriage to Bàba had been arranged by the village matchmaker, and their parents’ marriage before them. All of Niáng and Bàba’s friends and their friends’ children relied on the matchmaker too. If they don’t approve of Jian...

She and Jian agreed that they had to avoid shocking her parents with their unsanctioned dating. Doing so would almost certainly doom their chance at a happy union. So, she returned home alone and Jian came separately a few weeks later to ask the matchmaker for her hand. Perhaps it had to do with the flashy gold watch on his wrist, but the elderly woman readily agreed to their match. 

“I think the two of them will be perfect for each other,” the matchmaker relayed to her parents the day after Jian’s visit. “He sends his greatest respects to the people who raised Meiling, and gifts to thank you for the privilege of having schooled with her.” Outside, several new appliances were stacked in her hand cart. An invitation for tea was dispatched immediately, and their marriage was agreed upon by the end of the week. 

Not only had Meiling been able to follow her heart to university and an honest man she loved, she had done so without bruising her parents’ sensitivities or raising too many eyebrows in the village. Her life felt like one series of victories after another.

#
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But none of that matters now. Lin rolls her shoulders a couple of times from her spot on the couch, attempting to assuage the worry apparent on Huan’s face.

“I’m fine, really.” Lin tries to sound insistent, but her feeble voice betrays her. 

“It’s okay if you’re not okay,” he replies. He’s kneeling in front of her, ever the respectful son.

She smiles. “Wise words, my child.” Gesturing to the paperwork, she asks, “Did you know?” 

“Yes and no,” he replies uneasily. “I mean, he didn’t say anything about it to me, but Dad hasn’t been here in weeks. What did you expect to happen?” 

Her hopes that Jian would return seem childish to her now. She sobs into her son’s strong shoulders, glad she wasn’t alone when the envelope arrived. 

Just as she’s wiping the tears on her housecoat sleeve, her cell phone rings up in the bedroom. 

“I’ll go grab it,” Huan offers and lumbers up the stairs. When he returns, he hands her the phone without a word. 

“Hello?”

It’s the school. 

“Oh, um, my apologies,” she says. “I needed him to help me on some errands this morning and I forgot to send in a note. Yes, yes, we’re finished now. He’ll be there in time for his next class.” 

Her cheeks flush with the teensiest bit of pink. “The school.” 

“I know.” His voice is toneless, flat. “That’s the third time this month.”

“You don’t have to stay next time,” she offers.

He keeps his tone neutral, but she can feel the annoyance behind his words. “Do you mean the next time you’re crying in the doorway for the whole neighborhood to see, or the next time you throw things across the room because of a chatty maggie?”

Lin sighs and tucks a few strands of hair behind her ear. “Right.”

“Make sure you go to group tonight,” he says. “I can’t help you, but maybe they can.” With that, he disappears into his bedroom to get ready for school. 

“No promises,” she whispers, “But I’ll try.”

That night, the new kid is complaining about his girlfriend again. While Lin has no interest in opening up to the group about her love life, the words are out before she can stop them. 

“At least she’s trying to work with you. My husband of eighteen years served me papers this morning... he didn’t even tell me himself that’s what he wanted. He let the damn postie do it.”

Tim winces. “I’m so sorry to hear that. What are you going to do?” 

“Guess I’m getting a divorce.”
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Chapter 3: Dancing with the Lights Off

[image: ]




“Hey Tee, what kind of day are we having?” Jenny asks when Tim tumbles into the kitchen the next morning. 

“What’d’ya mean?” Tim asks, cracking a smile. “Last night wasn’t enough for ya?” 

Jenny smiles into her coffee mug, her caramel brown eyes twinkling. “So, you remember me today? That’s a good sign.” 

“Oh come on, Jenny. Why wouldn’t I?”

She sighs. “Great.”

“What?” 

“It’s almost funny. You forgot about your memory problems again, didn’t you?”

