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      For David Engebretson (22/6/1950- 28/10/2019). You were always my cheer squad. I miss you every minute, every day.
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      Genevieve hated cruises. It was 3rd November at three o’clock, as the Australis Star sailed through the Heads with blasts of its horn and cheers from its passengers on the fourteenth deck. The Harbour Bridge and Opera House were miniature postcard portraits in the distance, as the ship entered the Tasman Sea and picked up speed towards New Zealand. Despite a sharp breeze sending infrequent gusts of spray onto the deck, it was hot and getting hotter. The bouncy voice of the young entertainment director blasted through a screeching microphone, exhorting everyone to join the SailAway dance competition, try the deck games, enter their names for Bingo or the hole in one golf competition, and treat themselves to a cocktail at one of the bars.

      Genevieve didn’t want to do any of these things.

      She didn’t want to be there, sitting on the deck trying not to hear the loud conversations of her fellow passengers, trying to empty her mind as Ella had advised. The noise made it impossible to read, and she’d moved from the sun into the shady part of the deck. It was more crowded here, and there was the smell of cigarette smoke and coconut oil, but at least the sun wasn’t pounding on the back of her head, and she could take her hat off to let her sweaty scalp breathe.

      Snatches of conversation.

      ‘Where’s your cabin?’

      ‘We took a balcony suite this time, we’re on deck seven.’

      ‘What dinner sitting are you?’

      ‘Champagne, anyone?’

      ‘Nineteen days of this, eh?’

      Genevieve saw the fattest person she’d ever seen. His wobbly flesh hung down under a black shirt as big as a tent, and he wore voluminous shorts that stopped below his knees. His calves and ankles were bloated, blotched, and dimpled with folded flesh, and his feet were squeezed painfully into cheap rubber thongs. His toenails were clean and neatly clipped. He had a boyish face, a head too small for his huge body, a tuft of light hair sticking up on his scalp, short back and sides like a little boy who’s just had a haircut. She’d seen him earlier, sitting in the lobby as people boarded, his apron of flesh slumping down around the chair. He had a perpetually eager expression, a half-smile, like a small boy eager to please. She noticed a beautiful young Chinese woman, broad flat cheekbones, and a wide smile. You’d feel safe telling her your stories, Genevieve thought.

      She felt sick. The boat was swaying now, and the sea seemed rougher. The fat man was to the left of her sight line, and he was talking to someone, smiling. His voice was light and high. He was working hard to be liked. The fat protruded out over his hips like a massive, low pregnancy.

      She thought she’d like to get to know him. She wanted to lie down, wanted to go home. She determined never to go on another cruise.

      The problem with having nothing to do, the problem with trying to shut down your mind, Genevieve thought, is that it makes room for memories. They arrive quietly at first and then attack until you will do anything to kill them. Memories you don’t want leer up at you from forgotten darknesses in your past, demanding your attention. You want to erase them as you delete redundant files on your computer, but inside your mind there is no trash bin for memories. Ella said they must be faced and traversed, that they can’t be outrun. Past mistakes, choices made in haste and regretted, cruelties inflicted on others, the shooting and its aftermath played over and over in her mind.

      One memory.

      Noah darted away from them outside the police station in Seymour, and soon after she picked him up hitchhiking on the Hume Highway, going south to Melbourne. He came reluctantly to the car, hoping, she thought, to put his parents somewhere far behind him. She waited while he slumped into the seat and waited again while he fastened his seat belt. Then she drove him to the flat. She put him to bed in that filthy room, trying to ignore the bongs, the detritus of other drugs, and the half-eaten plates of food. She hugged him, told him she loved him, and drove home, sadness a solid lump in her throat and chest.

      Two years later he left in an old van, and she spoke to him as he moved from Alice Springs, to the Pilbara, Kalgoorlie to a diamond mine in the Kimberley. He was made for that kind of life. Sitting with hardened blokes in pubs, drinking and smoking, talking too loudly, then crying on the phone because the latest girl left him. It was always the end of the world; there’d never be anyone else. Or else. ‘She was such a bitch, a psycho, Mum.’

