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Chapter 1
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Cheerless early afternoon sunshine spotlights the open front door of the terrace. 

The white van parked close on the street dams his view. A tear of shadow, like a bum note, cast along a dent low on the passenger door.

The gate hangs open, chipped and faded. 

He never did get around to repainting it. 

A car noses slowly down his street, the muffled snatch of a Pixies song drifting in its wake. 

...Debaser?...

And then he notices Eric, peering out at him from the driver’s seat of the van, concern knotting his friend’s face. Spotted, Eric ducks for cover, some urgent distraction on the passenger seat. 

He sighs. 

It’s time. 

Reluctantly, Sean drags his attention back to the kitchen table. 

To his thumb, tracing the rim of his mug. 

His back’s sticky with sweat from his morning’s work, his t-shirt’s sour stink duelling with the homey tang of freshly brewed coffee. He glances at the almost empty cookbook shelf, dust outlining the space his books used to fill. Deb’s cleaned up; the dishwasher pulsing like a bass line. 

Counting down.

Finally, reluctantly, he meets her eye. 

“So, the new job starts Monday,” her voice drawn with effort. “Is it close to your house?”

Your house makes him wince. 

“It’s about a ten-minute drive.”

He nods, searching for the right words, wishing he was already far away on the road to Henderson. 

But Deb offered a coffee.

He looks at her across the table. It occurs that she’s stopped colouring her hair, streaked with grey and swept back behind her ears, revealing a face weighed by tiredness. Beyond that, though, she’s closed to him.

Seventeen years sitting around this table, like an axis of their lives.

But now, with nothing left to say.

“Well,” she breathes, “I guess this is goodbye. You take care, Sean.”

For a moment, meaning lags. 

Then hits like a round-arm slap. 

It’s over. 

This carcass of a house, once lit with the sprawl of their lives.

For she is dead.

Olivia. Spotlit on the road. 

He tries to shake the scene from his head, but he’s been caught off guard. Covering his eyes, he hides his tears, but his sobs erupt, his defences dismantled like his bed and wardrobe, his cries like a hacking cough in a waiting room.

“It’s time, Sean,” she says flatly. “You’ve got a long trip.”

Battling to recover himself, to at least leave with some dignity, he closes his eyes and tilts back his head, breathing deeply, gradually gaining control. 

He wipes his eyes and his runny nose with the back of his hand, takes one more deep breath, then pushes his chair away from the table and stands. Deborah also stands slowly and stiffly. 

They look at each other, uncertain of the next move.

“Sorry, Deb,” he says, forcing a smile. 

A hesitant step forward, and she meets him in a stiff embrace.

Eric starts the van as Sean emerges from the house, closing the door behind him.

But the past clings tight. They stop at traffic lights next to Olivia’s fifth birthday party venue; drive past the field where he coached her football team to the grand final; past a cafe selling her favourite blueberry muffins, their local cinema, the bus stop where, for years, he would see her off to school. 

He can’t look away, though, from fragments, scenes and flavours. From the cooling embers of another life. 

Eventually, the streets widen, and the bustle and tumble of the inner city recedes. Eric shifts the van up to fourth, accelerating as they descend into the darkness of a motorway tunnel, the start of the network of highways winding north, south, and west through Sydney and beyond. As Eric flicks on his lights and the engine pitch rises, Sean closes his eyes and leans back in his seat, trying to keep Olivia close for just a little longer. But it becomes an act of will until, finally, a scene settles. Olivia is shaking with laughter, her long hair blowing across her face, reaching to keep it out of her eyes. But it lacks the stamp of a place or time. He yearns to feel the emotions of the moment, but it remains just out of reach, like a half-finished portrait.

He grunts, shrugging away a thought of the headwind of distance peeling at the layers of his life. 

Opening his eyes, he squints against the shock of sunshine. They’re in the middle lane of a three-lane highway bordered by steep concrete barriers. Cars surge past on both sides, and he watches as they recede impatiently into the distance. 

When it all finally became too much for Deb and she told him to move out, he decided he needed out of Sydney as well. The weight of the last two years... he needed space. He needed solitude. The Henderson job offered both. 

He’s in no hurry to get there, though. 

He finds his body loosening, tension trailing in their slipstream. Unclasping his hands, he slumps back, staring vacantly ahead. Puffing out his cheeks, he expels a slow stream of air, then lifts his arms and stretches, fingers and palms touching the windscreen, working on unknotting the muscles of his shoulders. He slowly clicks his neck left, then right, then eases back into his seat. Turning to look out his window, he watches as the limestone cliffs edging the highway to Sydney’s north slip behind them.

The van lurches as Eric depresses the clutch, easing into fifth. Cat Stevens’ Father and Son gently drifts through the speakers, Sean’s left hand absently forming its chords. 

But Eric’s never liked Cat Stevens.