“Is this a joke?”

“That accident was no joke.”

“Wait, accident? Is Brian okay?” Instinctively, he pats himself down and looks for his phone to check on his best friend. They go just about everywhere together.

“Don’t worry, Brian’s fine,” she reassures him. “Or at least, he was the last I heard. It was you who had the accident, showing off on one of those wild four-wheeler trails.” 

“Psh, I know what I’m doing on those trails.” He feigns arrogance, hoping his smile comes off as natural instead of nervous. Instead of meeting her eyes, he takes in the coffee mug, the plates with sausage and scrambled eggs, the crumpled napkin. Looks like every other morning, but sure doesn’t feel that way. “And what do you mean about Brian being fine last you heard? When was the last time we saw him?”

“It’s...” She sighs. “It’s been a while. He feels guilty or maybe freaked out about your accident, I think. These things take time to process.” 

“Oh.” He runs a hand through his hair, a nervous tic he’s had for years, and then takes a seat next to Jenny.

“Relax, Tee,” she replies, patting his hand. “We’ve had this conversation at least a dozen times since the accident.” 

“We—we have?” His eyes flick back to meet her chocolate brown ones, to take in her freckled nose and slightly sunburnt cheeks.

“Mhm. And it’s not a big deal if you’re scared. Check the memory downloads on your notes app.”

“Memory downloads?”

“Hey, you came up with the name.” Jenny giggles. 

“And how can I be sure of that?” he teases. 

“Maybe it’s in there somewhere, eh?”

“Only one way to find out,” he replies, pulling his phone out of his athletic shorts.

“When you’re done with your download—” Jenny air-quotes the word playfully, “let me know what you wanna do tonight. After all, it’s Friday, and I’m playing hooky.”

“Oh, I love it when you play hooky.” He winks, trying to maintain this sense of normalcy before delving into whatever chaos awaits.

Jenny giggles. “Not another word until you’re done. Now let me enjoy my coffee, wouldja?” 

“Fine, but I already know what I wanna do tonight,” he says with another grin.

“I’m gonna have to feed you to shut you up, aren’t I?” 

“You know it. Now pass me that sausage.” 

As Jenny slides the plate over the rickety wooden table, she smirks. “Not. One. Word.” 

“Wouldn’t dream of it, babe.” As he scarfs down his breakfast, he skims through his notes. Oh god, where do I even start? There must be dozens of items in there, with labels like Forgot Jenny and Tuesdays are Group Night. Out of curiosity, he opens one labeled Forgot what Mom did. All it says is: You lucky bastard. He smiles to himself. Gotta be the only win in here, so I’m gonna take it.

Going back to the list, he sees one about forgetting the accident. He breathes a sigh of relief, but then his mood deflates as he uncovers the truth about his brain... and as he realizes how many times he must have already uncovered this truth, and how many more times he’ll have to uncover it again. 

“What a way to start the day, huh?” he jokes. 

“Sorry,” Jenny replies with a small shrug. “Last time you forgot the accident, you said that’s how you wanted to handle it. Said you wanted to rip the bandage off and get on with it.”

“If I could go back in time, I’d smack myself,” he grumbles.

“If only you could,” Jenny echoes. He’s about to make a joke in response, but she’s staring off into space. Following her eyes, he takes in the kitchen’s familiar navy-blue walls and the worn faux wood cupboards. Wordlessly, he reaches for the carafe and refills his coffee cup. 

The day may have gotten off to a somber start, but Tim refuses to let an accident that happened months ago ruin his weekend. 

“I forget you sometimes, right?” he asks her as they wash up the dishes together.

“More often than I’d like, that’s for sure,” she replies, bumping her hip against his. 

“Then let’s do something fun tonight, you and me. To make up for all the date nights we’ve missed out on in the past year.” He boops her nose to lighten the mood.

“What d’you have in mind?” 