      Then Estelle came.

      The fat man was alone now. Whoever he was trying to engage in conversation had left, and he was sitting by himself on a chair without arms, his layers of skin, like worn pillows, spilling over the sides. He still had the half smile on his face. Genevieve wanted to talk to him, but she was reticent with small talk and strangers. She stood and walked towards him, resolving if he didn’t meet her eye she would keep walking, get a coffee, find the ship’s library and something she could read.

      But he made eye contact, mopped his brow with a big white handkerchief, and smiled that bright little boy smile.

      ‘What a warm day,’ he said, looking up at the perfect blue sky and around at the sunbathers by the pool.

      The breeze lifted her hair from the back of her neck, and it felt like a caress.

      ‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘but it’s Sydney in Summer. It should be warm.’ She quailed under her own judgment. Why do you always have to be such a pretentious cow, Genevieve? She accused herself. Why not just agree, yes, it’s a warm day?

      ‘Are you doing the cruise alone?’ she asked.

      ‘I’m with a friend but he’s disappeared. I saw him talking to an attractive young woman a while ago, so yes, I’m alone at least for now. But I don’t mind. I don’t want to be the “third wheel.”’

      He made imaginary quotation marks with his fingers when he said ‘third wheel,’ and giggled as if he’d made a joke.

      ‘What about you?’

      ‘I guess I’m alone.’

      ‘You guess?’

      The high voice. He was listening.

      ‘I’m with my husband, but he’s been sick.’ She fell without thought into the lie.

      ‘He bought the cruise for me to thank me for caring for him.’

      That’s as good a reason as any, she thought.

      ‘Ah!’ He was interested now, and she was starting to like him in the hopeful way you have that someone may help you mark out the empty hours a little faster.

      ‘Let’s say I’m a competent carer, but sometimes less than gracious and occasionally resentful.’

      Why did I say that? she reprimanded herself. But it was as if she had told him she liked porridge for breakfast. It registered, but it was unremarkable.

      ‘Where is he? Your husband, I mean?’

      ‘In the cabin. He hates crowds and noise, and he needs a lot of rest. I’ll check in with him soon.’

      ‘It must be lonely for you.’

      How did he know that? Genevieve wondered. Has he also been in a long relationship whose dynamic has folded into silence?

      ‘I guess so. It’s a little lonely.’

      ‘Anyway, my name’s Thomas, Thomas McNaughton,’ the man said, reaching out a pudgy hand.

      She took it and said, ‘I’m Genevieve. Genevieve Bennet.’

      ‘Bennet, as in Pride and Prejudice?’ he asked.

      She smiled at that. He read Jane Austen too. They sat there together. When the waiter arrived Genevieve ordered a lemonade, and he a triple vanilla nut sundae with chocolate topping. She tried not to watch him eat it.
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      He was there again that evening, in the same chair on the deck, wearing an enormous yellow and purple Hawaiian shirt, the same black shorts and Velcro strapped sandals. He smelled clean, and his face shone as if he had scrubbed it. He gestured to the chair beside him, and Genevieve took it. She could make an excuse and hurry away if she felt uncomfortable. It was cooler now, and the deck was less crowded.

      ‘Nice shirt,’ she observed. ‘Thank you. I’m dressed for dinner.’ The high-pitched giggle again.

      ‘Have you…?’ they both spoke at once, then laughed awkwardly.

      ‘Have you been doing anything interesting?’ he tried again.

      ‘Unpacking. Reading. You?’

      ‘Sitting, hoping someone would come for me to talk to.’

      They were two loners on the edge of the crowd, strangers, outcasts even, drawn together in their solitude.
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      The thoughts that occupied her were of fathers deprived of their children. In the cooler evening, children played in the pool. There was a tiny girl in floaties and a big pink hat, laughing into her father’s face as he dipped her in and out of the water. Everywhere, it seemed, there were little girls with their fathers. It was as if she sought them out, always waiting for the clutch of grief in her chest and stomach, grief for her granddaughter whom she hadn’t seen for months, grief for Noah, her son, who had wanted to be with his child.

