
		
					 

			 


				“Zig’s unsettling work peels back the white, middle class veneer so many of us recognize from suburban life … compelling us to reflect on the hidden lives of those around us.”

			– Andrew Pople

			2SER / Tuesday Book Club

			“[Zig] has written this fabulous deliciously naughty book called Just Another Week in Suburbia … with such humor and with such grace with such powers of beauty and observation that I really, really enjoyed it …. He does it so well.”

			– Rob Minshull

			ABC Radio Brisbane

			“Just Another Week in Suburbia is a hugely enjoyable novel which illuminates the extraordinary in the everyday, and the quirky in the quotidian.”

			– Ryan O’Neill

			Their Brilliant Careers (Black Inc 2016)

			“A stunningly polished psychological debut ruminating on issues of doubt, dissatisfaction, and temptation in even the most seemingly secure relationships. Just Another Week in Suburbia tells the intricate story of love’s instability, the volatile nature of trust, and asks whether we can ever truly know another person. Zig masterfully delves into the fears and fixations within us all, showing how one small event can unhinge the human psyche.”

			– NetGalley Roundup

			“[Zig] has taken the somewhat monotonous elements of suburban life, the mistrust and fear which can develop between partners as well as the pressure of all those things left unsaid in a relationship and has packaged them up in one complex, tightly-laced character who we see unravel under the weight of his own psyche. It’s a lot to go through and process in 300 odd pages, but it’s an enjoyable read that will draw you in with its wit, and keep you there as the drama builds.”

			– Jenna Woods

			GLAM Adelaide

			“… a must read … a powerful novel that bristles with intelligence, and black humor … a dark, gritty read that explores the dark side of human nature … an engrossing novel, and one that leaves a lasting impression.”

			– Slap Happy Fun Time

			“… engaging … honest and relatable. It was difficult to put down because the story was so compelling. I just had to know what happened next. At one point my heart was pounding, and I couldn’t read fast enough … captivating.”

			– Jordan Reads Too Much
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						To Blaise,

			whose strength,

			support,

			and encouragement

			helped me to branch out on my own.

		

	
		
			Contents

			Monday

			Tuesday

			Wednesday

			Thursday

			Friday

			Saturday

			Sunday

		

	
		
			Monday

		

	
		
			1.

			Wallace’s yapping wakes me just as I’m nodding off. Flipping onto my side, I bury my face in Jane’s hair, hoping he shuts up.

			He doesn’t.

			I drag myself into a sitting position. Sweat cools on my brow, so I wipe it away with my wrist. Damn belated summer has been unrelenting. The clock radio on Jane’s bedside table glows with the lime of its digital numbers: 12:09am. It feels later.

			Swiveling out of bed, I lock my feet into my slippers, and walk over to the window in my underwear, hoping I’ll be able to shhh Wallace from up here. Unfortunately, he sounds like he’s next door, which isn’t good because my neighbor, Vic Booth, hates him in a way that makes me think some dog must’ve traumatized him when he was a kid.

			Peeling back our curtains, I peek out. A street already cuts through the paddocks that unfold beyond our backyard, streetlights so bright they must use the bulbs from lighthouses. It’s only a matter of time before new houses like our own go up. But that’s all the suburb of Meadow is: uniformity.

			In the Booths’ yard, the beach table with the umbrella and banana lounges are blots of shadows, while light ripples across the pool. No sign of Wallace, though. Sometimes I worry he’ll fall in the pool and drown. Instead of commiserating, Vic would probably charge us for the cleaning.

			Grabbing my bathrobe from where it hangs on the back of the door, I stumble from the bedroom, and flick on the light in the landing. The first thing that greets me is the picture hanging at the top of the stairs of Jane and me on our wedding day. Jane – in her flowing dress, her hair elaborately braided – smiles at me like she’s never known a harried thought in her life. I look mildly shocked, as if the photographer caught me unawares, an expression present in each of the six anniversary photos that chaperone me as I head downstairs. This was Jane’s idea, to mark our coupling as we grew older. We’re getting a seventh photo on Sunday morning, following a fancy dinner and a hotel room at the Sheraton in the city on Saturday night.

			My slippers suction onto the floorboards as I reach the front door, squelching so noisily I’m sure they’ll wake Jane. Unlocking the front door, I ease it open. The night’s balminess strikes me. The heat’s simmered in the air and made it sticky. It’s meant to be hotter this week.

			The street itself is quiet, except for the echoes of Wallace’s excitement. The houses are silhouettes, trees in front of them small and still, silent tributes to the idealism of everyday middle-class suburbia. Everybody’s bins are out. I’ve forgotten ours.

			I go outside, grab the bins from around the side of the house, and wheel them to the nature strip while hissing for Wallace. The Booths live to our left. Wallace has his own doggy door, so he has the run of our backyard. It’s meant to be contained, but there are pockets where he burrows under the fence. The Booths don’t have a side gate like we do, so Wallace is free to explore their property, although he’s been told repeatedly he shouldn’t.

			No fence separates our front yards. Our garages and driveways are mashed together. My Fiesta’s parked on the nature strip. Our two-car garage is home to Jane’s VW Beetle and seven years of crap we’ve accumulated. There’s not much room for anything else.

			“Wallace!” I say.

			His yapping stops. I can imagine him cocking his head.

			“Wallace!”

			I hope he’ll appear from somewhere else, but he comes sprinting from around the Booths’ house and bounds across their yard – he’s probably been chasing Silver, Vic’s stupid cat. I open the security door and he struts in, a ball of white fluff with a black spot on his back, an irrepressible wire-haired fox terrier. We got him after our efforts to have a baby didn’t work – not that he appreciates that.

			“Sshhh!” I follow him in and lock the security and front doors.

			Wallace peers at me as if to say, What? His little tail circles like a propeller, and his nose is dirty, so he must’ve burrowed under the fence.

			I’m wide awake now, so instead of returning to bed, I go into the study and, as I turn on the light, stumble on something: Jane’s handbag. When she’s not forgetting it at work or in the car, she leaves it just inside the study door so she can scoop it up on the way out. Everything has spilled out. This isn’t our first tangle. I leave the clean-up for later and sit on my recliner.