“Let’s head to the club, go dancing. I’ll get you one of those drinks with the little umbrella in it, your favorite ones—ugh, the name’s on the tip of my tongue—and anyway, we can invite some couple friends if we still have those. It’ll be great. Whatcha say?” 

Her eyes light up as she sets clean forks in the strainer to dry. “Yeah, okay.” 

#
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According to Jenny, they haven’t gone dancing since before the accident, but Tim’s finding that hard to believe. After all, they go to the Snake Den almost every weekend—or at least, they did up until his memories go blank. How could he have become such a snooze fest?

“My legs do still work, yanno,” he yells through the flat as she’s getting ready. 

“Well yeah, but we’ve been cautious about the flashing lights in case you get seizures, Tee. Kinda takes the fun out of going to the club.” She pokes her head around the corner into the living room where he’s waiting. “Besides, you were super dizzy all the time for a while... couldn’t even consider dancing until you sorted through your balance issues.”

“That was then, this is now. How will we find out if the lights bother me if we don’t even try? Can’t go around avoiding everything forever.”

“Well, now that your leg is out of the boot, your balance is back, and you’re physically healthy again—other than that uncooperative brain of yours—I’m inclined to agree with you.” She keeps her body hidden behind the corner. When she speaks again, she shakes a finger at him to emphasize her words. “But don’t think I’m gonna let you drink. It makes your memory so much worse.” 

“Long as I get to dance with you, I don’t care.” He’s dressed in his favorite khaki-colored pants and a loose-fitting blue Henley, the top two buttons left playfully undone. His favorite cologne fills the air with the scent of bergamot and vanilla. “I clean up good, right?”

She looks him up and down and winks. “Yeah, you do. Now give me five. Just need to finish setting this hair and put in my earrings.” 

He perches on the arm of the couch, scrolling through his social, amazed at how much his exes have changed in the past year. His finger slips and he hearts an old photo. Oh shit, oh shit. Jenny comes back out, and he closes the app as casually as he can. He’ll have to un-heart it later. 

When he looks up, he lets out a low whistle. Jenny’s wearing a dazzling green dress that hugs her curves. Her curled hair has been teased into an artfully messy updo. “Let’s go, sexy lady.” He opens the door for her and gives an exaggerated bow. “After you.” 

At the club, it’s as though a celebrity’s risen from the dead. The bouncers high-five him on the way in, the bartender gives both of them free drinks, and it feels as though the entire crowd is staring at them. “We’re back, baby,” he yells, getting a cheer from the crowd of strangers.

Jenny clinks his glass of Coke. “You bet your ass we’re back.” 

Tim might not recognize most of the songs the DJ’s playing, but the beats are still the same. He tries to put the morning out of his mind and focus on Jenny, who’s on fire on the dance floor. She’s fun, she’s gorgeous, and she’s going home with me. How crazy is that? 

He spends the rest of the night just trying to keep up. 

Even when they get home, Jenny wants to keep dancing. So, they sway together in the dark of their bedroom until she finally collapses on the bed in exhaustion.
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The next morning comes all too fast. Tim rolls over to face Jenny and he tucks some of her messy curls behind her ear. “How come I feel so shitty when I didn’t even drink?” 

She grins. “Two good memory days in a row? Be glad all it cost you is feeling a little hung-over.” 

“I definitely wouldn’t wanna forget such an amazing night.” He scooches closer and kisses her nose. “And hey, now we know that flashing lights aren’t going to make me seize up. So, we can make this more of a habit again, right?” 

“Maybe.” Her voice is hopeful. “But it really depends on you, my dear. I’m not taking you anywhere on a bad memory day.”

“Why not?” he asks, pretending to be indignant. 

“Because if we get separated, I never know if you’re gonna forget your own name or catch an Uber home.” 

