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            Be not afeard; the Isle is full of noises,

            sounds and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not.

 

            William Shakespeare, The Tempest, 1611

             

             

             

            Stuff myself

            Of the bitter and the sweet,

            Before,

            that thing,

            that thing,

            outside

            Comes.

 

            Oodgeroo Noonuccal, “Not My Style,” 1971

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         A crow with a skeptical yellow eye was watching her from the lightning-struck eucalyptus tree.

         The crow was death.

         If it called out, she was dead. If it flew toward Jacko and he turned to look, she was dead.

         The crow observed her with a half-turned head.

         She crawled through the brittle grass, reached the tree trunk, stopped, and caught her breath.

         She wiped the sweat from her forehead with the bottom of the T-shirt. She sucked the moisture from the shirt as best she could.

         She composed herself for a minute and then crept past the tree until she reached the edge of the heath. There was nothing now but beach between her and Jacko. No vegetation. No cover. There wasn’t much point crawling anymore.

         Slowly, ever so slowly, she got to her feet.

         Carefully, she moved the machete from her left to her right hand. It was a heavy old thing, caked with rust. She gripped the split wooden handle and hoped it wouldn’t fall to pieces when she swung it.

         Steadying herself, she cautiously advanced.

         She had killed before—salmon, trout, duck.

         This was different, though, wasn’t it? Very different.

         This was a human being.

         Jacko sat with his back to her, his legs astride the oil drum. The ancient rifle strapped over his shoulder looked lethal enough from here.

         She walked closer, slowly, on bare feet over the stones and gravel.

         In the bay something huge moved under the water not far from the shore. They had been right not to try to swim to safety. That was the scarred dorsal fin of a great white. Jacko had seen the shark too. He stood, slipped the rifle from his shoulder, and took a shot at it. The gun went off with an almighty bang that ripped through the stillness. Herons and gulls lifted from the mudflats.

         She looked back at the crow.

         It wasn’t fazed. It was still perched on the highest blackened tree branch, gazing at her sideways. It had observed scenes like this play out before. No doubt it was expecting carrion soon.

         Jacko had evidently missed. “Bugger!” he said to himself and stood there holding the rifle in both hands as the shark swam into the bay and was lost to view.

         She waited for him to put the gun away, but he didn’t.

         He just stood there, staring at the water.

         Olivia was still sprawled in front of him, unmoving.

         The walkie-talkie hissed.

         Jacko tugged the rifle bolt backward and a brass cartridge came flying out onto the sand. He pushed the bolt forward again and a new round slipped into the chamber.

         If she made any sound now and he turned, she knew that he would shoot her point-blank in the chest. She knew guns and had pretended to like them to get time with her dad. She knew that the exit wound from a .303 at this range would be the size of a baseball.

         She stood still, waiting for him to reshoulder the rifle, but Jacko just kept gazing at the sea, mumbling to himself.

         The sun was behind her, and her shadow was inching into his field of view. She didn’t like that. If there had been any other way of approaching him, she would have done it, but there was no other way. If he peered just to his left, he’d see the tip of her silhouette.

         At least she was upwind.

         The seagulls landed. The herons settled on the water.

         The sun beat down on her exposed neck and arms.

         Finally Jacko reslung the rifle over his shoulder and sat. He took out his lighter and cigarettes. He lit himself a smoke and put the lighter in his pocket.

         She tried a step forward. The shadow moved too.

         Jacko didn’t flinch. She was fifteen feet away now. He leaned back and blew smoke at the sky. She took another step toward him. Toes, then sole, then heel. Placing her feet on the stony beach with the lightest of touches.

         Toes, sole, heel.

         Another step.

         And another.

         Until—

         A short, sharp stab of perfect pain.

         The jagged edge of an old bottle had pierced the skin of her heel.

         She bit her lip to stop herself crying out. Her shadow was swaying from side to side, seemingly trying to attract Jacko’s attention. Blinking away tears, she crossed her legs and sat. She was bleeding, but the bottle had not penetrated too deeply. She took hold of the glass fragment and eased it out of her foot. She licked her thumb and rubbed at the wound, and it began to feel better. She took a flat stone and held it against the cut. The bleeding slowed. It would have to do. She couldn’t sit here all day.

         She got to her feet again and took a few tentative steps.

         Her treasonous shadow was well into Jacko’s field of view now.

         Closer.

         She could read the writing on the back of his sweat-drenched yellow tank top. There was a red star above the words BINTANG BEER.

         She could smell him. He reeked of body odor, cigarette smoke, engine oil.

         It was quiet. The echoes of the rifle shot were gone and the only sound was the seawater rushing through the channel.

         To her left the last hint of early-morning mist was evaporating in the sunlight. The air was expectant with the coming heat. It was going to be a scorcher. Easily over one hundred and ten degrees.

         It was, she remembered, February 14. Funny how the seasons were reversed like that. Back home it would be in the forties or even colder.

         Valentine’s Day.

         Exactly twelve months ago Tom had come in for his first massage-therapy appointment in the clinic in West Seattle. It had been snowing. When he’d lain down on the table, he still had snowflakes in his hair.

         What a difference a year made.

         She’d been childless then, on the verge of unemployment, living in that damp apartment near Alki Beach. Now she was married and responsible for two children and about to kill a man she barely knew on a different beach on the far side of the world.

         She took three more careful steps and raised the machete.
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         The sign said ALICE SPRINGS 25, TENNANT CREEK 531, DARWIN 1,517.

         She took that in for a second or two.

         If they somehow missed Alice they would have to go another five hundred kilometers (over three hundred miles) before they could get food, water, or gas. She looked through the windows on either side of the empty highway and saw exactly nothing. The radio had been drifting in and out for the past twenty minutes but the signal, perhaps, was getting a little stronger. She could make out John Lennon singing about “old flat-top” who was “groovin’ up slowly.”