			My sketchpad rests on my desk, my pencils fanned out haphazardly. I take my sketchpad onto my lap as Wallace tramps in, sniffs at the contents of Jane’s bag, looks at me, then hops onto the couch. He has a basket in the laundry but has made that couch cushion his home. Circling the spot, he then flops down and stares at me, as if reproaching me for interrupting his fun.

			I flick through my pad – lots of little sketches of fruit, furniture, and a couple of Wallace. Jane says they’re okay, but wives are meant to say stuff like that. Beth, the art teacher at the school where I teach, says they’re good. Of course, she could be humoring me, since she’s also a friend. I used to draw lots. There wasn’t much time once Jane and I got married. I’ve just taken it back up and my efforts don’t enthuse me.

			If only there was an inspiring landscape outside my window – something dramatically cliché, like waves crashing upon a precipice, maybe. But our yard’s a big block of grass rimmed by a Coldstream wall, the big stones fitted neatly together. Recently, I’ve taken a sledgehammer to it because I want to put up something new – like everybody’s done in the neighborhood – but there’s a gulf between the theory and the practice.

			I move to draw a line on my page, but know if I do it’s because I want to commit to the pretense I’m sketching. Sometimes, pretense is all you have … and sometimes something else tempers it – fear, maybe. Fear that there’ll be nothing but the pretense. I pull back. I don’t want to dirty the page. The page is perfect empty.

			Closing my eyes, I search for the tiredness to drive me back to bed, but there’s nothing there. Once I’m awake, it takes a while to switch off – especially after I’ve taken a jaunt like the excursion to shut Wallace up. This is his fault. He lies curled up on the futon, chin on his paws, asleep. I should wake him.

			Putting my pad on my desk, I decide to go back to bed. I can stay awake in there just as well as I can here. Anyway, there’s the risk of eventually drifting off in my recliner, only to have to wake myself again to go back to my bedroom.

			Kneeling by the spillage of Jane’s handbag, I begin throwing things back in: purse, make-up, keys (which jingle – Wallace wakes, lifts his head, then hops down and saunters over to check out what I’m doing) … and then I stop.

			A condom sits there – Four Seasons, glow in the dark. The corner of the wrapper is dog-eared. Maybe it’s been battered inside Jane’s bag, but it’s likelier somebody started to tear it open.

			Wallace peers at it, as if recognizing it’s foreign. He looks at me, sniffs the packet, then looks back at me. I pick it up in a trembling hand. Jane and I don’t use condoms – we haven’t since before we were engaged.

			Shooting to my feet, I storm up the stairs, Wallace trotting after me. The anniversary pictures flaunt our happiness, although we weren’t always happy on the days they were taken – the first shortly after Dad died, the third only a fortnight after Jane miscarried, the fifth after we’d thrashed out a plan to save for IVF. I see the shock on my face over the course of the years, as well as some discomfort – a result of Jane dressing me in stiff suits and ties tight enough to noose me. That’s the price of being immortalized. But now the shock not only mirrors what I’m feeling, but the potential for something much more insidious.

			My steps slow as I reach the landing.

			Falter as I reach the doorway.

			Then stop. Wallace bumps into my ankles.

			I don’t know what to say. It seems obvious: What’s this condom doing in your handbag? But it’s not. It’s like breaking bad news. There’s the way you hear it in your head and the way it’s said in the real world. The two rarely meet. And even when they do, you never want to know what comes next.

			I sit on the bedside, condom clutched in my hand. Jane’s still curled up, covers pulled to her chin. She sleeps in little silk boxers she buys to use as pajamas because she likes the way they feel. Even in winter, it’s the boxers, so she’s always hogging the covers because she gets cold. You’d think she’d put a T-shirt on. I asked her once why she didn’t. She said she couldn’t sleep in one. Instead, she drags the covers right up to her jaw. It’s cute, in its own way, but God knows how she tolerates it in this heat.

			Wallace sits at my feet oblivious to what’s going on. I scratch his head absently. He waits for more attention, but when he doesn’t get it, he must realize this isn’t some new game we’re playing, rises, and leaves.

			I tear off my bathrobe, throw it aside, take off my slippers, and lie stiff alongside Jane, kicking the covers down to my ankles. There has to be a logical explanation that doesn’t mean the worst for me, for us. Maybe she found it. Or bought it for somebody. Maybe she was out for lunch and some high school brat wanted Jane to go into the chemist and buy her a condom because she was too embarrassed to do it herself, then ran off before collecting it. Do they even sell single condoms? The whole scenario’s stupid.

			It could just be that Jane’s fucking somebody.

			She works in an office with several guys. Her boss, Henry, is about fifty. I think one of the full-time coders, Barry, is in his forties. But the other one, the one with the funny name – Kip or Kai or something – is only twenty-five or so. Five years younger than Jane, though age means nothing. The rest of the staff are subcontractors, constantly in and out. I wouldn’t know them if I bumped into them on the street.

			Jane squishes up against me, her body warm, breath hot on my skin. Her hand slides up my belly and entwines in my chest hair. These are all trademark Jane mannerisms – Janerisms – which have always reconnected me to her, little bonds that tie us tighter together.

			I want to know the truth.

			But I’m afraid of what it might be.

		

	
		
			2.

			The clock radio wakes us at 6:25am. Jane slaps it off. Outside, the garbage truck heaves as it collects the bins, a herald that the working week has truly started.

			Jane rolls onto me and snuggles close. I circle one arm around her and run my hand up and down her back. She kisses my jaw. I run my free hand through her hair. The shampoo she uses smells like roses, while the warmth of her skin is a comforting familiarity.

			“I could do with another half hour,” she says.

			She kisses my chin, her big gray eyes locking onto mine as her crotch grinds into my morning erection. Her breasts flatten onto my chest, like she’s melting into me and we’re becoming one.

			“You look tired,” she says. “Wallace go off last night?”

			Last night. The condom. I brought it with me. Clutched it in my hand. Thought I wouldn’t sleep, but obviously did. Now where is it?

			“Yeah, he—”

			There’s a flurry of little footsteps, then Wallace hurtles onto the bed. Jane sits up, straddled across my crotch and cradles Wallace to her naked chest, her skin as pale as his white fur. He licks her cheek, tail quivering.

			“Were you a bad boy last night?” she asks. “Were you a bad boy?”