He gives her his most charming half-smile. He can’t think of a good comeback, so he turns to his phone’s notes app to catch up on anything he might have forgotten. The note about Miriam gives him pause. What could be so bad that he’s lucky to have forgotten? Other notes in her contact info give him a sense of how deep the betrayal runs. A knot in the pit of his stomach suggests visceral, emotional memory, even if the specifics elude him.

Before he can process what wounds are lying in his past, forgotten, his phone vibrates on the nightstand behind him. 

“Yeah, hello?” He instantly regrets having answered before looking at the number when he hears his mother’s voice. 

“Tim, how are you today?” the woman gushes. 

“Don’t fuckin’ call me. You know I’m not speaking to you.” 

“Do I? We caught up for over an hour on Tuesday. Besides, I’m your mother, I’ll never give up on you.” Her tone takes on a snippy edge. Based on some of the things he’s read, Tim’s mentally preparing himself for a volley of guilt trips.

Before she can get started, he interjects. “My accident is not a weakness for you to prey on. Guess you’ve been working on getting even more manipulative, huh, Miriam?” 

She huffs. “Look, what happened was terrible but—”

“Don’t you dare finish that sentence.” He shouts into the phone, “Now go to hell!” 

#
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Mum was sitting in the kitchen and picking at the dead skin on her thumbs. Her lunch plate sat on the table next to her, littered with castoff crumbs and a dab of mayonnaise. “Hey, you know where the charging cord is for my 3DS?” Tim asked.

“No clue, kiddo,” she said without looking up. “Bout time you took a break from that thing anyway. Why don’t you go help Phil in the greenhouse for the afternoon?”

“What about my charger?” 

She sighed. Her breath blew a piece of her curly brown hair off her nose. “Where’d you see it last?”

“I dunno.” Tim shrugged. “Living room, I think.”

“I’ll take a look around for it,” she said. She didn’t move. “Now skedaddle.”

“Fine.” Phil was her latest, and longest-lasting boyfriend, since Dad ran off. Tim hated dealing with the plants, but at least Phil was cool. Didn’t make him work too hard.

He wandered outside, screen door clacking behind him. The wind picked up, and he hurried across the yard to get out of the cold. 

“Hey Phil. Mum kicked me outta the house. Whatcha got going on in here?” 

Phil looked up from the pallet table, where he had a mound of dirt and a bunch of droopy little plants. He pushed on his glasses, and a clump of dirt got stuck to his nose. “Just transplanting these tomatoes. Sure could use a hand.” 

“Yeah, okay,” he replied as he shuffled over.

“Hey now, don’t sound so glum. Tomatoes are a lot harder to kill than the strawberries you were helping me with last week.” 

Tim rolled his eyes. “Sure, whatever.” 

Phil talked him through the steps, cheerily divvying up the homeless tomatoes and the planting trays spread out over the table. 

“Seems like a waste of time,” Tim remarked once they’d gotten into a rhythm. “Why not just plant ‘em in the bigger trays to begin with?” 

Phil leaned in and pointed at the tiny roots on the plant Tim was holding up. “Every time you transplant tomatoes, you bury ‘em a little deeper and the root system’ll expand, start coming out of the bottom of the stem.” The man’s fingers brushed over the stem as he talked, alighting briefly on Tim’s knuckles. “Helps keep the plants from tipping over once they’re loaded with fruit.” 

“Huh.” 

They worked in silence for an hour or two more, and then Tim’s stomach started grumbling, much to Phil’s amusement. “Sure are a growing boy,” he said with a laugh. Then, conspiratorially, he whispered, “Hey, can you keep a secret?” 

Tim barely ever did anything worth hiding to know for sure, but he wanted to impress Phil. “I’m 15. Duh, dude.” 

The older man cracked a smile and slide out a box from under the table. “Don’t tell a soul. Especially not your mum.” Underneath some baggies of dried herbs, there were boxes of Tim Tams and bags of Cheezels. 

“Yeeesssssss! Wait, why wouldn’t I...”