“Father and Son? How long’s this been on your phone?”

Eric turns to look at him, crackling into his toothy grin, all bent nose and twinkling eyes. 

“Mate, he’s off it as soon as you are out of here.”

Sean can’t help but smile.

“Feeling sorry for me, mate?” 

Eric turns towards him again, holding his gaze. No smile this time. 

“You’re the one doing the driving. You play whatever you want.”

Eric’s happy to oblige. He taps and swipes away at his phone, pauses briefly over his choice, and then with a final tap the rasped opening vocals of Metallica’s Fuel detonates Cat’s gentle musing on fatherhood. He nudges the volume up a few notches, then looks across at Sean, lips pursed, eyebrow raised, head bobbing. 

Sean tilts his head back and laughs, catching himself by surprise. He needs to turn away, regathering himself, as if having blurted out a secret. 

They met at university in Tasmania. Sean was a second-year arts student, and Eric was repeating the first year of architecture, banished to Tasmania from Sydney by his parents, under the illusion that they were separating their son from his bad influences. 

Music’s always been a bond during their quarter-century friendship. Eric was the lead singer in a school band, while Sean had taken guitar lessons since he was thirteen, playing in an acoustic duo at school. Arriving in Hobart, Eric, the horny alpha, was like a gorilla looking for the biggest rock in the forest to stand on and beat his chest. He set on the idea of entering the university’s Battle of the Bands competition, sweeping along Sean and three other soccer teammates. Sean fell hard for this exotic beast, grasping life with a very un-Tasmanian brio and lack of self-consciousness. The moment in his young life when the world suddenly burst into colour. They managed Cure and REM covers like four out of tune soloists, but entertained in their own way, Eric prowling the stage like a muscled, deep-grumbling Bon Scott. They stayed together for another couple of years, playing to the same bunch of friends at parties and midweek uni bar events.

Eric eventually became his ticket out of Tasmania. He was a newly qualified librarian, and Eric was a newly failed architecture student when they set out on a road trip to Byron Bay. Sunburnt and beer-gutted, with the dregs of a bag of Nimbin dope in the glove box, their trip wound finally to Sydney, a world he had only read about and imagined, seen on TV in all its exotic sun-bleached colour. 

He stayed in the spare room of Eric’s house, and found work filling maternity relief library jobs all over Sydney, rattling through its labyrinthine suburbs on the train, its doors, his world, flung open, rushing by in high definition, the air swollen with humidity, dripping with an Eden of scents, slicked with exhaust fumes, like the smell of fresh flowers in stale water. 

Happily anonymous, enmeshed in a sea of people, he never left. 

The van rattles down the highway, the city limits now far behind, straining to reach country speeds. They crest a small rise and drop into the sights of a speed gun couched by a policeman leaning out of his window. But they’re in no danger. The fully loaded van huffs noisily along, gradually losing momentum on each ascent. As they reach the summit, Eric drops back through the gears, and the engine’s peal recedes; gravity coming to its rescue.

“Sorry, mate,” Eric mumbles, “I didn’t think you’d have so much gear. I should’ve got us a truck. It won’t be a quick trip.”

He doesn’t care how long it takes. The further they travel, the lighter he feels, like shedding the skin of his failed marriage. Eric’s playlist rollicks along, the racket of the toiling van clattering in the background. He’s happily engulfed in the clamour, vacantly jigging his head, punch-drunk, pounded by the beat. 

Three hours into the trip, they turn off the main highway. The road’s now less populated, the countryside opening up with glimpses of green pasture between the stands of gums, replacing the low scrub that’s been bordering them for most of the trip. They scatter a mob of crows picking at the churned remains of a kangaroo spread along the side of the road.

Eric reaches to turn down the volume, glancing across at his passenger. “How are you feeling?” he asks. 

How are you feeling? His defences locking into place like a sprung trap.

“I’m OK,” he says warily. “I’m travelling better than this van,” he adds quickly, like a reflex, ducking and weaving around Eric’s question. 

Eric slowly nods. Staring at the road ahead.

“Can’t say I’ve been out this way before. From what I’ve read, Henderson’s a small country town. A coal town. Do you know much about the place?”

He doesn’t wait for an answer. 

“It’s such a big change for you. You’ve lived in cities all your life. Never mind everything else you’re dealing with at the moment.”

Sean’s back snaps upright. He draws up his legs, planting his feet, fingers digging into his thighs.

“So, what’s your plan?” 

Eric looks across at him, but Sean stares fixedly out the windscreen, and Eric turns back to the road. Out of the corner of his eye, he sees the muscles in Eric’s forearms tensing as his hands squeeze ever more tightly around the wheel. 

“Mate, I just cannot imagine what you’ve been going through these last two years.”

Trapped. 

“No, Eric...not now. Please.”