			She babies Wallace and admonishes him for his foray into Vic’s while I look frantically around for the condom. As she rocks Wallace, the cover slips back – her left shin stretches like a bridge right over the condom, her foot propped up on her toes. I shoot into a sitting position, nearly knocking Jane and Wallace backwards.

			“What?” she says.

			“Just …” And I don’t know what comes next. I peck her on the lips.

			Jane shakes her head and smiles. “I’m going to shower. You feed his majesty.”

			“Okay.”

			She kisses me, clambers off and deposits Wallace in my lap. I jerk my left leg over the condom just as Jane’s line of vision falls on where it is – she frowns at me. I don’t think she saw it. No, she hasn’t, or she’d say something.

			I scratch Wallace behind the ears and smile at Jane as if I’m doing nothing more than admiring her. But of course I do – that’s never been in doubt. I watch her walk to the bathroom – watch her with rapt attention as if I’m privileged to see her semi-naked for the first time. She’s lithe, legs perhaps a little thin, or at least she thinks so. Her hair bounces down to the middle of her back.

			We first met at uni when I was nineteen. She was this shy girl who didn’t talk much – at least not to me. I was studying teaching, she business. I don’t think we exchanged more than a handful of words in all the time we were at school. It wasn’t until a graduation party four years later that I bumped into her at the bar. We chatted, I grew infatuated. I timed my run of drinks to bump into her. The second time she remarked it was a coincidence. The third time she was onto me. The fourth time she asked if I wanted to sit with her and we talked. And talked. 

			Jane stretches in the bathroom – a yoga pose where she lifts one leg, and plants her foot against her knee, then lifts her arms above her head and presses her hands together. Yoga’s something Jane used to do often but which, like a lot of things, fell away when we got busy making a life for ourselves. Now this is her last tie to it. She swaps which leg she has lifted, holds the pose – I think it’s called “the tree” or something – then relaxes, pulls her boxers down and steps out of them. On her right buttock are two small bruises, no bigger than bottle tops. I wonder, are they the size of a thumb and fingertip? Was somebody clawing her too tight while fucking her? It would probably mean he was fucking her hard too.

			Jane turns on the shower.

			Steps into the water.

			And becomes a blur to me.

			

			I carry Wallace to the kitchen and empty a can of dog food into his bowl. He sniffs suspiciously at the food, then stares at me as if to say, This is it? Jane and I feed him too much from our own plates. He’d prefer steak or lasagna.

			“Eat,” I tell him.

			He takes a bite, then turns his nose up. I try to coax him, digging a bit of food out with a spoon and mimicking eating it. He heads for his doggy door. I hear it flap open. Then, through our rear bay windows, I see him show up in our overgrown backyard, which reminds me of him getting into Vic’s last night.

			Following him out, I search the fence separating our house from the Booths’. I don’t know what it was with the builders – the fence has to be at least ten feet high. I know Vic enjoys the privacy, but it makes me claustrophobic.

			I search the base for where Wallace burrowed through, but it’s the condom that’s on my mind. Jane’s given no indication she’s cheating. She’s never late home, always prompt when I text to check about dinner and things to do in the evening. Then there’s this morning, climbing onto me the way she did. If there were someone else, would she still be so affectionate?

			I should just ask her.

			I will.

			When she gets out of the shower.

			

			I find the hole in the corner. It’s one of Wallace’s older ones, which he’s re-excavated. I kick the dirt back in and stamp it with my slipper. Wallace watches me, trying to work out why I’m sealing something he’s worked so hard on.

			“You stay here,” I tell him.

			He spots a magpie on the other side of the yard feeding from the grass and sprints after it, barking.

			

			I go to our second bathroom – designated my bathroom – undress, and stop as I’m about to enter the shower. Pull back. Take a deep breath. And become aware of my nudity, of my skin. Pale? Or pasty? Of my chest, or lack thereof; my stomach, with the first hint of a pot belly; my cock flaccid in a forest of pubic hair. Is it too small? Unsatisfactory? I once heard somewhere that 5.8 inches is average. I think that’s about me, but maybe that’s not enough. Maybe, after all this time, I don’t please Jane.

			Self-consciousness explodes, highlighting every inadequacy in my body. I caress my teeth with my tongue – they’re straight, although there’s a gap between the top two that I’m self-conscious about when I smile; run my hands through my hair, and feel the way it’s already creeping back around my temples; pry my fingers into my ears, and remember that just last week, I found a few stray ear hairs that I plucked out with tweezers.

			Am I – or have I become – undesirable? Was I always, but never knew it? Is it something Jane’s discovered? Did she wake up one morning and conclude that she’d settled? She’s never complained, although she wouldn’t. Of course she wouldn’t. I wouldn’t, even if there were anything to say. There’s not. She’s perfect – well, she’s perfect for me.

			The condom sits on the bathroom sink.

			Hey, hon, I stumbled on your handbag last night and this fell out.

			Like I could be so glib.

			Hey, hon, last night, Wallace was barking, so I got up. Anyway, after I let him in, I was still wide awake, so I went into the study to sketch. But I didn’t see your bag and tripped on it. All your stuff spilled out. That’s when I found this.

			Still too succinct.

			I won’t get past the first line. Because what’s at stake? Almost seven years of marriage, one miscarriage, slowly saving up for IVF, four years of trying to have a kid, a house (that we bought in anticipation of having a family) with a sizable mortgage, a life in the suburbs, Wallace, family, in-laws (and the loan we owe them), Christmases, other functions together – all of it. You build a community from a relationship. And then it can be lost, like a meteorite hit. Bye, bye, civilization.

			All because of the answer to one question.

			Of course, it could all be preserved with one answer.

			But, right now, the only certainty is not knowing.

			

			I shower, dress in jeans, a shirt, and a blazer, then go into the study and stand over Jane’s handbag, holding the condom in my hand. I can’t confront Jane about it. Not yet. I put the condom back in her bag. Retreat to the kitchen with the intention of making breakfast, then see it – Jane’s phone, charging, plugged into a socket adjacent to the stove.

			The question that arises is simple: Should I or shouldn’t I? I’ve never looked through Jane’s phone. Never. Even if I want a number, I ask her for it. But who knows what secrets her phone might hold?