      ‘Go back to the Kimberley for a year, love,’ she’d said. ‘You know you can get work there and afterwards Estelle may have softened.’

      ‘No, Mum, you don’t get it. I want to see my daughter. I want to be her father. I don’t want to miss out on any time in her life. I’m not going away again.’

      ‘Do you have children, Thomas?’

      ‘No, unfortunately I never had the chance. Have you?’

      ‘Yes, a son and a granddaughter.’

      Had a son, she reminded herself.

      ‘Tell me about them.’

      She glanced at him sharply. Why did he need to know about her family? Was he a journalist? Writing a book about cruise ship passengers? Or just nosy? But there was nothing in his boyish face except interest.

      So she told him a little about Noah, his turbulent past, and his custody fight with the mother of his child. But she didn’t tell him the worst. Not then.

      ‘That’s a lot for you to carry, Genevieve,’ he said.

      ‘Yes, it is.’

      Again they were silent until a text pinged on her phone. It was Peter, wanting to meet for a drink and dinner. Genevieve was a little reluctant to leave Thomas. She’d enjoyed talking to him. Her words seemed to meet his soft, spongy exterior and seep into it. She found herself relaxing with him. Even the silences were restful.

      ‘Are you going to dinner?’ she asked.

      ‘I think I’ll get the waiter to bring it out here for me. I’m sure the buffet will be overcrowded and the spaces in the dining room will be too tight. Most chairs are too small for me. You’ve noticed, I’m sure, that I’m rather large. Besides, I should wait and see if my friend joins me.’

      ‘You could join me and Peter.’

      ‘Thanks anyway, Genevieve, but I’m perfectly fine here.’

      ‘What time are you going to breakfast?’ Thomas asked as she rose.

      ‘Early. I want to walk a few laps of the deck before it fills up with joggers.’

      ‘Would you care to meet around seven for a coffee?’

      He glanced at her nervously. She could see what this gesture cost him. No doubt his friendship had often been rejected. His physical presence was a distraction, an embarrassment, easily judged and criticised. But she enjoyed being with him.

      ‘Okay, see you here at seven.’
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      Sometimes, when she woke early, she could pretend for a moment that it never happened. She’d let sleep linger, putting off the second when she’d need to open her eyes, dismiss the traces of dreams, and face her new reality that Noah had gone. But this morning she was instantly awake. Through the cabin window, she admired the watermelon pink of sunrise, then dressed quickly to meet Thomas. He was sitting in the same chair on the deck. A plastic mask linked to a tube and an oxygen tank covered the lower half of his face. Of course, Genevieve realised he would struggle to breathe. Even a few steps of that massive body, driven weakly by a heart surrounded by fat, would strain his lungs.

      He indicated with his fingers. Two minutes.

      ‘Get you a coffee?’

      ‘Yes,’ he nodded.

      She brought the two coffees with milk and sugar on a tray and pulled a table over. When the coffees were ready, he took off his oxygen mask.

      ‘Are you okay?’ she asked, indicating the oxygen tank.

      ‘Yes, fine. I always wheeze a little in the mornings, and it’s compounded on the ship. My cabin’s quite a walk to the elevators, then the wait for the lift, and finding a chair that’s comfortable. I came early hoping the good ones wouldn’t be taken.’

      ‘Ah! Now, she thought, he’s giving me an opening. Does he want to talk about his obesity? But no. He had a book for her.

      ‘Did you find anything to read?’ he asked. She’d complained the day before about the sparse collection in the ship’s library.

      ‘No. Soon I’ll be down to old copies of The Lonely Planet.’

      ‘Oh dear!’ That was the way he spoke. There was something of the village parson about him, a formality that reminded Genevieve of Victorian novels. He reached into his voluminous pocket and put a book on the table in front of her. It was Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying.