“I’m worried about you. Deb’s worried about you. Can you just promise me you will look out for yourself?”

Sean turns and looks out the passenger window, trees rushing past in a blur.

“Deb’s given me the number of a good psychologist in Newcastle....”

“Jesus, Eric! What the fuck! Just leave me alone. I’ll be fine!”

“Well, there’s the thing. I’m worried if you will be.”

“Eric! Please! I just don’t want to talk about this!”

“I’m sorry, but I need to. There’s things I should have already said. I’m worried about you. Let me just say something, then I’ll shut up.”

Sean closes his eyes and shakes his head.

“Jess and I had our son, Jack, this year. He’s almost a year old. You know that he’s my first kid, Sean.” 

He knows what’s coming.

“You never called me when he was born. I had to call you. You’ve never met him.”

He can’t respond. He keeps his eyes closed, just wanting this to end.

“I can’t understand what you are going through. But mate, you’re shutting yourself off. You hardly talk to me when I live half an hour away. And now you’re going to be half a day away. Deb says you’re drinking way too much and that you’re becoming angry, and not just when you’re pissed.”

“If she’s so worried about me, she shouldn’t have kicked me out,” his voice tight.

“That wasn’t easy. She still cares for you, but needs to do what’s right for her too.”

Eric rubs his eyes with the palm of a hand. 

“C’mon, man. Nothing is the right thing to say. Just know that I love you like a brother and that I’ll always be here for you. Always.”

Sean glances quickly across at his friend. Eric’s fixed on the road, but he can see that his eyes are bright, his stolid tradies face soft and flushed. 

“Can you please just talk to me? Let me know you’ve got a plan and that you’ll start looking after yourself. I can’t leave you without knowing,” his voice is low, words catching in his throat.

But Sean can’t respond. Not yet. He needs time to think; his brain darting for an escape route. It occurs to him to just cross his arms and refuse to talk, to stonewall for the rest of the trip.

A sign says it’s ten kilometres from Henderson. His new life now mere minutes away. 

His daughter is dead. It doesn’t help him feel ‘better’ by talking to people about it. What is he expected to say? 

“Yeah, I’m good. Thanks so much for asking. How are you going anyway?”

When he speaks, it seems he’s the one doing the reassuring. People are so uncomfortable. They just want him to be moving on, to be feeling better. 

But he can’t just ‘get over’ the death of his daughter. 

Eric knows nothing about being a father. He hasn’t held his child’s hand as they walk together on their first day of school. He doesn’t understand the elemental pleasure of spending the evening with your child, cooking their dinner, discussing your day with them, making them snort with laughter at something you say. 

How can Eric possibly understand the feeling that this will never happen again? 

All he wants to say to Eric is that he’s okay and then to be left alone. He knows he’s not okay and never will be. The only clarity he will ever have. But he’s been told to move out, and over time, it’s come to feel right, to be a relief to escape from Deb wrestling with her own demons; the two of them like strangers haunting an empty house. He doesn’t know what the future holds, but at least he won’t be living with daily reminders of what he has lost.

“I’ll be okay. You don’t need to worry.”

Eric glances across at him, looking unconvinced.

“I need to have a fresh start. I’m fine that Deb asked me to leave. She won’t need to tiptoe around me anymore.” 

Eric stays silent, and Sean wonders what else he can say.

“The job’s full-time. I was only working three days in Sydney. The people in the library seem fine. It’s a social job. You chat with people over the desk and figure out what’s going on, what sounds interesting. I know a couple of people in Newcastle. That’s only an hour away.” 

Eric nods and looks across. Steady gaze, eyebrows raised. 

More information is required.

“I was thinking about playing soccer again. There’s a club in town. I’ll sign on if there are some old bastards getting a kick in an all-ages team. It’ll keep me fit and get me meeting people.”

Another pause. 

The speed limit lowers as they near the town. The van hops as Eric makes a rough gear change down to third.

Sean’s scratching at something else to say when at last Eric speaks.

“OK. Thanks for that, mate. Sounds like you’ll be busy, which is great.”

Sean exhales with relief.

“Great idea playing soccer again. Hopefully, they have some players as old and slow as you.” 

Eric seems as relieved as Sean, speaking quickly, his voice an octave higher than usual. 

“Even coaching might be a go for you. You were pretty good at the tactics back in the day. Now, while we’re talking football, I’ll let you know that I’ve bought a Newcastle Jets membership for the two of us as your going-away present. I thought we could meet up for home games and grab a bite to eat and a couple of beers. The Jets are crap, but we can at least watch the good players on the other teams. Sydney and Brisbane coming to town should be good fun.”

“Sounds great. Thanks, mate,” he says unconvincingly. 

“I’ll text you the details of the psych. He is supposed to be good,” Eric says, his eyes on the road.