“That’s not oregano, buddy.” 

Oh. OH. “I’ll keep your secret, but I’m gonna need some of those biscuits.” 

He pulled out an open box and slid it across the table towards the boy. “Deal.” 

The only bummer was not being able to lick the chocolate off his fingers without getting a bit of dirt to go with it. “Puh! Remind me to wear gloves next time so I don’t ruin my hands for Tim Tams.”

“Ha! Will do,” Phil responded. 

Tim wiped his hands aggressively against his cargo shorts. “Now pass me a bag of those Cheezels.”

“You got it.”
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Chapter 4: Casual but not Cool
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Pania heads to the bistro for an early dinner with Auntie Elaine. Just as Pania suspects, they spend most of the meal talking about the community garden they help care for, which is eternally short on volunteers. 

“I found half a dozen tomatoes rotting right on the vine this morning,” Elaine says with a groan. “That never would’ve happened when Margo and Joe were here. They’d have found someone who could’ve used them.” 

Of course, anyone can just grab a tomato straight off the plant anytime they need one. Still, this is one of Elaine’s favorite gripes and not one she wants to bicker over now, so she holds her tongue. The point still stands, after all. Even before Margo and Joe left on their trip through the hinterland, it was a struggle to keep up. Between keeping weeds at bay, thinning out the overcrowded squash, harvesting and re-staking the tomato plants, and a host of other tasks, it’s quite a commitment to keep the gardens and park a refuge for the community—and it requires time most of the Minyangbal people Pania knows simply don’t have. 

Pania leans heavily on her cane as she makes her way out of the restaurant, a poignant reminder of how unreliable her own ability to care for the gardens can be. It’s still early to go to group, but she doesn’t want balance issues to make her late. Her body has been unpredictable today. 

“Thank you,” Pania says to the bikini-clad young woman holding the door for her. 

“Whatever,” she replies with a roll of her eyes. 

“Excuse me?”

The woman’s eyes flick over her cane. “I saw you walk in here without it.”

“It’s not that simple, I—”

“Sure, it isn’t.” The woman winks and then struts off down the street, as if daring Pania to chase after her.

Pania sighs. Maybe she should just go home. Left to the hospital, or right to go back to the unit... After a long pause, her feet move left. 

Lin needs support, and Pania’s not sure the woman will be able to get what she needs from Timmy boy or the ever-clinical Sam. They don’t have the inside scoop on unexpected losses. Not the way Pania does.

That night, Robert was absent from the circle of chairs. “Has anyone heard from him?” Sam asks the group. “He didn’t mention having family in, and I know he lives alone.”

“Don’t worry about him,” Pania says, “he never goes anywhere on Boxing Day. He’ll be back next week.” 

“What’s so bad about Boxing Day?” asks Timmy, knocking frantically on the faux wood of the cafeteria tabletop as though it could save him. 

“It’s a personal thing, and I don’t know that Robert would like us all talking about him while he’s not here.”

“Oh, of course,” Timmy replies. As Sam rifles through her notes from last time, he asks, “Hey, where’s the guy in the oxygen mask?” 

Lin snaps, “It’s the anniversary of when his partner died. Give the poor man some space.” 

Sam’s professional smile gives way to a professional frown. “That’s terrible. I didn’t know.” 

“Well, if you’d been here when it happened, trust me when I say you’d never forget.”

#
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The day had been brutally hot, and all of the group’s regulars and not-so-regulars seemed to show up early to take advantage of the air-conditioned cafeteria free of in-laws and over-stimulated children. At first, the young resident running the group had been ecstatic to see so many faces on a holiday week, but it quickly became clear none of them were there to talk beyond a murmur of vague “mhms” in response to his well-planned conversation starters. 

When the oldest person in the group had to answer his ringing phone, the annoyance was clear on the resident’s face. He was too busy grumbling under his breath to notice as the man’s calm demeanor was replaced with anguish, his wrinkled face taking on a terrible gray hue. 