         She could identify pretty much every Beatles song from just one or two bars or a snatch of lyrics. Her parents and almost everyone else on Goose Island had worshipped John Lennon, and with only intermittent TV and internet reception, music had been even more important. The song ended and a DJ began his patter. “That was ‘Come Together,’ the opening track of Abbey Road. And before that we had ‘Hey Jude.’ Can anyone tell me what album ‘Hey Jude’ was on?”

         The DJ paused for his listeners to reply.

         “It wasn’t on any album, it was a seven-inch single,” Heather whispered.

         “Nah, don’t call in. This isn’t a competition. It’s a trick question. ‘Hey Jude’ never got released on any of the original Beatles albums, just the compilations. Well, mates, I hope you enjoyed the balmy weather at midnight where we just hit the low temperature for the day—thirty-six degrees centigrade, which for you oldsters is ninety-six point eight degrees Fahrenheit.”

         Tom groaned in his sleep and she lowered the volume. He had a busy morning ahead, and every second of sleep he could get now would help him. She turned to look at the kids. They too were asleep. Although Owen had been on his phone until about a half an hour ago, hoping against hope that a Wi-Fi signal would materialize out of the desert. Olivia had conked out long before that. Heather checked that both their seat belts were still securely fastened and turned her attention back to the empty road.

         She drove on.

         Rattling transmission. Moths in the headlights. The drumming of the Toyota’s wheels on the blacktop.

         She reflected that the Mad Max movies had been skillfully edited to erase the actual tedium of driving through outback Australia. The landscape from Uluru had all been like this. It made one long for the comparative excitement of the morning traffic jam on the West Seattle Bridge. No other vehicles at all here; just the noise of the Toyota and the radio drifting in and out. There were no people around, but at a roadwork sign she could see big khaki machines covered in dust resting by the cutoff like slumbering mastodons.

         She drove on and began to worry that she had taken a wrong turn. There was no sign of a city or an airport. The GPS hadn’t updated in a long time and according to it, she was lost in a vast blank nothingness somewhere in the Northern Territory.

         Her uneasiness increased as the road surface got worse. She looked for signs of life ahead or out the side windows.

         Nothing.

         Damn it, back at the construction site she must have taken the wrong—

         A big gray kangaroo suddenly appeared in the headlights.

         “Shit!”

         She slammed on the brakes, and the Toyota shuddered to a stop with an alarming amount of deceleration. Tom and the kids were flung forward, then pulled back again by their seat belts.

         Tom groaned. Olivia whimpered. Owen grunted. But none of them woke.

         “Wow,” she said and stared at the kangaroo. It was still standing there, five feet in front of the car. Another second and they would have had a serious accident. Her hands were shaking. It was hard to breathe. She needed some air. She put the Toyota in park and, leaving the lights on, turned off the engine. She opened the door and got out. The night was warm.

         “Scoot,” she said to the big kangaroo. “I can’t go on if you’re in the middle of the road.”

         It didn’t move. “Scoot!” she said and clapped her hands.

         It was still staring at the car. How could it not understand the universal language of scoot?

         “The headlights might have blinded it. Turn ’em off,” a voice said from the darkness to her right.

         Heather jumped and turned to see a man standing a few yards away from her in the desert. On learning that she was going to Australia, Carolyn had warned her about the “world’s deadliest snakes and spiders,” and when that hadn’t worked she sent her a list of movies about hitchhikers murdered in the bush by maniacs. “It’s an entire genre, Heather! It must be based on reality,” Carolyn said.

         Heather had watched only one of them, Wolf Creek, but that was scary enough for her.

         “I didn’t mean to startle you,” the man said. Her heart was thumping, but the man’s voice was so calm, gentle, and unthreatening that she was put immediately at ease.

         “Um, sorry, what was that about the lights?” she asked.

         “The headlights must have blinded it. Turn ’em off and give it a minute,” the man said.

         She reached into the Toyota and killed the lights. The man waited for a few moments and then walked onto the road. “Go on, big fella! Go on out of it!” he said and clapped his hands. The kangaroo turned its head, looked at both of them with seeming indifference, and then, at its own pace, hopped off into the night.

         “Well, that was something. Thank you,” Heather said and offered the man her hand. He shook it. He was about five foot six, around sixty years old, with dark, curly hair. He was wearing a red sweater with jean shorts and flip-flops. They had been in Australia now for nearly a week, but this was the first Aboriginal person Heather had come across. Out here in the middle of nowhere.

         “You’re not from around here, I reckon,” the man said.

         “No. Not at all. I’m Heather, from Seattle. Um, in America.”

         “I’m Ray. I’m not from around here either. We just come in for the show. Me mob, that is.”

         “Your mob?”

         “Yeah, we just come in for the show. Come in every year.”

         As her eyes adjusted to the darkness she saw now that there were a lot of people with him in the desert. In fact, it was an entire camp, maybe twenty or thirty in all. Older people and young children. Most of them were sleeping but some were sitting around the embers of a fire.

         “Where are you trying to get to? Alice?” Ray asked.

         “I’m trying to reach the airport. If I keep going on this road—”

         “Nah, they should have signed it better. This road’ll take you on a big circle out into the bush. Just go back to where you saw the roadwork and go right. You’ll be in Alice in fifteen minutes. There won’t be any traffic.”

         “Thank you.”

         Ray nodded. They stood awkwardly for a moment. She found that she didn’t quite want the conversation to end. “What’s the show you’re talking about?” she asked.

         “The Alice Springs show. It’s the big event of the year in these parts. The white fellas don’t like us to be around town but they can’t stop us coming in for the show.”

         “What is the show? A state fair?”

         Ray nodded. “Something like that, I reckon. It’s a livestock show but there’s food and music. Rides for the kids. People come in from hundreds of miles away. It’s usually in July. Having it earlier this year. Mobs from all over the territory, even some from Queensland. My mob’s been walking in for three days.”