			I pick it up, hold my breath as I realize I’m crossing a line which can never be uncrossed, key in the passcode (my birthday), then flick through the messages. Nothing – messages with me, some with her best friend Sarah, a few with her mom, and that’s it. I go through the call log. Nothing there either. Of course, she could’ve erased anything incriminating, but still, it’s a relief to find nothing.

			Putting the phone back, I make breakfast – two slices of toast and a cup of tea for me, just a coffee for Jane – and stand at the window. The morning’s overcast, but it won’t be long before the clouds break.

			Jane comes in about fifteen minutes later. She always takes forever in the shower – an activity that’s never drawn any curiosity from me, but which now has me wondering. Is she primping for somebody else? She wears a suit, the skirt tight around her hips. Her shirt is pinstriped, the first couple of buttons open to reveal her naked chest, but no cleavage. Her hair is pinned back. Her cheeks seem bright, but she wears no more or no less make-up than any other day.

			She picks up the coffee I’ve left on the bench for her. Seven years has ingrained our routine. She sips on her coffee and goes through her satchel. I wonder what she does all day. She’s the account manager at Web Myriad, which builds websites for big businesses. But I’ve never really known what she does on an hour-to-hour basis, outside of the basic understanding that she oversees the bookkeeping, invoicing, and payroll.

			“We’ve got dinner tonight,” she says.

			“What?”

			“Dinner.”

			“Dinner?”

			“You okay? You seem a little out of it this morning.”

			I shrug.

			“Dinner. Tonight. With Stephen and Renée.”

			“Oh. Okay.”

			“What do you think I should wear? That little red dress? Or my blue one?”

			“Surprise me.”

			“You’re hopeless.”

			I finish my toast. Throw the plate in the sink, wanting to be out of there.

			“You’re not going to wash up?”

			“I’ll do it later.”

			Jane already has the faucets blaring. She rolls up her sleeves. Grabs a sponge. “What’s the rush?” she says.

			“I need to get going.”

			“Early, isn’t it?” Jane soaks a plate under the faucet.

			“Stuart wants to address the staff about something or other.”

			“Oh.”

			Stuart is Stuart Piper, the school vice principal. The staff meet every morning at 8:45, but sometimes Stuart calls us in earlier – usually for something insignificant. Well, insignificant as far as the staff is concerned; for Stuart, any matter is consequential.

			“Sorry, I forgot to tell you,” I say.

			“You sure you’re okay?”

			“Yeah.”

			I pick up my bag, the kitchen counter separating us. “What’re you up to today?” I say, and inwardly cringe. It’s a question I never ask.

			“Usual,” Jane says. “Lunch with Sarah today, too.”

			Sarah, her train wreck of a friend – always picking the wrong guys, always celebrating that they’re the right one (finally), always breaking up ingloriously and crying on Jane’s shoulder. They catch up almost weekly, but is Sarah an alibi? Not like Jane needs it – not for a lunch hour where she’s never had to account for herself anyway.

			“I should go,” I say, starting for the hall.

			“Hey!”

			She purses her lips. I lean over the kitchen counter. The water gushes into the sink between us. I kiss her.

			“Have a good day,” she says.

			“Thanks.”

			My feet are leaden down the hallway. Each step widens the separation between us. She’s washing our cups. I keep moving. There’s a crash. Hurried footsteps – Wallace come to see me off. He slides down the hall and leaps at my shins. He wants to get out.

			I tramp to the front door, and swing it open. Sunlight hits me through a part in the clouds. Then the sounds of morning in the neighborhood, of people getting ready for work, for school, for whatever the day holds. This is me, re-entering the world just like I do every day, but now filled with uncertainty.

			When I push open the security door, Wallace streams out, barking. Kids scream his name. It’s Kirit and Pia Gupta, our neighbors to the right. They’re only eight and seven, so understandably Wallace excites them. The kids are dressed in their burgundy school uniforms, backpacks slung over their shoulders. They kneel as Wallace greets them and pat him, scratching him behind the ears until he falls on his back so they can rub his belly. Their mother, Tarika, emerges from the house and walks toward her Lexus. She always smiles and waves at me – as she does now. On the front curb, the bins stand empty. I want to get going, but if I leave them Jane will fetch them and really know something’s wrong with me this morning. This is my job.

			I put my bag down by the front step and go grab the bins.

			“Hello, Casper!” Tarika says.

			I wave and grab the bins.

			“How’re you this morning?” Tarika says.

			“Good.” I start wheeling the bins back. “You?”

			“Good, thanks! It’s going to be a beautiful day, isn’t it?”

			“It’s going to be a hot one.”

			I deposit the bins in their usual place, around the side of our house.

			“Come on, kids!” Tarika says, as she gets in her Lexus. Typically, the kids don’t listen. Wallace is much more interesting.

			I retrieve my bag, and head for my little black Fiesta.

			“Hello, Casper!”

			This comes from Vic’s house – Vic’s wife, Chloe, scrambling out of her red Mazda. She’s tiny, her blonde hair in a topknot. It makes her look like the teenagers I teach. Her figure is taut in a purple and black leotard. When she’s not working shifts as a nurse, she seems to split her time sunbathing by her pool, or doing aerobics or Pilates in the morning.

			“How’re you today?” she asks.

			“Good,” I tell her, because what else am I going to say? Chloe’s friendly. Sometimes I get mixed signals from her, although that’s probably just me. I don’t read signals well.

			“Oi, Gray!”

			I stop as I reach for the door of my Fiesta. It’s Vic, dressed in his greasy coveralls and wiping his hands on a hand towel – blackening it with each wipe – as he comes out the front door of his house. He’s big. Not muscly big. Just solid big – the sort of guy who moves around like his duty is to block any light and joy in life. His crew cut makes him look militant.

			“Your stupid dog was in here again last night chasing my cat,” Vic says.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. And mean it. I tried to make friends with Vic when he first moved in four years ago. I even took my car to him to be serviced. But we have nothing in common. He’s abrupt, and he overcharges. Jane’s friends with Chloe, and they’ve gone out to movies together. But Jane can’t stand Vic either. I don’t know how Chloe does.

			“I’ve warned you about your dog, Gray.”

			“He’s a dog. You have a cat.”

			“I catch your dog in here again, I’m going to dropkick him out, okay?”