He rushed to leave, but his foot caught on one of the folding chairs and sent him reeling onto the floor. The resident snapped into action to help him up and called for a nurse to take him down to emergency to check on his bleeding nose. 

The man accepted the help, insisting as he left that she takes him directly to his partner, who had just been admitted with a suspected heat stroke. 

“I’m coming, Michael.” His words echoed down the hallway, back to the group, whose members fell more silent than ever. 

#
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The next week, Robert is back in the group’s small circle of chairs, almost as though nothing had happened. He nods sympathetically, shaggy white hair falling over his eyes, as the others discuss both the big and small challenges of invisible disability. His pale wrinkled hand rests comfortingly on Tim’s knee as the boy recounts the harassment that he received the first time he and his girlfriend parked in a disability spot. “We’ve all been there,” Robert says. “Luckily they don’t bother me now that I’m older and always on the tank.” He pats the tinny oxygen tank parked next to his chair. 

Across from him, Pania chimes in, “Wonder when I’ll get my turn. I think being First Nations adds another ten years before people accept I’ve earned the accommodations I use. I don’t drive, but you should see the stares I get on the bus.”

In the sympathetic silence that follows, Sam says softly, “It is very difficult, isn’t it? I’m sorry you go through that, Pania.” 

“Thanks,” Pania replies. And you’re welcome for the education. Sam wouldn’t know a thing about the trouble with racism in this country if Pania wasn’t there to tell her. 

Lin begins her turn with a sigh and a wet twinkle in her eye. Robert leans forward and gives her his full attention. 

“Huan’s such a great kid,” Lin says. Her chair scrapes along the linoleum as she shifts away from Pania, towards the empty chair on her left. “I wish he understood how hard I work to show him that. He deserves better than what I can give him.”

“Every parent feels like that sometimes,” Sam replies in her best reassuring voice from her spot across the circle. “That just means you care about him. You’re a good mum.” She makes a note of something on her laptop. 

Probably about how helpful she’s being. Pania struggles not to roll her deep brown eyes at just how clueless the privileged young resident could be about... well, everything. 

“It’s not normal parent guilt. You don’t understand.” Lin pauses for a second. “You don’t have children, do you Sam?”

“Well, no,” Sam replies uneasily. 

The look on Lin’s face says, Gotcha. 

“And you don’t have a neurological disorder affecting impulse control?” 

Sam sighs. “No.”

“Then you can’t pretend this is normal parent guilt, okay?” Lin’s face changes after her snapback. It’s almost as though she’s trying to hold her breath after being underwater too long. 

Lin’s forehead wrinkles as she says, “I just did it again, didn’t I? Was that too mean?” Before anyone can answer, she says, “This is exactly what I do to Huan! And I never mean it but it keeps happening.” Her eyes fill with tears.

Tim is quick to speak up. “Before I forget, I wanna tell you I understand. I’ve been accidentally doing stuff like this to my mum all the time too.” He barely pauses to breathe, rushing to stay ahead of his fading memory, eyes on his phone instead of the group. “Apparently, we had some huge falling out, and some days I remember and some days I don’t. My girlfriend keeps warning me not to call her, and I have notes all over my phone and her contact info... but you know how it is. When you want to talk to your mum, you just call your mum.” 

“Sounds like you didn’t have much a relationship to ruin, at least,” Lin says sarcastically. 

“It sure doesn’t feel that way on the days I don’t remember. When she picks up and all she does is cry because she misses hearing my voice. You have any idea how shitty that makes me feel?” 

Lin face palms her forehead, looking frustrated that she snapped. Sam focuses intently on the interaction, but she lets the group navigate the conversation on their own. 

“What about the days when you do remember?” Robert asks. 

Tim looks back down at his phone. “Apparently those are worse, cuz what she did makes me feel even shittier than those phone calls.” 
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