      ‘Have you read it?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes, twice.’ It was one of her favourite books.

      ‘What do you think of it?’ Genevieve loved conversations about books. She thought before she responded with her views. Thomas nodded as she spoke.

      ‘I won’t lend you this copy then,’ he said, reaching for the book.

      ‘Please, I’ll read it again.’

      Suddenly, the empty days ahead had become more bearable.

      ‘It’s the word pictures in it. And that strange, backward family, full of secrets and anger.’

      He nodded at that, but paused, then spoke softly, almost a whisper.

      ‘There are families like that in Australia, too.’

      ‘How do you mean? Rural families as in the book?’

      ‘No, secretive families, families at the edge. Families with strange ways of living.’

      ‘Do you mean communes? Communities trying to get back to nature?’ Genevieve prompted.

      ‘More sinister than that. There are secretive cults, weird religious groups. They appear in the media occasionally.’

      ‘Like Jonestown?’

      ‘Ah, that was an extreme example. But even in our seemingly benign, secular nation they exist.’

      Not sure where the conversation was going, Genevieve nodded but was silent for a few moments.

      Then he said: ‘I grew up in one of those groups.’

      She’d only known him for a day, and it seemed early in their friendship for such confidences, but here they were, two lonely people with a day to fill. He wanted to tell her, so she didn’t interrupt.

      ‘My family belonged to a quasi-Christian evangelical cult. About thirty families lived together in a rural area in one community. They believed all other Christian groups had lost their way, that they were the only path to salvation. They saw themselves as a righteous subculture that would bring about the destruction of the old world and the birth of the new.’ As he often did, he used his fingers to show quotation marks around righteous subculture.

      ‘Evangelical?’ Genevieve asked.

      ‘Yes, dancing and singing in the Lord. Speaking in tongues. A literal approach to the words of the Bible. Obligatory prayer and testimony.’ The quotation marks were there again with the world testimony.

      ‘What do you mean by testimony?’

      ‘Witnessing to your thoughts and struggles before the community, when called upon by the leaders. Confessing your sins in public.’

      Genevieve was interested now.

      ‘Was it a recognised denomination?’ she asked.

      ‘No. None of the regular Christian denominations were trusted. It’s a very structured community. The leader is called The Prophet, and he has complete power. Under him are the acolytes. There are twelve of them, based on the twelve apostles in the New Testament. They’re all celibate and take orders from The Prophet. They lead the worship and call members of the community for public testimony when they’ve done something wrong.’

      Laughter and shouts rang across the deck from the right, as a couple entered the steaming hot tub. Thomas stopped and smiled in their direction.

      ‘Public admission of faults? How barbaric. What are the consequences once they admit the transgression?’ Genevieve asked.

      ‘The sinner is given the “silent treatment”, excluded from community activities, for a period.’

      ‘So The Prophet and the acolytes. Where do families like yours fit in?’

      ‘At the bottom of the ladder. They live close to each other and the males work “in the world” to financially support the community. Some boys in the families are selected to train to be acolytes.’ He paused, as if he had already told her too much.

      ‘Who selects the boys to be celibate acolytes?’

      ‘The Prophet, of course. He is the one and only decision maker. The boys are identified young and given to understand they are privileged.’

      ‘Does the boy have any say in it?’ Genevieve asked.

      ‘Try to imagine. Any boy selected by The Prophet is the pride and joy of his family. If he rejects the call The Prophet has told him he has, he is a sinner. No boy would ever reject it.’

      All of this sounded abhorrent to Genevieve, who had always taken a broad approach to religion and spirituality.

      ‘What was life like within your family?’ she asked.

      ‘Well, most of the families were large, because we were going to begin a new kingdom on earth, so they had to produce future members of this kingdom. It was very insular. We were only allowed to mix with the children of the families in the community and then segregated by gender. There was no school.’

      ‘No school at all? That’s against the law.’