			“He’s ankle height.”

			“That’s a good size to kick.”

			“Vic!” Chloe says as she approaches him. She pauses, like she wants to exchange a morning kiss. He ignores her. “He’ll be fine, Casper!” she calls as she brushes past Vic into the house; he swats her hard on the butt and leaves a greasy handprint. She yelps playfully and jumps but doesn’t stop. Vic points at me once. Chloe’s words aren’t going to contain him.

			“Kids!” This from Tarika. “Now!” The kids jump up from Wallace, bid him their goodbyes, and get into the Lexus. Wallace gets up and shakes, straightening himself out.

			“Go inside!” I tell him. I’m always worried I’ll run him over on the way out.

			“Wallace!” It’s Jane, standing at the front door. Wallace bounds to her and leaps. She catches him and cradles him to her chest with one hand while waving goodbye to me with the other.

			I open the door of my car. Across the street Josh and Karen Meyer are about to get into their car – they’re a married couple in their twenties, just starting out like Jane and I were not that long ago. They wave to me, a simple acknowledgment of my presence. I wave back. Slip into my car, start it up, depress the clutch. The radio blares. I leave it, look at my house flanked by Tarika’s and Vic’s. They’re clones, but for the shades of brick. On the nature strips are tulipwoods – I think that’s what they’re called. The ones in front of Tarika’s and Vic’s houses are green, the one in front of ours a deep, rusty maroon.

			My eyes flit from Vic on his doorstep watching me, to Tarika making sure her kids are buckled in, to Jane rocking Wallace. She grabs his paw and makes him wave goodbye. His furry face registers his disapproval, and he scowls, unimpressed.

			I pull off the nature strip and drive away.

		

	
		
			3.

			Driving, all I can tell myself is I should’ve asked, I should’ve asked, I should’ve asked, although I know it’s retrospective bravado. Everybody knows what they should’ve done after it’s too late to do it.

			I could turn around.

			But I keep driving.

			

			It’s still early for school. I could hang out in the staff room, but there’ll be other teachers there. I don’t feel like the company – at least not that sort of company.

			I wish I had the sort of friend I could bounce this off. Stephen used to fill that role. But now he’s mine and Jane’s friend. I can’t trust him not to share anything I tell him with his wife Renée, who’ll tell Jane.

			Luke’s the other option. He, Stephen, and I were inseparable as teenagers and into our early twenties. But I married, Stephen married, and Luke’s still living the life of a sixteen-year-old. When you’re a couple, your closest friends are almost always part of other couples.

			That leaves Beth. Most of the faculty are older than us, so we became close by default. Then there’s my drawing. She’s always encouraging me, and she lives close, too, although she’d be on the way to school herself about now. I could call her, but I’m not sure I can tell her about this anyway.

			I drive to The Corner – that’s what the kids call it. It’s actually the corner of Stark and Werner, which is about ten minutes’ walk from school. There’s a strip of shops – most of them fast food shops or cafes. Although they’re not meant to leave during school hours, kids usually go to Hamburger Haven at lunch, which sells great cheap hamburgers. I bypass it and drive to Sofia’s, and find a spot a few cars down from the entrance.

			Sitting in the car, I try to make sense of my thoughts. People stream past, probably on the way to work. Kids from Meadow High – evident by their violet uniforms – amble by. Some vape, and a few even smoke. One kid from my English class, Dominic Carelli, pauses right in front of my car as he drags on his cigarette. He sees me through the windshield, then tilts his head upwards once in acknowledgment, totally unflustered – but that’s Dom; at sixteen, he’s not only one of these kids who thinks he has it all worked out, but he probably does.

			On the actual corner of Stark and Werner is a thirty-something guy with a mini-mullet and a faded jean jacket, the collar pulled up. I don’t know his name, but the consensus among the faculty and proprietors of the shops around here is that he sells pot or something. Sometimes, the proprietors call the cops to chase him away, but they mustn’t ever find anything on him because he always comes back.

			Jean Jacket says something to two sixteen-year-old girls from Meadow High – Bianca Orsino and Justine Gardiner. They’re the school minxes – latest fashions, latest styles: Bianca dark and sultry, Justine bright and relaxed. They laugh and Bianca waves her hand, like she’s dismissing him. Jean Jacket grins and says something else, oblivious as a sleaze in a bar trying lines on all the women.

			As if sensing my derision, Jean Jacket looks at me. I turn away but feel his scrutiny. I wait; the sensation remains. Sure enough, he is still looking at me. He takes a step toward me.

			I get out of the car and scurry into Sofia’s. It’s bigger than it looks from the outside. Photos from local artists hang on the walls, and checked tablecloths cover the tables. A brick archway leads to a back section. It used to be another shopfront, but Sofia’s did so well they rented it, broke through, and fitted it for their own patrons.

			I approach the counter in the corner. A customer’s just leaving with a takeaway coffee cup and a paper bag that probably contains donuts.

			Caroline – who owns and runs Sofia’s with her husband Leon – is so tiny, she must have trouble seeing over the counter. At first glance, she could be mistaken for a child, right down to the energy she radiates. But lines are creeping through her make-up, and her hands are worn and veined – reward for a lifetime in the service industry.

			“Good morning, Casper!” she says. “How’re you?”

			“I’m good, thanks.”

			“And Jane?”

			“Jane’s great.”

			“Pass on my regards.”

			“Sure.”

			“What can I get you?”

			I scan the shelves of donuts, croissants, and other pastries. Everything’s too sweet. I look at the menu on the wall above Caroline, although I know everything Sofia’s serves, so I don’t need to read it, but I do it all the same, trying to decide between the various teas, lattes, cappuccinos, and milkshakes, only to take a bottled water from the fridge.

			“And a chocolate donut,” I say.

			Caroline deposits my donut into a small white bag. “Don’t usually see you here for breakfast.”

			I pass her a ten-dollar bill, shrug, and offer a nothing smile.

			“You okay?” Caroline hands me my change.

			“Yeah. Didn’t sleep well.”

			“It’s the heat.”

			“Yeah.” I stuff the change into my pocket, take my donut and water. “I should get to school. See ya.”

			“Bye, Casper. Have a great day.”

			I leave Sofia’s. Jean Jacket’s waiting outside the door.