Psychologists have been no help. He and Deborah attended one together shortly after losing Olivia, her loss still raw, both barely functioning. After a few sessions, his not engaging with the treatment was becoming the bigger issue. All that talk about healing paths when all he wanted to do was keep holding her tight. Deb eventually told him she didn’t want him to come any more and that he’d need to organise his own sessions. 

He never did. 

Looking back, it was a crack through which the lifeblood of their relationship began to ooze.

Settling into a relieved silence, they travel through the approaches to Henderson, journeying past low-lying farmland, working farms, with scattered herds of cattle grazing a flat, scrubby pasture of weed tufts and closely cropped grass. A dusty tractor trundles along a gravel lane past the skeleton of a long-abandoned farmhouse, its rusted tin roof collapsed inside the remnants of its frame. 

The town emerges as a line of identical grey-roofed houses skirting a low rise, arrayed like battlements behind a metal wall. 

They pass a sign. ‘Henderson. Tidy Towns Winner.’ 

They funnel through an alley of fast-food outlets, catering to the highway traffic clogging the road in both directions. He tells Eric to turn off the highway at a corner housing a small TAFE college. It adjoins a public high school, the three-story brick, mid-century building sitting close to the road, spreading the length of the block.

From the school, it’s a straight, flat drive past neat, well-tended, older-style cottages with a smattering of hulking nineteen-nineties two-storey pale brick rebuilds. Hedges are trimmed, and lawns mowed to soccer pitch perfection, another Tiny Town win looming. 

They turn left onto the town’s main commercial strip with an indoor shopping arcade on the right and jewellers, bakers, and real estate agents on the left. Locals go about their business, sturdy country types, men with paunches, jeans and baseball caps. Big-bottomed women in tights with Just Cuts bobs.

His rental sits on the town’s southern boundary. They turn onto his street off a road they’ve travelled, hemmed in front and back by company-branded Utes. His house is close to the turnoff, pulling up in front of an old, immaculately kept, pale-blue weatherboard sitting well back from the road. 

They clamber stiffly from the van, the air fresh with the earthy scent of worked farmland. Sean steps straight onto the front lawn, directly bordering the street, the lawn running to the edge of the patio. 

As arranged, he finds the keys in the letterbox, then stands looking at the house, rotating them in his fingers. Eric walks up and stands next to him, cricking his neck. 

“Mate, they’ll run you out of town if you don’t keep that fucking lawn mowed.” 

A tall row of poplars screens the neighbour to his right. On his left is a vacant block, bordered by a large storage shed. The wide, lifeless street curves gently into the distance, lined with plain, neat, well-maintained houses, all on similar large blocks. Across the road is another vacant block, overgrown with weeds and tufts of pale, stringy grass. Ruler-flat, sun-bleached farmland stretches out behind it to a far horizon of grey, jagged peaks, forming a barrier marking the edge of the valley. 

But everything tilts, like a rickety table, sixty metres to his right where his street intersects the road out of town. The coal road, cutting to their north, marked in the distance by a towering slag heap, a parapet of dead earth. The hum of traffic offers no peace, even on this Sunday afternoon: utes and trucks in industrial whites and greys, stocky four-wheel drives with whip-tipped CB aerials, quivering on the ruts and bumps. 

He walks off the lawn and onto the driveway. It stretches to the rear of the house, lined on either side by fussily arranged hydrangeas and dotted with black plastic tubs housing plants of varying maturity. Closer inspection reveals the type and planting date painted on each tub. 

“Too much,” he thinks. “Does the place come with a fucking gardener?” he mumbles.

He steps onto the porch and opens the fly screen door, creaking louder the wider it’s opened, making a mental note to buy some oil.

Holding the screen door open with his foot, he works his key into the lock. The mechanism clicks, and the wooden front door swings open in a heavy arc. He steps into the unfurnished room, his footsteps muffled by a faded green carpet, nostrils filling with stuffy, unlived-in air cut by a hint of carpet cleaner. The room hadn’t been painted in a long time; the pink pastel walls matching the antiquity of the carpet. But it’s clean and well looked after. A functional space. It’s also not so large as to look sad housing the small amount of furniture he now owns. 

He walks to the window and draws open the blinds. Through aluminium frames, he has a direct view of the overgrown vacant plot across the road. A grove of heavily foliaged trees frames the back corner of the plot. From there, his gaze drifts upwards, formations of clouds lazily floating across a baby-blue canvas. 

He takes a step back to edge out the intrusion of a neighbouring white picket fence, so his entire view is only of trees and sky.

“This will do.”
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Chapter 2
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“Who do you think the mockingbird is, Dad?”

“Gee, sweetheart, it’s been a long time since I’ve read the book. More information, please! Tell me something about the bird.” Sean says, making a mental note to study up on ‘To Kill a Mockingbird.’