         She gazed at his “mob” again with wonder. These people—grandmothers, parents, young children—had been walking across this desert for three days?

         “None of the nippers will have met an American before. Something for them to talk about. Mind if we say a quick hello?” Ray asked.

         Heather spent a few minutes meeting Ray’s family—the ones who were awake, anyway. His granddaughter Nikko, his wife, Chloe. Chloe admired her earrings and Heather begged her to take them as a thank-you gift for Ray’s helping her back on the road again. The gift was accepted but not before Ray gave Heather a small penknife he’d made himself.

         “I’m selling these at the show. Jarrah hardwood and meteor iron,” he said.

         “Meteor iron?”

         “Yeah. From the one that came down at Wilkinkarra.”

         The penknife was carved with emus and kangaroos on one side and what she took to be the Milky Way on the other. It was beautiful. She shook her head. “I can’t possibly take this! It must be worth hundreds of—”

         “I’ll be lucky to get twenty bucks each. Take it. It’s fair dinkum. An exchange. The earrings for the knife. See the ring at the bottom of it? I’ve been told that if you put your keys on that and put it in the tray outside the metal detector with your phone, you can even fly with it. They just think it’s a key-fob thing.”

         Ray was not to be talked out of the gift and she accepted it with good grace. She got in the Toyota, waved goodbye, and retraced her journey to the roadwork sign; this time she took the correct turn for Alice. As the town got closer, the road became more certain of itself. Houses and stores loomed out of the dark. She saw campfires with men and women gathered around them. More Indigenous people who, apparently, had all come in for the show.

         The phone reacquired a GPS signal. The radio came back on. “At the next junction, take a left for Alice Springs airport,” Google Maps suddenly announced in a perky Australian accent. Heather was at the airport ten minutes later. She drove to the rental-car lot and turned the engine off. A sign said DO NOT FEED DINGOES, WILD DOGS, OR FERAL CATS above a drawing of a sad-looking dog and an indifferent cat. She made sure the doors were locked and let everyone sleep for a while longer.

         “We’re here,” she said finally and gave Tom a gentle shake.

         He stretched. “Oh, great. Thank you, honey. I would have driven some! You should have woken me. Any problems?”

         “Not really, but there was a big kangaroo in the middle of the road,” she said, attaching the penknife to her key chain.

         “You saw a kangaroo and you didn’t wake us? Come on, Heather!” Owen grumbled from the back seat before a yawn convulsed him.

         They woke Olivia and got their bags and walked dazed and bleary-eyed into the terminal building. They were three hours early for the flight. Tom had never been late for a flight in his life and he wasn’t going to start a bad habit now. The airport was deserted except for an overly made-up goth couple who apparently looked nothing like their passport photographs. When it was her turn at the X-ray machine, Heather smiled at an older female security officer.

         “Goths these days, too much makeup and not nearly enough pillaging,” she said. The woman thought about it for a second and then chuckled to herself. She waved the family through.

         No one confiscated the penknife. Which was lucky for Heather. Because two days later it would save her life.
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         They walked a sleepy Owen and Olivia to the gate. The flight boarded early and they were the only passengers in the business section; in fact, they were practically the only passengers on the whole plane. Tom was a nervous flier. You wouldn’t think from his professional persona that he ever got nervous, but he did. When he had first come into the massage clinic, Heather realized almost immediately that his back problems were not the result of “an old skiing injury” but tension that he was storing in his shoulders and lower back. Doctors were often the most skeptical about the benefits of a good massage, but all she had had to do was grind it out and he was 80 percent cured by the end of the first session. The fact that he kept returning for massage therapy had more to do with the connection that they had made than any “injury.”

         The flight attendants began making the safety announcements.

         She patted Tom’s leg and he gave her a smile.

         “I’m hungry,” Owen said.

         Heather fished in her backpack and offered him a granola bar. He shook his head. “Not those ones! Oh my God, Heather, you know I hate those ones!”

         “We finished all the strawberry ones. This is all we have left,” Heather said.

         “Forget it, then!” Owen said. He put his headphones back on, pulled up his hood, plugged his phone into the charger, and restarted his driving game.

         Heather did a little meditation while the plane taxied. Everything is the path. Her tiredness was the path, Owen’s dirty look was the path, Tom’s stress was the path, Olivia’s beautiful, sleepy face was the path.

         They took off just before the dawn, and the landscape from the left side of the aircraft was spectacular, the sun coming up over what seemed to be a vast red emptiness. Australia was almost as big as America but had less than a tenth of the population. A desert of ocher, red, and vermilion. Immense Saharas of iron-oxide nothingness interrupted by huge sandstone boulders that looked like grave markers for a long-extinct race of giants. She thought of Ray and his “mob” walking through that to get to the show. It beggared belief.

         Her eyes were heavy. I’ll just close them for a minute, she thought.

         She woke when they touched down in Melbourne. She’d been dreaming about Seattle. Snow in the woods of Schmitz Park. “Where…” she began and then remembered.

         The airport was like all airports, and the city from the back of a big SUV seemed like all cities. Tom was in the front chatting with Jenny, the conference rep. Heather sat in the back next to a still dozing Olivia. Owen was awake now, buried in his book about Australian snakes, his hood pulled up, not looking out the window. At dinner parties, one of the things Tom and his Generation X friends worried about were Millennials and Generation Zers not “engaging fully with the world,” but Heather didn’t blame Owen at all for not engaging. The world had taken his lovely mother from him just before his twelfth birthday. The world had shoved a skinny stranger who was supposed to be a “new mom” into his life. What a crock.

         “As per your request, I’ve put you in an Airbnb on the beach,” Jenny said, leaning around and looking at Heather. She was a young woman in her twenties, copper-haired, smiley.

         “I didn’t ask for—” Heather began.