			“Hey, buddy, saw you checking me out,” he says.

			I don’t answer. Return to my car.

			“Want to buy?” Jean Jacket asks. He probably approached initially with a mind to sell, but he’s picked up he can toy with me.

			I get into my car, and throw my purchases onto the passenger seat. Jean Jacket laughs. He pops something into his mouth and chews. For an instant, I want to put the car in drive and run him over.

			Backing out of the spot, I drive to school.

		

	
		
			4.

			I sit in my car in the school’s parking lot. Kids amble past, pausing briefly, trying to work out why I’m sitting there. Others joke and laugh. I’ll become the topic of speculation in recess conversations.

			Mr. Gray was sitting in his car before school.

			Do you think he’s doing something? Like drugs?

			He looked like crap to me.

			I take out my phone and tap the screen like I’m using an app. That should shut up gossip – the smallest rumors embellish into the most extraordinary stories when teenagers are involved, although I’m amazed I’m worried about that at a time like this.

			A knock at my window startles me. I jump and the phone falls out of my hands, bounces on my lap, and hits the floor. It’s Beth. She told me once her maternal grandmother was a Filipino, a heritage that teases her features – the big, dark eyes, the latte complexion, and the small, pursed lips – into something almost unclassifiably exotric.

			She smiles. “Sorry!”

			I retrieve my phone, grab my bag, and get out of the car. Beth’s car, a little red Hyundai Getz, is parked opposite mine.

			“You okay?” Beth says.

			“I was thinking about today’s lesson plan.”

			“You’re late for the staff meeting.”

			I check the time on my phone. 8:51am. “So are you.”

			“I wanted to talk to you.”

			“Something wrong?”

			Beth never greets me at my car. She’s usually the center of attention in the staff room. Everybody has a crush on her; it’s not just that she’s pretty, but she has a mesmerizing quality that makes people trust her. It helps, too, that she’s such a patient listener.

			“I wanted to catch you while the others aren’t around,” she says as we stroll toward the school.

			“What is it?”

			“Can I talk to you during lunch? Maybe we could go to Sofia’s.”

			“Is everything okay?”

			“Nothing to be concerned about – I need a man’s opinion on something.” Beth laughs, then gives me a brief half embrace. “Sorry – I didn’t mean to sound like a drama queen. It’s nothing major, really. I don’t think it is, anyway.”

			“You sure?”

			Beth nods. “So, lunch?”

			“Okay. Do you want to meet there or drive up together?”

			“I’ll meet you at my car, okay?”

			“Okay.”

			

			Kids filter into my classroom late. They’re so unconcerned. But that’s growing up. You’re born and don’t have a care in the world. They accumulate. The world teaches you to worry, whether you need to or not. At some point, it becomes habit.

			Bianca and Justine saunter in, laughing. Then Anthony Tselikas, hulking and sullen, eyes unashamedly fixed on Bianca’s rear. Then Dom Carelli. He grins at me. He could’ve been a sitcom character in the 70s.

			“Hey, Mr. Gray,” he says, pointing at me with this underhanded flourish.

			“Good morning, Dom,” I say. “Please sit down.”

			I take attendance to commence my English class, calling through twenty-five names. Then I reach into my bag, which sits at the foot of my desk like an obedient dog, but freeze. For several seconds I forget why I’ve reached in there. All I see is clutter – homework I’ve marked, exercise books, and novels. Kids wait expectantly. Some shift in their seats. Others exchange sidelong glances. Justine whispers something behind her hand to Bianca. Bianca fights to contain a laugh. Another student – Maya Ino – has a book in her hands: The Catcher in the Rye. She sits upright, at attention, and holds the book straight so I can see the cover.

			That’s it.

			I pluck my tattered copy of Catcher from my bag. “Everybody finished this?”

			Maya shoots up her hand. “I have, Mr. Gray.”

			Some of the kids behind her roll their eyes. Others titter. Poor Maya. It doesn’t pay to excel in school when you’re a teen – not unless you want to become a pariah.

			For the next thirty minutes, we talk about Catcher. It’s pleasing to see kids like Dom (who I had to belabor into reading the book) and Anthony (who comes from a family where his father and two older brothers all have criminal records for repeated misdemeanors, and everybody expects him to go the same way) and Eric Duff (poor old Eric, who’s ridiculed throughout school – despite being funny and intelligent – because he’s overweight) get involved, appreciating Holden’s irreverence and rebellion.

			It also helps distract me. Pockets of chatter fire up, then flare into a cacophony. Usually, I’d refocus them to the main conversation. But right now, I welcome it.

			The door opens and Stuart Piper, the vice principal, comes in. He’s a thin man, his features too sharp. He dresses in awful brown suits and tan shirts, the shoulders and elbows too pointed, and wears rectangular spectacles that are always sliding down his ski slope of a nose. He thinks he’s funny and knowledgeable and connects with the kids, but he doesn’t even connect with the adults.

			“Mr. Gray, could I see you outside for a moment?” he asks.

			“Sure.” I get up, look at the kids. “For the next ten minutes, I want you to work on your own Catcher. Start a story about a journey you’ve taken and write about the things that’ve happened to you.”

			“Does it have to be true?” Justine asks.

			“It can be whatever you like. Excuse me.”

			I follow Stuart out. His eyes narrow under eyebrows so bushy they look like a pair of caterpillars performing yoga. I wonder when Stuart became irrelevant – if he ever was relevant. How do people like him sidle through the world with such confidence and aplomb?

			“Look, Casper, I didn’t want to embarrass you in front of your class; you’re one of my best teachers. But what’s going on in there?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The noise! Don’t you realize how noisy your class is?”

			“Really? Sorry. We were discussing Catcher.”

			“With so many people talking, I don’t know how you were discussing anything. Seems many of them were talking among themselves.”

			“But they were talking about Catcher.”

			“Okay,” Stuart says in a tone indicating it’s not okay and he doesn’t believe my explanation. “Maybe keep it down a bit, huh?”

			“Sure. Sorry.”

			Silence. I wait to be dismissed, the way Stuart would dismiss one of the kids. He’s impossible to escape once he starts up. The kids joke about it. I’m sure he won’t hold me up when I have a class to teach, but he stands there not saying a thing.

			“I should—” I begin.