Olivia leans into the screen and clatters her keyboard. He turns back to his cooking, dicing skinned tomatoes on the wooden bench jutting across the edge of the kitchen. The lid of a pot of boiling water rattles on the stovetop behind him as steam forces its escape. He snips the top off a packet of spaghetti, tips it in, then dials on the heat under another pan, adding oil, diced garlic and chilli flakes, and mashing in fillets of anchovy. The mix hisses in the pan, working it with a wooden spatula. Its voluptuous scent swells, elbowing its way through the spaces of his kitchen, and he draws it in deep, like an alchemic potion, a concoction to cleanse away the detritus of his day.

A busy cook, he likes to keep his working space clear, with used plates, knives, and cutting boards arranged in the dishwasher. Vegetable scraps gather in the sink. When his work is done, they’ll go into the compost bin in the backyard, feeding the lemon tree, or mixed into the soil of the cooking herbs, unruly swatches of greens filling the tiered brick garden bed. 

The floor of the inner-city terrace is original hardwood; its dents and scrapes a testament to the generations of lives and stories that have played out in the same small space. An assortment of art decorates the walls, oils and watercolours, vibrant splashes of colour offsetting a timber and off-white palette. A steep set of stairs leads from the dining room up to two carpeted bedrooms. A television, sofa, and a lounge chair are arranged in the front room, with the front door close enough that he can work at his kitchen bench and have an ear and eye on the world passing by outside.

It’s the fulcrum of his day, fussing about in the kitchen as Olivia sits at the dining room table doing her homework, chewing over what’s on their collective minds. He’s at his fathering apogee, busy and vital, at his peak before his after-dinner collapse. 

It won’t last. He’s finding that the seasons are gathering pace, with the long clarity of the summer days of her childhood tipping over to the shade and coolness of teenage autumn. 

For the moment, though, she’s still his little girl, and he clings to it, wishing it would forever stay that way, a slice of time to preserve like a photograph in his wallet. 

As he scrapes the tomatoes into the darkened, spluttering base, he flips through what he remembers about ‘To Kill a Mockingbird’. Like Olivia, he needed to read it for school. He enjoyed it but can’t quite piece together why. The only character he can remember is Atticus, the upstanding and ethical father figure. Atticus brings to mind black-and-white images of an earnest-looking Gregory Peck, smoking a pipe and dispensing his wisdom to his children from the comfort of an armchair. 

“Dad!”

She’s turned her laptop around to show him a picture of a bird. A mockingbird.

“It looks like an Indian Myna. Don’t tell me the mockingbird is an annoying pest that nobody likes?”

She ignores him. 

“It says the mockingbird is a songbird native to North America. It’s called a mockingbird because it copies the songs of other birds and insects.”

“OK. So, it’s not a pest, and it looks too skinny to eat. I’m not seeing a reason anyone would want to kill one. What does it sound like when it’s not trying to sound like a cricket?”

Olivia’s fingers again dance across the keyboard. He turns back to his cooking, separating the strands of spaghetti with a fork. Then, from behind, burst the notes of a high-pitched, staccato birdsong, rising and then dropping in tempo. He listens as he dredges the sauce with the spatula, then swings back to Olivia. 

“What a crazy sounding bird. Imagine having one of those serenading us from the lemon tree. So, it’s obviously not the done thing to kill a mockingbird. They’re just sweet little birds who like to chatter away in a song. Who are your suspects?”

“It’s about the death of Tom Robinson. He was a black man put in jail by a white jury for something he didn’t do. An innocent, like that sweet little bird. It was going to be him or Boo Radley, but Boo was only getting bothered by some annoying kids just because he was different. Thanks for that, dad. I knew the answer, but I needed to talk about it, just to make sure.”

“Always happy to help, sweetheart. Dinner’s about ready. Can you let Mum know, please?”

He pokes again at his pasta sauce. The tomatoes have softened nicely. He quickly chops some basil leaves and tosses them into the mix, a sweet note to the chorus of aromas filling his kitchen.

The stairs creak as Olivia ascends to her bedroom. “Dinner’s ready, Mum!”

He gathers plates and cutlery, drains the pasta, and spoons the sauce onto a serving plate. Bare feet jog down the stairs, and Deborah paces into view, hair tied back, dressed in black leggings and a pure white loose-fitting t-shirt. 

“Smells good,” she says, surveying his work. She picks up the pile of plates and carries them to the table. 

“All set for tomorrow?” he asks.

“Just about. I won’t lack for a choice.”

The manager of a suite of magazines, she’s spent the afternoon working through applicants for an editor role at her teen magazine. Despite declining readership and increasingly fine margins, the industry still attracts dozens of applicants for any position. 

“Sounds like you two were having fun,” she says, arranging Olivia’s folders and books into a neat pile. She scoops her tastefully battered vintage leather bag off the floor, the product of one of their second-hand shopping expeditions, slinging its strap over the back of the chair.