         “I asked for it, sweetie,” Tom said. “So much better than the conference hotel. I checked it out online. It’s great. A home away from home.”

         “Oh, sure, that’s fine,” Heather agreed, although secretly she had been looking forward to room service and a bit of pampering while Tom did his conference stuff.

         They drove along the glittering Melbourne shoreline, past a lighthouse and a marina. There were palm trees and a beach and an indigo ocean.

         Tom gently prodded Olivia. “This reminds me, why do you never see elephants hiding in palm trees?”

         “Why?” Olivia asked sleepily.

         “Because they’re very good at it.”

         “No more dad jokes!” Olivia pleaded.

         “I thought it was funny,” Heather whispered.

         Tom chuckled, took Heather’s hand, and kissed it.

         “But I wouldn’t quit doctoring to go into stand-up,” Heather added.

         “Look at you, crushing my dreams,” Tom said, slapping his hand to his forehead.

         “Are you enjoying Australia, Heather?” Jenny asked.

         “It’s my first time ever outside of America! So, yes, it’s all very exciting,” Heather replied.

         “Jet lag over?”

         “Nearly, I think. We had two days in Sydney and two days in Uluru. So it’s a little easier each morning.”

         “And what is it you do?” Jenny asked.

         “I’m a massage therapist,” Heather said. “I mostly look after the kids now, but I still have a couple of ornery clients who refuse to go to anyone else.”

         “Me mate Kath is a physiotherapist,” Jenny said. “Kath’s a riot. The stories she has. Strict, she is. Makes the old folks do their exercises. Kath says the difference between a physiotherapist and a terrorist is that you might have a chance of negotiating with a terrorist.”

         “I’m not quite a licensed physical therapist just yet,” Heather said, although she knew Tom hated it when she mentioned that.

         “Well, here’s the bay,” Jenny continued. “We’re right on it. Weather will be perfect for the beach. You like the beach, eh, kids?”

         Neither of the kids said anything. They turned down a quiet suburban road called Wordsworth Street and stopped at a large rectangular modernist house.

         “There’s a pool—you and the kids can swim while I work,” Tom said with a big grin. He was very handsome when he smiled, Heather reflected. It made him look younger. Actually, he looked terrific for his age. Late thirties, you would have said, though he was forty-four. There was almost no gray in his hair, and his diet kept him lean. His hair was longer now than he normally let it grow and this morning it fell across his forehead like the wing of a young crow. According to the lengthy profile in the article on “Seattle’s Best Doctors,” his eyes were a “severe, chilly azure.” But not to her. To her they were intelligent, playful blue eyes. Loving.

         Jenny helped them carry their bags to the porch. “Anyone need the toilet? Fab toilets in here. Heather? Looks like you gambled a little on a fart and lost, no?”

         “Er, I’m fine.”

         “Great house. Nothing but the best for one of our keynote speakers. Guy who owns it is a wanker, but his place is a beaut.”

         They went inside a large open-plan living room furnished with leather sofas and cushions and expensive-looking rugs.

         “Bedrooms are upstairs,” Jenny said. “All with sea views.”

         “I have to do the meet and greet,” Tom told Heather. “But I’ll be back tonight. You just relax and have fun.”

         Heather kissed Tom on the cheek and wished him luck. “Take care, honey,” she added, sitting down.

         Jenny smiled. “I’ll look after him. It’s my job. Any questions?”

         “Um, what’s a wanker?” Heather asked.

         “A compulsive masturbator,” Jenny replied.

         Heather sprang up from the sofa.

         “It’s not meant literally, sweetie,” Tom said. “It’s merely an expression.”

         And then, just like that, the rep and Tom were gone.

         “Damn, look what Cardi B just posted!” Olivia said, showing Owen her phone.

         “Oh my God. Why does she even bother? She’s just a Walmart Nicki,” Owen said.

         Olivia laughed. “That thing about Drake? Drake wouldn’t work with her.”

         “Are you guys talking about Drake…the rapper?” Heather attempted.

         “Seriously, Heather. Don’t even,” Olivia said. “You don’t know what we’re talking about.”

         Owen was going to pile on but another big yawn took him and then Olivia yawned too. Heather got them upstairs and ushered them each into a bedroom, which, mercifully, they did not fight over.

         She picked out a room for herself and Tom. It overlooked the street and the lighthouse and was decorated in a kind of Aztec style. When she checked to see if the kids wanted anything to eat, she found both of them dozing on top of their beds.

         Heather took off Owen’s shoes and tucked him under the duvet. She did the same with Olivia and pulled the curtains closed and went back to the master bedroom. The conference organizers had provided them with what was presumably an expensive bottle of red wine. She opened it and poured herself a glass, kicked off her slip-ons, and stripped out of her T-shirt and jeans. She put on a robe and was about to slip into a shower when she noticed the door that led outside to a small but perfectly serviceable rooftop swimming pool.

         Her bikini was packed away in one of the suitcases, but the rooftop was protected by a privacy wall. Heather carried the wineglass to the pool’s edge, slipped out of the robe, and dropped into the cold blue water. She allowed herself to sink to the bottom of the pool and let the driving and the dust and her aches and pains ease slowly away.

         This had all been so much more stressful than she’d been expecting, the kids 24/7 with no school or friends to play with. She opened her eyes and looked at the big indigo Australian sky through the lens of pool water. So like a Puget Sound sky but so strangely alien too.

         She’d been holding her breath for thirty seconds.

         She had known this was going to be a tough trip but she hadn’t realized quite how tough. These past five days she’d barely had a moment to herself.

         Children were fishing lines entangling you in their cruelties and wants and sticky fingers and dramas and disappointments. The mommy industrial complex made you think it was all going to be hugs and campfires and peewee soccer practices, and that was all bullshit.