			“You weren’t at the staff meeting this morning.”

			“I had some personal issues,” I say.

			Stuart claps my shoulder with long fingers that are surprisingly strong, then gives me an assuring shake, although the gesture’s so forced it’s robotic. “Everything all right?”

			“Yep.”

			“You know you can call on me if you ever need somebody to talk to.”

			“Thanks.”

			“You have my number.”

			“I appreciate that.”

			“Okay.” Stuart winks at me. “You best get back in there.”

			I reach for the door.

			“Casper?”

			“Yes?”

			“Let’s remember the volume.”

			“Sure.”

			I get back into the classroom. Typically, given there’s been no supervision, conversation has resumed. I clap my hands. “Can we keep it down, please?” I ask, sure that the kids will connect my discipline with Stuart’s intrusion. But it doesn’t matter given the kids don’t think any more of Stuart than I do.

			I sit back at my desk and open my notebook. I want to undertake my own exercise, but I can’t stop contemplating what Jane might be doing now. Absently, I scribble a big cartoon cock across the lined page. I rip the page from the notebook, scrunch it up, and throw it in my bin. Kids giggle. Others frown. The bell rings.

			“I’d like everybody to finish that by next week – one thousand words!”

			There are lots of groans, although Maya beams.

			“If you can’t finish that, then one thousand words on why you couldn’t.”

			Kids laugh. Some will take up the challenge, either because they want to prove how rebellious they are, or because it’s a challenge to look at something from a lateral perspective.

			Sometimes, I hope I’ll discover some great talent among them, and be able to nurture them into something better.

			But right now, I want class, and the day, to be over.

			

			Composition is next, so I give the kids some pointless busy work as I silently rehearse how I’ll approach Jane. If the condom’s still in her bag, I can pretend I tripped on the bag tonight and found it then. If it’s not, I’ll have to tell her I found it yesterday but didn’t know how to approach her, although … well, if the condom’s not there anymore, that might mean it’s been used.

			I have to excuse myself and leave the room as the prospect makes my eyes mist. I don’t know what’d be worse: that she’s fucking somebody or she’s fallen in love with somebody. I guess we’re recoverable if it’s the former – if that’s something I could find in myself to do. Plain lust means no emotional attachment, although it suggests I’m deficient in some way. Love means something else entirely – a more complete deficiency.

			When the bell rings, I head for the staff room, but bump into Shirley Crecy, the history teacher. Shirley’s a sixty-four-year-old doddering sort whose house is probably overflowing with cats. She’s meant to have yard duty at recess, but I offer to do it for her. I tell her I want to stretch my legs, but the truth is I don’t want to be in the staff room.

			I picture it: the teachers sitting around the main tables, “the round table” Stuart once christened it, although the tables have been arranged in a rectangle; almost without exception, everybody will have a coffee. The staff room reeks of it, although the coffee drinkers never notice it.

			Jerry Logan, the math teacher, will regale whoever’s unfortunate enough to be sitting next to him with his weekend’s adventures. Stan Doyle – one of the other English teachers – given a bit of prodding, will lament his unhappy marriage. Olivia Harding, the language teacher, seems a woman of the world, well-traveled and multilingual. She is the latter, although it comes from listening to language lessons on her phone. There are others – Max Loughlin, the sports teacher, who talks only about football; Ed Welling, the accounting teacher, who thinks himself such a financial maestro, he advises everybody on how to handle their money, despite living in a one-bedroom flat and driving a twenty-year-old car. On and on they go. Right now, I don’t want to be part of them.

			Shirley accepts my offer. “If ever you need a breather, Casper,” she says, “you need only ask.” 

			“Thanks, Shirley.”

			I make my way out to find the morning clouds are all but gone and I can taste the heat simmering. The kids, as always, have broken into groups – some play sport or other games, some sit and talk, some disappear into the toilets to smoke. They’re so free. This is their reserve.

			The school comprises two main buildings running parallel to one another, with courtyards and the canteen intersecting them. At either end are the locker rooms. They sit in their own buildings, and have concrete floors and shutters. Out the front, grass stretches from one end of the property to the other, where the parking lot is. Out the back are play areas – the school’s gym, outdoor basketball and tennis courts, and enclosed courtyards where they can play other games. Behind them is the school’s soccer field.

			I wander around the back where kids play ball sports or chase each other. Sitting in the net of the goals at one end of the soccer field are Bianca, Justine, and Dom, exchanging a cigarette. I should make the journey to tell them to stop, but today it seems so insignificant.

			Next, I backtrack around one of the main buildings. Some of the younger kids comment they saw me sitting in my car this morning, like they caught me doing something I shouldn’t have been doing. I tell them I was installing an app on my phone. Luckily they don’t chase up the lie because if they asked what app, I wouldn’t know what to tell them.

			I keep going, passing one set of locker rooms. Through the entry, I see Deidre Kent and David Jenkins. David is leaning against the lockers in a pose probably meant to be suave. Hell, David’s sixteen, built like a tank, and champion of the football team – he is suave. Deidre, pivoting on the balls of her feet, hands locked in front of her, giggles at whatever he’s saying.

			From what I know, Deidre is the girlfriend of Kieran Nolan, who’s also on the football team. Looks like she’s moved on. Or maybe she hasn’t, but she’s about to.

			Walking on, I think about relationships. My parents were married for twenty years before Mom died of cancer. They seemed happy, although they argued lots, and after Mom died, Dad slowly drank himself into oblivion. Jane’s parents have been married for over forty years. They don’t argue much – well, not that we see, but Jane says that’s the way they actually are – and still express a closeness you’d expect from a new relationship. I wonder if any of them ever strayed. 

			I take my phone out of my pocket and type a message to Jane – Hey, what’re you up to? – but don’t send it. Jane and I don’t exchange messages like that anymore. We used to – little check-ins to reconnect. She found it sweet when I did that. But, rightly or wrongly, young love matures and those little gestures become increasingly infrequent.

			I put the phone back in my pocket and long for a beer, even now at 11:20am. Maybe for lunch I’ll suggest to Beth we go to The Andion – a bar across the road from The Corner – although who knows what she’d think of me drinking so early? I strike the idea.

			The bell rings, so I hurry to class.