“Yes, we were uncovering the finer points of ‘To Kill a Mockingbird’. They’re not shy birds, as you probably heard. We’ve decided to keep one in the kitchen so it can chat to us while we’re working.”

“I don’t think Olivia needs any more distractions,” she says flatly. “Need help with anything?”

“Can you grate the cheese?” he asks, sawing a baguette into crusty chunks.

Olivia wanders back down the stairs. 

“Liv, can you take all that up to your room?” Deborah asks.

Olivia wordlessly swivels on her heels. She slings the bag over her shoulder, scoops her folders and books to her chest, then retraces her steps back to her room. 

Deborah pulls out a chair and takes a seat. She reaches out for the cheese and grates it onto a wooden board. Sean packs what he can into the dishwasher and wipes his working surfaces. He likes to relax after dinner, for it to be the full stop on his working day. 

“Are you on night shift tomorrow?” Deborah asks. 

“Nope, home at the usual time.” 

“I’ve been invited to an art exhibition opening in Erskineville.”

“Who’s the artist?” he asks.

“She’s a young painter we’re featuring in Grace. I think you’ll like her. Do you want to come along?”

“I’m up for that. Shall we grab something to eat as well? Maybe at the Lion?”

“Sounds good. I’ll check what time it starts and let you know.”

He nods, then bites into a crusty slice of baguette, catching flakes in his palm.

“Hopefully, nothing comes up at work,” she says.

He carries a bowl of pasta in one hand and the sauce in the other, slides them to the middle of the table, then reaches to pick the bread platter off the bench. With a sigh, he drops heavily onto his chair, then scrapes it closer. He slumps forward, resting on his elbows, admiring the fruits of his evening’s work.

Olivia reappears, taking a seat opposite him. She reaches for the pasta, looks across at him, and points to the corner of her bottom lip. He flicks the offending crumb away.

“Where are you two off to?” she asks.

“Your mum’s scored a freebie to an art exhibition.”

“I don’t think you have to pay to get into exhibitions, Dad. They’ll just be glad to have anyone turn up. You’re not going to buy anything, are you? Where will you fit it?”

“It’s a work event. I thought your dad would like to come along. She’s a young artist, not long out of school actually, painting nature scenes in oils, abstracts in big, swathes of colour. She’s not subtle, but has an eye that draws you in. Though she does like a big canvas. Too big for this house, anyway.”

Sean smiles across at her.

“You’ll have to email me something about her. I’m looking forward to it. I can’t remember the last time I went to an exhibition. It was probably your school awards night last year, Liv.”

“Wow, Dad, you need to get out more.”

They share a look. Flash of a smile from her, and a pantomime sad nod from him. 

“We need to frame that gorgeous pen and ink of the house you did,” says Deborah. “It’s been lying in my cupboard all this time. It will look perfect next to the window in our bedroom. Can you remind me on Saturday, Sean? I’ll take it to the framers on Darling Street.”

“Can I come as well?” asks Olivia, head down, eyes on her plate, sounding more in hope than expectation.

“Not on a school night, Liv,” answers Deborah. “You have your exams coming up. I could hear you working on the ‘To Kill a Mockingbird’ essay tonight. It’s a busy time of year for you.”

“The essay’s not due for two more weeks. I can get all my homework done before the exhibition. I’ll order a pizza. It’ll be a nice break for me.”

Deborah curls spaghetti on her fork and looks across at Sean.

“What do you think?” her tone noncommittal.

He pauses, fitting on the mask of weighty contemplation demanded of his character in this parenting performance, trying to tamp down any hint that he’s delighted she’d want to be seen in such a public setting with her parents.

“You seem on top of things. I like that you discuss with me what you’re working on. It shows you’re trying to do it well.”

“Since the soccer season’s finished, I’ve hardly been going out. Even on weekends,” she says, sensing a debate moving in her favour. “You guys can even give me the credit card to stop you from buying anything.”

Sean and Deborah look at each other. 

Decision made.

“As long as you get your homework done,” says Deborah. “You can meet us there. It’s in Erskineville. Are you OK to get the bus?” 

“Yes,” says Olivia, giving a fork-in-hand fist pump.

They settle back into dinner, the room silent other than the sound of scraping forks, Sean worrying about the amount of chilli in the sauce, scanning for any hints of feedback. 

“I’ve read ‘To Kill a Mockingbird’,” says Deborah. “Years ago.”

“Atticus is such a pure, moral character. There are no shades of grey with him, a perfect book for school when you think about it. How are you finding it, Liv?”

Olivia ponders her answer for a few moments, perhaps worried the homework debate hasn’t yet finished.

“It’s probably not something I would have read if I didn’t have to. It’s quite old-fashioned and wordy. You can get a bit lost with who’s who and what’s happening. And there’s Mr Wilkins of course. Nothing in English has been fun this year. He’s such a boring teacher and such a sour man.”