         She burst to the top of the water at thirty-five seconds. She gasped for air and found that she was on the verge of tears. She fought it and the tears went away. She shook her head and climbed out of the water.

         Back inside, she went through the wrong door and found herself in a massive closet that was empty but for hundreds of coat hangers. The closet had a huge mirror at its rear. Heather hadn’t seen a mirror in a few days. It sucked her in. Her mother, the painter, claimed that sadness always leaked through the eyes. Heather’s green eyes looked more tired than sad. Her face had picked up a tan and her hair had bleached a little in the sun. She’d lost weight, which was not a good thing because it was all muscle mass. She hadn’t been doing her exercises or yoga. She looked frail, like one of those Manson chicks, and when Tom told people she’d grown up on a sort of commune you could tell that they were thinking NXIVM sex cult or worse. Of course it was nothing like that.

         She grabbed her phone, sat cross-legged on the floor, and dialed a number.

         “Hello?” a female voice said.

         “Hi, it’s me.”

         “Whoa, girlfriend! I was wondering if I was ever going to hear from you again. Pretty sure the hitchhiker killers or the spiders were going to get you.”

         “Not yet. What time is it there, Carolyn?”

         “It’s five thirty. Five thirty in the evening.”

         “Here it’s the morning. Tomorrow morning, I think.”

         “Man, that is freaky. Seriously, are you looking out for the spiders? And did I warn you about those blue-ringed octopuses that kill you in ten seconds?”

         “You did. Funnily enough, very few blue-ringed octopuses in the desert,” Heather said.

         “Don’t blame me when they get ya. How’s the trophy husband?”

         “He’s good.”

         “I’ll bet he is! He’s a tall drink of water, that one. And how are the little monsters?” Carolyn asked.

         “You shouldn’t call them that.”

         “Ha! I knew you would get Stockholm syndrome sooner or later. Cough me an SOS in Morse code if he’s in earshot.”

         “He’s not and everything is OK.”

         “You’ll come and see me when you get back? Show me your photos, tell me everything?”

         “Of course.”

         “I haven’t seen you for ages.”

         “The ferries—it’s complicated.”

         “He doesn’t like you coming back here, does he?”

         “You’re crazy.”

         “It’s the drugs, isn’t it? He thinks we’re all degenerates. You should never have told him about our marijuana crops. And yet he gives his own kids so-called prescription drugs. They’re hypocrites, these doctors, and—”

         “Oh my God, Carolyn, can we change the subject? How’s everyone at home? Tell me about the Sound. What’s the weather like there?” Heather interrupted.

         “Let me go to the window. You can’t see shit. Fog and rain. Drizzle.”

         “I dreamed it was snowing,” Heather said. “How’s Scotty?”

         “He’s hanging in there. He came by to see me yesterday. Just nudged open the door and came in. I gave him a couple of pets and he fell asleep on the mat.”

         “Seen my dad?”

         “Yup. He’s good. Been out kayaking.”

         “And my mom?” Heather asked.

         “On her good days she just flicks paint at you as you go past.”

         “And on her bad days?”

         “She insists you come in and look at her art.”

         “Oh, boy, I miss you guys. But I’m seeing stuff in the world now, you know?”

         “Tell me! What’s Australia like?”

         “It’s beautiful. Stark and red and gorgeous. And the people are super-friendly.”

         “I’ve heard that. Look out for any random Hemsworths and pass on my number.”

         “I will,” Heather said. “Are you OK?”

         “Yeah, I’m great.”

         “Writing any songs?” Heather asked.

         “No. You?”

         “No.”

         Silence down the line. A little bit of tension creeping into the static.

         “You know I’m real happy for you, honey…” Carolyn said.

         “I’m sensing a but coming.”

         “But, man, when you left, you said you wanted to be a singer or an actress. You said you wanted to soar—”

         “And now I’m just a boring housewife crashed to earth in a tangled mess of wax and feathers,” Heather said.

         “See? You had talent. That’s a lyric right there. Who knows where you could have gone? New York? Hollywood?”

         Heather yawned. “I better go, I gotta take the kids to the beach in a bit.”

         “God, he really has you where he wants you, doesn’t he? Twenty-four-hour live-in nanny with benefits and he doesn’t have to pay you a dime.”

         “That’s not the way it is,” Heather said.

         “Isn’t it? Be honest with me, girl. I won’t report you to the Mommy Gestapo.”

         Heather sighed. “Well, it’s been a tough week. A tough year, in fact…it’s—”

         “Spoiled rich kids, right?”

         “No, look, it’s me, I guess. I was never an aunt, and you know babysitting was never my thing. No one tells you how mean they can be. I love Tom and I’m so grateful for everything he’s done for me, but it’s just…exhausting sometimes.”

         “Of course it is. Even with good kids.”

         “They’re not terrible and I feel bad for them…their mom—”

         “You gotta protect yourself, honey! It’s about you and your life. Don’t end up like the first wife, drunk and dead at the bottom of the stairs.”

         “Carolyn! You know that’s bullshit. Judith had MS, balance problems—”

         “Just teasing. I’ll swap lives for a bit, even with the shitty kids, if you think he’d go for a feisty redhead.”

         “He might.” Heather laughed.

         “Speaking of booze, are you still going to that winery tour you talked about?”

         “I don’t know. I hope so,” Heather said and yawned again. “I need sleep. Later, babes.”

         “Take care, honey.”

         “You too. Pet Scotty for me.”

         She hung up, went to the bedroom, lay facedown on the bed, and was asleep in seconds.

         Owen woke her an hour later by poking her in the neck. “You were supposed to take us for ice cream,” he said.

         “What? Where…oh, yeah, sure. Beach, then ice cream. Give me five minutes.”

         She went to the bathroom to freshen up and opened the door a little when she heard her name. “Don’t tell Heather but I found a record player downstairs,” Olivia was saying. “A shit-ton of vinyl.”