			

			I have a free period next and use it to correct English papers, although I read the same paragraphs over and over. But at least the staff room gives me some privacy, and when other teachers come in and see me huddled over the papers, they commend me for my industry and leave me alone.

			At 12:10, I pack everything into my bag and hurry to the parking lot. I throw my bag and blazer onto the back seat, then lean against Beth’s Hyundai Getz. The car’s dirty, the back panel dented, and the back seat is crammed with art supplies, but there’s something unashamedly chipper about it.

			When the bell rings, kids spill from the school building like it’s regurgitating them. Beth smiles and waves as she scoots over.

			“You ready?” she says.

			“Yep.”

			We get into her car and she drives us down to The Corner. Beth’s quiet along the way. Whatever she wants to talk about must be more serious than she let on, and it’s only now that I realize that in all the time I’ve known her, she’s never appeared anything but upbeat.

			She pulls into the same spot I had this morning just as a car vacates it. My eyes rove down the street but Jean Jacket’s not there.

			We walk into Sofia’s and order toasted focaccias and milkshakes that are made in actual stainless steel cups. Beth has caramel while I have vanilla. Caroline’s husband, Leon, makes them. He’s big and grizzled, with the squashed nose of a boxer – not that I know if he ever boxed.

			“You gonna eat here or go back to school?” Leon asks, sliding our milkshakes across the counter. He puts his arm around Caroline, swallowing her in his bulk. She gives me my change, then pops a straw in each milkshake.

			“You kidding?” Beth says. “It’s a relief to get out of the asylum for a bit.”

			Leon gives us a number – eight – to take to our table. “I don’t know how you do it,” he says. “I dread going home to ours.”

			“Leon!” Caroline says.

			Leon kisses Caroline on the cheek. His mouth is like a plunger. Caroline laughs and shakes. I almost shudder as I unwittingly visualize the two of them having sex, Caroline’s small legs splayed as Leon’s huge, hairy backside bounces up and down.

			I pick up our milkshakes while Beth grabs our number and leads us to a table in the corner by the archway and facing the window, although the view is only of The Andion across the road. We sit down and she sips her milkshake, like she wants to occupy her mouth because she doesn’t want to get into why she brought me here.

			“You all right?” I ask.

			Beth takes a deep breath, then lets it out slowly. “I would’ve killed for a beer,” she says.

			Now she tells me.

			“I don’t know why I’m so nervous,” she says. “Feels like I’m on a first date or something.” She takes another sip from her milkshake – she’s already halfway through it. “How’s the drawing?”

			“It’s okay.”

			“Just okay?”

			“I’ve done some more little things.”

			“I’d love to see anything new. You should bring them in,” Beth says. “Or I can drop by.”

			Drop by? Beth’s never been to my house. Strange that she’d invite herself. Now I wonder if she’s got me out here to admit feelings for me. Who knows how these things work or where they start?

			“I’m still … um …”

			“What?”

			I shrug. “I’m looking for my masterpiece. I’ve drawn lots of simple stuff. I’m looking for something bigger.”

			“A breakthrough.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Do you think I’m attractive?”

			I freeze in the motion of taking the first sip from my milkshake. One of the waitresses comes over with our focaccias. She’s in a cream uniform and doesn’t look old enough to be out of high school herself.

			“Ham, cheese, no tomato?” she asks.

			“Mine,” I say, my eyes still on Beth. She’s gone back to sucking on her milkshake.

			The waitress puts the focaccias down in front of each of us, then leaves, which means I now have to handle Beth.

			She’s never previously shown any interest in me. Our friendship has really been one that’s existed at school and school functions. She has a long-time boyfriend, some lawyer named Roger, whom she’s lived with for the two years or so. He came to the last school Christmas party, and proceeded to look down on everything and everybody. Beth said (somewhat apologetically) he was preoccupied with some civil suit he was working on (and later won big time). I think he thought we were beneath him.

			“Beth …” I say, then I don’t know what’s next. I’m flattered. Or, I’m married. Or both. I don’t know. But I have to say something, have to stamp this out before it gets even more uncomfortable – if that’s possible. “Beth,” I say again, “I’m …”

			“It’s Roger,” Beth says. “We’ve been together seven years. And look.” She holds up her left hand, and wriggles her naked fingers. “Nothing. Not a wedding ring, not even an engagement ring.” She smiles forlornly. “I don’t mean to sound desperate. Do I sound desperate?”

			I’m still getting over the blunder I almost made. “No, not at all,” I say, although I don’t know if my answer was loud enough to cross the table. I take a bite of my focaccia.

			“It’s not like I want to get married straight away. But I want to know we’re heading in the same direction. For a while, I was dropping hints, you know, about getting engaged. Lately, I’ve been a lot more blunt, saying we should plan for the future.”

			“What’s Roger say?”

			“He gets angry.”

			She falls silent. I wait for Beth to elaborate.

			“Dominant.”

			“Dominant? Does he … hurt you?”

			“No!” she says, but the exclamation feels forced. She takes a moment to compose herself. “He’s dominant in that he expects things to be his way,” she goes on much too quickly. “He says we have plenty of time. And we do, I guess. But I feel like he’s keeping me at bay. Almost like he’s weighing up his options.”

			Given my impression of Roger, it wouldn’t surprise me if that were true.

			“So, I’m wondering, am I attractive? Maybe I repulse him.”

			“If you repulse him, he’s blind.”

			“Then maybe it’s not my looks. Maybe I repulse him.”

			“Beth, you know neither of those are true. You’re gorgeous – and I’m not talking about your looks, or not specifically about your looks. It’s just you … being you. Everybody loves you. Every boy at school has a crush on you.”

			“That’s nice of you to say.”

			“It’s true. You live together – doesn’t that count for something?”

			Beth rolls her eyes. “You wouldn’t believe the world war I fought to get that to happen.”

			“Maybe Roger is more focused on other things.”

			“Like?” Beth looks at me sharply, like I’ve hit upon something that she doesn’t want to face.

			“His career.”

			“Oh. I guess.”

			“I’ve only met him a couple of times, and he came across as very career oriented. I’d be surprised if you didn’t realize that.”

			“I do. But, sometimes, I wonder …”

			“What?”

			“Maybe there’s somebody else. Somebody on the side. Or somebodies.”
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