“Yes, Mr Wilkins,” ponders Deborah.

“It’s time he retired,” Sean breaks in. “The school must be hoping he moves on. I can’t believe he even sucked all the joy out of Blackadder’s World War One series. I mean, really! What is the man doing in that job? You would think number one is to enthuse kids about stories and reading!”

Deborah nods slowly as he speaks.

“Yes, that’s true. He has been a frustrating teacher. We realise he’s been a struggle Liv, but try not to focus on him too much,” shooting a glance at Sean. “As we’ve said, he won’t be the last poor teacher you have, and you’ll have poor bosses as well. You can’t let them be an excuse for not doing well. Don’t let people like that stand in your way. You’ve done well this year, and now it’s almost over. Another month and you don’t need to sit in that man’s classroom again. Keep working hard. Don’t let people like him put you off.”

“I’ll be fine. I get English, and I’m good at it. I feel sorry for those people in the class who struggle with it, though. If you don’t get English, you’ll find it really hard to get better in Wilkins’ class. English is way harder than maths. I mean, I’m not very good at maths and don’t like it very much, but at least you have all the formulas. You just need to learn when to use the right one.”

She holds a slice of sauce-soaked baguette, waggling it for emphasis as she speaks.

“You need to figure out themes and what the author is trying to say when it’s mostly hidden away. They don’t just tell you what they think, and that must be hard for some people. We could have some great discussions but people are too scared to put their hands up in Wilkins’ classes.”

“I wonder what the school will do about him?” says Sean. “He’s been there forever, so I guess people must at least be passing his classes.”

“Maybe there’s something going on in his life,” suggests Deborah. “I hope not, but you never know why people act the way they do. In any case, just keep at it for the next month. Ask your father or me if you need any help. You can start looking forward to next year if that helps. I was impressed with that English teacher we spoke with about next year’s HSC subjects.”

“Yes, Ms Van Ash. She’s nice. Now there’s a teacher that likes a good discussion, and she doesn’t make you feel like an idiot if she doesn’t agree with you.”

“Eric and I can help with next year’s music performances as well...if you like,” adds Sean. “We can do a pub gig! You’ve got a better voice than him, anyway. You can help us pay off some of the money we’ve pumped into your education, young lady.”

“Yeah, the twenty dollars we make will go really far, Dad.”

He grunts a laugh. 

“It is really cool, though, that I’ll be studying music and design, things that I’m actually interested in. I’m looking forward to it.”

He eases back in his chair, considering this young woman across the table from him. 

Olivia’s let down her hair, cascading in loose ringlets down the front of her shoulders, gold seams of tinted highlights layered above darker browns. Her pretty face is softer than both her parents’, her eyes rounder and gentler. She still has the sun-kissed skin and toned features from the soccer season. The outline of the crescent-shaped cut over her left eyebrow is still visible, the result of a stray elbow while defending a corner. She bore attending school with a blackened eye and stitches with her usual phlegmatic good humour.

The world sits lightly on her shoulders. He and Deb have invested heavily in Modern Parenting 101, with him being a stay-at-home father before she started school, then ladling out European trips, courses, and coaching and managing her soccer team. 

Unconditional love, though, has been their easiest parenting gift. They both endured cold and distant fathers, Deborah responding with a frenzied work ethic, and he with withdrawal. 

Strength through adversity is a bitch. 

Love conquers all.

“Nice pasta, Dad,” says Olivia, mopping up with a hunk of bread.

“Good! It wasn’t too hot for you? I thought I maybe got a bit carried away with the chilli.”

“Yeah, it had a bit of a kick. I wanted to blow my nose after a couple of bites but thought that might be too rude at the dinner table, or I could have just done a big sniff like you always do.”

He stares at her, open-mouthed.

“Yes, your father could make better use of tissues sometimes,” says Deborah, concentrating on spinning spaghetti on her fork.

“People! Please! If we don’t mind!”

“It is a bit of a grotty habit, dad,” says Olivia, smiling at him. 

He shakes his head and then slumps down in a grump to finish his dinner.

They eat in silence until Olivia pipes up again.

“Mum! I forgot to say, our school library has Donna!”

“Do they! That is a perfect market.” 

“Rachel and Lee were so impressed. They didn’t even pretend to dis it. I tried to find your name, but couldn’t see it anywhere.”

“They wouldn’t list me, only the company and the editor. That’s quite a coincidence, though. I was just talking to your dad about the interviews I’m holding tomorrow for a new Donna editor. Susie, the current one, is moving to the UK. She’ll travel with her partner and look for freelance work. I hope things work out for her. She’s a clever young woman. She would be glad to know that Donna was in a school library. I only wish they could buy more copies!”

“That’s so exciting for Susie. So, she’s given up work here and will go to Britain and just expect to get a job?”