         “Don’t tell Dad either! I’ll bet there’s classical.”

         “At least with Dad, it’s kind of age-appropriate. With Heather, it’s such Millennial hipster bullshit. I’m dreading the day when she confesses that she’s a Hufflepuff and asks us what Harry Potter house we’re in,” Olivia said.

         “Cringe city!” Owen agreed and both kids laughed.

         Heather closed the bathroom door and allowed herself a “Little shits” under her breath. The kids were already accomplished child-soldiers in the war between generations. And really, if either of them had taken the trouble to look at her Spotify playlists, they would have found Porridge Radio, Chance the Rapper, Vampire Weekend, Post Malone, Big Thief, the Shaggs…she sighed and realized she was never going to win this one.

         The house was well stocked with sunblock and beach towels. She gave Owen his Ritalin, Olivia her Lexapro, and the three of them went across the road and found themselves on St. Kilda Beach. Owen almost never took off his hoodie but it was so warm, Heather supposed that even he would eventually cave.

         “Come on, let me take you both in the ocean,” she said.

         “No way,” Owen grunted but Olivia followed her down to the water. Olivia was lean, like her dad, and she had her mother’s blond hair and coloring. She’d been growing fast in the past year. Her mind may have been grieving and shutting down but her body didn’t know that. The body was stretching out. Fourteen, but you would have guessed sixteen or older. Heather and Olivia tried the water but it was surprisingly cold. Owen dipped in a toe and gave them a you-tricked-me scowl.

         They found a café selling fish and chips and ice cream at the St. Kilda Sea Baths. Heather was convinced she’d been shortchanged by almost three dollars but she was too timid to kick up a fuss about it. She silently reproached herself as they ate and walked back across the road to the house. She made sure both kids showered and dried off. Olivia had finished all her homework and offered to help Owen with the astronomy worksheet for his science and nature class. Olivia had gotten through the past year OK but poor Owen was having to repeat his science course. Owen refused the assistance and a fight ensued. Heather sat them both down in front of a Godzilla movie on the TV.

         She was exhausted. But she knew this was the price she had to pay—to be with Tom, she had to be with the kids. And she wanted to be with Tom. She loved Tom, not despite all his little quirks and weirdnesses, but because of them—the whole package. The smarts, the grief, the fastidiousness, the dad humor, the way he looked at her first thing in the morning, the way he was changing himself for her. When he told her the thing about the wanker, he hadn’t rolled his eyes the way the Tom of three months ago might have. He hadn’t quite conquered all of his condescension, but he was trying to be a better man.

         She told the kids she was going for a walk; she went around the block and found a 7-Eleven. The clerk told her a pack of Marlboros cost twenty bucks and after he showed her the price sticker, she believed him. She smoked two cigarettes and listened to Starcrawler’s “Bet My Brains” on the way back home.

         The kids were digging the movie.

         Tom texted her several ice-breaking “jokes” for his big conference speech with the query Funny or not funny?

         She didn’t have the heart to text back Not funny but she made a mental note to tell him to do one joke, maximum.

         When Godzilla finished, she opened a closet marked BOARD/BORED GAMES. Both kids moaned but she imposed her will and they decided on Risk. She found the record player and, ignoring the Beatles albums, put on Mozart.

         When Tom came home at six p.m. looking beat, Olivia had almost taken over the world. He sat happily on the sofa and watched, enjoying the fact that the kids were doing something delightfully old-school and loving the hell out of it. She brought Tom a glass of wine and as they retreated to the kitchen, Olivia mopped up the last of the resistance in Asia.

         “How was your day?” Tom asked her.

         “We all had a nap and then I took the kids to the beach. How was your day?”

         “Fun. I met the local bigwigs in orthopedic surgery. We swapped knee stories. Australian knees are as crappy as American knees. Thank goodness,” Tom said, kissing her.

         “Did you see I won? Oh, no kissing, please!” a triumphant Olivia said, coming into the kitchen with Owen trailing behind her.

         Tom laughed. “Listen, I’ve got a number of recommendations for dinner places. And then tomorrow, while I work on my speech, you guys can chill.”

         “Forget chilling! We haven’t seen a single cool animal since we got here,” Owen said. “Jake said on my Instagram that he thinks I’m really in Utah.”

         “I’m sure Jake was only teasing.”

         “Dad, please! We can’t stay here! We have to explore a bit before we go home. We have to at least see some koalas. Please, please, please!” Owen said, and even Olivia joined in with an only semi-sarcastic final “please.”

         “I think they make a fair point,” Heather offered.

         “Didn’t you want to go to those wineries we talked about?” Tom asked.

         Heather shook her head. “Let’s do something for the kids.”

         Tom nodded wearily. “All right, I’ll think about it,” he said.
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         Tom woke just before the dawn. The inevitable adrenaline dump after a busy day meeting people had sent him straight to sleep. Heather was snoring softly as he slipped carefully out of the bed. He watched her for a moment or two and smiled broadly. She was the best. She was so funny, mellow, and sweet. The kids weren’t quite sold on her yet, but they’d get there. Judith wouldn’t have come to Australia in a million years, but for Heather, everything was an adventure.

         He went to the roof, sat by the pool, and meditated for ten minutes, breathing deep and surfing the now. Then he did fifty push-ups followed by fifty sit-ups. This was a routine he’d been doing since his early days in medical school as a way of calming his mind and keeping himself focused. He could never have coped this past year without his morning rituals.

         Next, Tom went downstairs, got a drink of water, and called the car-rental place. He was annoyed to discover that the Porsche Cayenne he had reserved was no longer available. He would have to take either the E-Hybrid or an older Turbo.

         “I wanted the new Cayenne. I called about it last night,” he said, trying to control his temper.

         “I’m sorry, sir, we don’t have any in the lot. The customer before you got the last one. We have the Turbo or the E-Hybrid. The hybrid is our top Porsche rental, it’s—”

         “No, thank you. It’s a long drive. There is no way I would ever trust a hybrid!”

         “We do have a BMW SUV for—”

         “I’ll take the Turbo. Can you get it over here by nine o’clock? I’d like to make an early start. We’re at three Wordsworth Street in St. Kilda.”

         “Of course, sir.”

         Tom hung up, steaming. No one ever did their job. No one.

         He changed into shorts and a T-shirt, pulled on his sneakers, and went for a run along the shore. Then it was upstairs to the swimming pool. He dove into the water and did a lap or two before coming back inside. He showered, and because the mirror was steamed, he shaved with the electric razor using his phone camera. He’d lost weight on this trip and it suited him. He looked like a young Ted Hughes.

         “You did it, buddy. You survived the past year. I’m proud of you, partner,” he said to Phone-Camera Tom. “A paper in the Journal of Orthopedic Surgery. International conferences. Keynote addresses. Success at forty-four. Who would have thought it? If Judith could see you now, she’d be happy for you.”

         Phone-Camera Tom thought about that for a second and slowly shook his head.

         He wrapped himself in a towel and went into the bedroom. Heather appeared from a closet door he hadn’t noticed before. She was wearing a robe and listening to that “212” song she loved and he hated.

         “Where have you been?” Tom asked.

         “Narnia,” she said.

         Tom grinned. “Do anything interesting?”

         “Queen stuff…and, you know, I could slip out of my royal garb pretty quick,” she whispered.

         “The kids?”

         “Are sound asleep.”

         She stripped and he stripped and they fell onto the bed. They made love for the first time since they’d left America, climaxing together as sunlight streamed through the shutters. Heather rested on Tom’s chest.

         She kissed him on the chin. “You missed a spot when you were shaving.”

         “I’ll fix it.”

         “I like it. It gives you a hipster, Zappa-esque quality.”

         Tom shook his head. “People like their doctors to look boring. Boring and calm and competent.”

         “You’re two of those things,” Heather said, kissing him again.

         Tom closed his eyes. “This has been a hard year for all of us. And I’ve been trying, haven’t I?”

         “You have,” Heather said. “We all have.”

         “I really love you, babe,” Tom said, kissing her back.

         “I love you too…uh-oh. Everything OK?” she asked. “Now you’ve got a worry wrinkle in your forehead.”

         “I didn’t get the car I wanted. I wanted the new Cayenne with the advanced GPS and the rear camera and the accident-avoidance system, but they only had the—”

         The door opened and a sleepy Olivia came in.

         “When are we leaving?” she asked as Heather covered herself.

         “As soon as Owen gets up. And, look, if we really have to do this trip, we need to leave early and get back early. I’ve got to work on my speech. The conference is going to put it on YouTube,” Tom said.

         Olivia ran into the hallway. “Get up, Owen! You’re late!” she screamed.

         Owen growled a response and a fight began. Tom slithered out of bed, ran to the bedroom door, and closed it. The fighting was instantly muffled.

         “I thought you were going to put a stop to that,” Heather said.

         “Parenting 101, honey: what you can’t see or hear isn’t happening,” Tom said.

         Despite the fighting, an hour later they were in a bright orange Porsche Cayenne heading southeast out of Melbourne on the highway. The road was big and new, carving mercilessly through Melbourne’s drab eastern suburbs. The Porsche was as comfortable as you would expect, although it was an odd-looking thing with a large front “snorkel” for driving through flooded rivers.

         No flooded rivers today. They were ten thousand miles away from America, but this, Tom reflected, could have been suburbs anywhere. Targets, Walmarts, strip malls. Interesting, though. This, he imagined, was the “real Australia,” off the tourist trail, where people actually lived.

         They drove down through the Mornington Peninsula, the suburbs gradually thinning out and a hilly country emerging. Heather pointed out kookaburras and big black ravens on the sagging telegraph wires. She took a picture of a lorikeet and sent it to Carolyn.

         The kids, however, were not interested in birds and were getting increasingly frustrated. “Where are the kangaroos? Where are the frickin’ koalas?” Owen demanded.

         Tom looked at him in the rearview mirror and frowned. That kid was so unlike his sister. If Tom had gotten a trip to Australia when he was Owen’s age, he would have appreciated every second of it. Now Owen would be huffy until they got back and he took his diazepam. Tom was about to give Owen a piece of his mind when Heather put her hand on his thigh. “Kids, here’s one your dad told me yesterday,” she said. “Koalas aren’t technically bears—do you know why?”

         “Please, Dad, don’t let her say it! Yours are bad enough!” Olivia begged.

         “Because they don’t have the right koalifications,” Heather said as both kids face-palmed.

         The road got rougher and went to a single lane as they approached the coast. Wireless and Siri and Google Maps ceased working.

         It was another hot day out there—106 degrees—but inside the car, everyone had a water bottle from the Airbnb and it was a cool 68.

         It was noon now and they hadn’t seen much of anything and Tom wanted to get back to Melbourne to work on his keynote speech on knee-replacement surgery. The kids were hungry, so they stopped at a little food stand. Smoke from a barbecue was fighting a rearguard action against a persistent swarm of mosquitoes. A scraggly-looking geezer in his fifties was selling beer and soft drinks and “sausage sizzles,” which appeared to be sausages between pieces of Wonder bread.

         Heather, Olivia, and Owen each got a sausage sizzle at a pricey five bucks a pop. Tom demurred and got a can of beer instead. They sat down at a picnic table in the shade.

         With no phone signal, Tom grabbed his massive book of Chekhov stories and plays. Owen took out his astronomy worksheet from the back pages of his snake book. He stared at it angrily for a minute or two. “This is impossible,” he muttered at last.

         “I can help you with that,” Olivia said.

         “I don’t need your help!” Owen snapped.