“Not exactly. I’ve lined up some contacts over there to help get her started, but I think she should get a lot of work once they see how capable she is. She can work as an editor and is a talented writer. But yes, at the moment, she doesn’t have a job. She just wanted to get away and travel while she still could, before children come along and before she buys a house, all those serious things you do as you get older.”

“You work in a pretty cool industry, don’t you, mum? It’s great you can travel the world and live wherever you want and know you can still earn money.”

“Maybe not live anywhere,” replies Deborah. “It helps to know people. It’s a competitive industry, and it can be hard for some people to earn enough to make a living. But the advantage someone like Susie has is that she’s made a start. She has experience in different roles and is good at what she does. She’s also a nice person and people like working with her, which always helps.”

“Can a librarian do that? Travel the world?” she asks Sean.

He sniffs before beginning and then grunts under his breath. 

“Librarians are far too anal to allow something like that to happen so easily. We’re wrapped up in qualifications and rules. If you want to work overseas for a year, you can organise to swap jobs with someone working in another country. But I’m going to be boring and say that it’s hard enough trying to find a job in Sydney, never mind travelling to the UK hoping to find one.”

“Darling, you are young and clever,” says Deborah. “There will be so many options for you when you are ready. The world will be your oyster, you lucky thing.”

“Our trip last year was so much fun,” says Olivia. “I’d love to work in one of those European cities, Edinburgh or London or Paris.”

“Well, I hope you do. I will be so jealous, though. Make sure you have room for your dad and me to visit.”

“I’ll make sure I do. I’ll show you around all the sites and take you to the cafes where the locals go. I’ll learn how to speak the language and translate for you. How good would that be?” 

She leans back in her chair.

“Anyway, if I’m coming to this exhibition tomorrow, I’d better get my homework done. Thanks for dinner, dad. Do you want a hand cleaning up?”

“I’m good, sweetheart. Thanks anyway.”

Olivia brushes breadcrumbs onto her plate, pushes her chair back and wanders back upstairs. 

Sean and Deborah watch her go. Their eyes meet across the table, and they share a smile. 

“I’d better clean up, I guess,” says Sean.
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Chapter 3
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He nurses his second beer, watching as the convoy of peak-hour commuters files out of the train station. Blocks of shadow lengthen across the street on this mild October evening. When she arrives, he thinks, Deb will want to move inside.

The disgorged flow past, carried downstream: students in shorts, tieless men in suit jackets, long-striding women with hair flowing in their slipstream. An ambling hive of teenagers, boiling with some urgent conversation, are blocking the flow, the crowd parting around them. In front of the pub, footpath tables squeeze the traffic like a clogged artery. The teenagers block the path of a young woman walking her kelpie. She’s stylishly dressed for a dog walker, with gold-strapped sandals and an expensive-looking green top. She impatiently squeezes past his table, and Sean leans back, hoping to get her dog’s attention. He manages a brief glance, but the dog’s bright, intelligent eyes twitch away before he can say hello. He watches their progress up the street; the dog straining ahead until they disappear around a corner. 

The Lion is an old favourite of his. They remodelled the traditional old pub a few years ago. He preferred they had left it untouched, but inertia isn’t an option in the big city. The renovation removed the pool table but left the deco-tiled walls of the front bar. They also added an eatery, where he’s booked a table for himself and Deborah. 

At forty-one, he may be slipping contentedly toward middle age, but there’s no such luxury afforded to the quaint village he remembers from twenty years ago. Like a living thing, evolving around restless churn and renewal, new cafes spill out across widened footpaths, with customers shaded under a row of young maples. The rainbow of colours at a market’s fruit and vegetable stall nods gaily across at the orange and white flowers tumbling from a well-tended street planter box. It may be a mirage of age, but a younger and wealthier crowd now rests its stylishly clad bottoms on chairs and benches. He happily notes, though, that the old takeaway shop next to the pub looks worse than ever but still attracts crowds of locals waiting for their chicken and chips, or a grease-squirting Kransky sausage.

Another train discharges a thinning crowd of passengers. Filing out of the station, the majority turn right towards the lines of terraces branching off the curving road running parallel to the train line. Only three turn left towards the pub and village. Two middle-aged men with matching bald heads saunter side by side towards him. One has a backpack slung over a shoulder; the other a briefcase with its strap across his chest. Briefcase turns to backpack with a smile, mouthing a comment. They both break into giggles, leaning in, their heads lightly touching.

A tall, slim woman strides past them, her heels tapping the pavement. She’s elegantly dressed; her angular frame fitted in black loose-fitting pants, a black jacket, and a loose white shirt. A briefcase swings in her hand, and a small, brown leather bag dangles off a strap on her shoulder. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
A fresh start.

But some places don’t let you begin again.

ENDERSON

ROB STEWART





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