         An ancient-looking Volkswagen camper van pulled up and a thin couple in their late fifties or early sixties exited. They got two cans of Victoria Bitter and sat down at the free table under the shade. The couples couldn’t help but say hello.

         “I’m Tom and this is my wife, Heather, and these are my kids, Owen and Olivia,” Tom said.

         “I’m Hans and this is Petra,” Hans replied.

         “We’re Americans. From Seattle,” Tom said.

         “We are from Leiden in Holland,” Hans said. “I’m an engineer. From a very long line of engineers. Auto engineers.”

         “Oh, yes?”

         “Yes indeed. My great-grandfather invented the steering wheel.”

         Owen raised his head from his homework. “Your actual grandfather, like, invented the steering wheel?” he asked incredulously.

         “My great-grandfather.”

         “He told you that?” Owen asked.

         “Yes.”

         “I doubt it,” Owen said, shaking his head.

         “So what do you do, Petra?” Heather asked the woman.

         “I am a sociologist,” she replied.

         Owen was still regarding Hans with deep twelve-year-old-boy skepticism. It was starting to get a little uncomfortable. “I think it is too hot here. We will eat in the car,” Hans announced. The couple went back to the Volkswagen van.

         “Owen, why did you give that guy a hard time?” Tom asked when they’d gone.

         “I didn’t give him a hard time. I totally believed him. After all, my great-great-grandmother invented the spoon. Before that, only forks,” Owen said.

         “And our great-great-great-grandfather invented fire,” Olivia said.

         Heather, Owen, and Olivia were all laughing now and Tom started laughing too.

         A Toyota Hilux pulled in and two men got out. The bigger of the two was wearing a sort of cowboy hat, jeans, a red-checkered shirt, and boots. He was about thirty-five, with a neatly trimmed black beard, dark eyebrows, and blue eyes. Handsome, Tom supposed, if you liked the rugged, outdoorsy type. The second man was slightly shorter, maybe around six feet. He was older, about fifty, balding. He was lean and rangy and looked a bit menacing. His left cheek was scarred and there was an old tattoo on his neck that could possibly have been an anchor. He was wearing overalls with rubber boots and no undershirt.

         Tom looked at his watch. It was noon. “Well, folks, time to head back,” he said.

         “We haven’t seen a koala!” Olivia protested.

         “We haven’t seen anything!” Owen added.

         “We gave it our best shot. But I have to get home to work,” Tom said.

         Owen went into a complete meltdown: He was the worst dad ever. This trip sucked. Why had they even bothered coming to Australia if they weren’t going to see anything? Olivia crossed her arms, shook her head, and glowered with all her might.

         Tom looked at Heather but she was helpless in the face of this.

         “Excuse me, mates,” a voice said. It was the taller of the two men. “Couldn’t help overhearing—you kids wanna see a koala?”

         “Yes!” Olivia said.

         “Follow me,” the man said.

         The family followed him to the back of the Toyota, where, in a cage under a blanket, there was a sleeping koala.

         “Oooh! Can we hold him?” Olivia asked.

         “Nah, sorry, can’t do that,” the man said. “They’re very vulnerable to disease, and you’re Americans, I take it.”

         “Yes, from Seattle,” Tom said. “I’m Tom and this is Heather, Olivia, and Owen.”

         “I’m Matt, and this experiment gone wrong is me brother Jacko,” Matt said.

         “Hey! Watch your mouth!” Jacko snarled.

         “Where did this little guy come from?” Heather asked, gesturing to the koala.

         “We’re from across the bay there—private island—and there’s koalas bloody everywhere. And wallabies, echidnas, wombats—it’s like Jurassic bloody Park, mate,” Jacko said.

         The kids turned to their dad. “We have to go!” Olivia said.

         Tom shook his head. “Did you say private island?”

         “Yeah, sorry, no visitors,” Matt said.

         “Dad!” Owen protested and Olivia chimed in with a theatrical sigh of disbelief.

         Tom looked at them. They had had a very tough year. And he’d been so strict on this trip. Maybe a little ugly-American grease would do the trick? “Is there a ferry? We’d be willing to pay,” Tom said.

         Matt shook his head. “There is a ferry but it’s not about the money. Ma doesn’t like visitors. Dutch Island is her place, you know?”

         “How much money?” Jacko said.

         Tom had taken out three hundred bucks at the Alice Springs airport and he’d received his conference per diem of seven hundred dollars. He had close to a thousand Aussie dollars on him. He opened his wallet. “Four…five hundred bucks? Just to see, maybe take some photos? For the kids,” he said.

         “You Yanks! You can’t bloody buy everything, mate!” Matt said, shaking his head with disgust. But Jacko put his arm around Matt and led him away for a minute. The two men got into a furious discussion. The Dutch couple had come out of their van to see what was happening.

         “Dutch Island, did he say?” Hans asked.

         “If you can do nine hundred bucks, that will be three hundred each for me, Matt, and Ivan, who runs the ferry,” Jacko said. “But you’d have to be bloody fast. Just some quick photos and then off again.”

         “Nine hundred bucks! That’s crazy,” Tom protested. That was—what? Five hundred American?

         “Dad!” Owen wailed again.

         “Maybe we should just go back to Melbourne,” Heather said.

         “You’ll be missing out. It’s a very special place,” Jacko said. “Unique. Animals everywhere. We make our own electricity. Grow our own food. No phones. No taxes. No law enforcement. When was the last time we had a copper out here, Matty?”

         “Before my time,” Matt said. “But that’s not the—”

         “Koalas, birds, even some penguins,” Jacko continued.

         “Penguins, Dad!” Olivia said.

         “Six hundred is my limit,” Tom insisted.

         “If we can come too, we can chip in the difference,” Hans said.

         Matt was shaking his head this entire time but Jacko’s wolfish grin only widened. “I think we have a deal, then, mates.”
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