      ‘We were home schooled after a fashion,’ he said. ‘The only regular instruction was in the Bible, of which we learned whole slabs by heart. I’m an expert on that.’ He smiled at her with the smile of a charming boy.

      ‘But you’re articulate and well read.’

      ‘Thank you. That came later. My teenage years were agony. I was a dumb, seething mess of contradictions. Fidelity to the community, hatred of it, guilt, longing to be free but afraid of freedom. Puzzled by girls and tormented by them. Aware they were taboo.’

      ‘A controlled and repressed family life?’

      ‘Yes, but not just for me. My sisters had to wear long dresses, no skin showing, and veils in prayer and testimony. Sexual purity was everything. The devil, they told us, would do anything to lead young people into sexual sin. I was the only boy in my family, and if I was angry, I can’t imagine how my sisters felt. There was no opportunity for them except marriage. At least they expected me to find an occupation “compatible with the faith.”

      ‘What occupation did you find?’

      ‘You can probably guess. When I was sixteen, I took up the only occupation my parents would approve.’

      ‘What was that Thomas?’

      ‘I obeyed The Prophet when he told my parents God had chosen me to be an acolyte.’

      ‘How did you feel about that? Is that what you wanted? ’

      ‘I didn’t know what I wanted. I wanted to obey The Prophet. I wanted my parents to be proud of me. I wanted to be somebody, in my own eyes and in the eyes of the community. I wanted to stop thinking about girls.’

      ‘Did you think being an acolyte would solve the girl problem?’ Genevieve asked.

      ‘I did, but I was wrong.’
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      Some days, the pain and fear were worse than others. Some days her heart hammered so hard in her chest it was a physical pain. On other days she was filled with a deep exhaustion, but still lay awake for most of the night, sweating and tossing, but dreading the dreams that came with sleep. Dreading even more the moment of waking, when the dark curtain closed around her again.

      ‘It will be like that for some time,’ Ella said. ‘You won’t get over this quickly. Post-traumatic stress affects everyone in different ways, but it disrupts life for months, even years. You have a double burden of grief–a terrible loss, and the stress of being involved in such a traumatic event. You need to be patient with yourself.’

      ‘But there must be something I can do to blot out the memories. Something to help me with the sadness. Please, Ella give me something to dull it.’

      Ella took Genevieve’s hands in both of hers.

      ‘You can’t stop the sadness coming and you can’t stop the memories,’ she said, ‘but you can do things to reduce their power over you.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘By giving yourself joyful things to do, things you can look forward to: a wonderful book, a film, a day by the sea, a delicious meal, a holiday. Things to take your mind off what happened even for a few hours: a cruise, a long walk, a weekend retreat.’

      Genevieve and Peter hadn’t talked about the shooting for months. His descent into silence about it had been gradual, even unnoticeable at first. He stepped around the topic and soon refused to acknowledge it at all. But after that session with Ella, Genevieve talked to him about taking a holiday, and it was he who booked the cruise. It would not have been her choice, but there must have been a point where he suggested it and she agreed.

      She saw now that the timing was bad. Peter was withdrawn, and she was still too numb to care whether or not she went. But here they were, on a cruise ship full of two thousand people sailing to New Zealand, then French Polynesia, and finally Honolulu, he with his avoidance mechanisms, sense of failure, and buried grief, and she with trauma seeming to reverberate in every cell of her body.

      She tried to take Ella’s advice.

      She’d listed them mentally that morning to stave off the blackness that came with waking: the first strong, rich coffee of the day; the sun on her face as she circled the walking track; lunch at an elegant table with a starched white cloth and napkins; a massage; a book that gripped her with beautiful words, and now talking with Thomas, her large companion of the deck, with all a new friendship promises.

      She found him that afternoon in the same place, she with his tattered copy of As I Lay Dying and he with a new book, an author she’d never heard of. It was science fiction, futuristic literature, he said. She’d never been attracted to the genre so didn’t ask for details. They talked about the ship’s food offerings, pondered the shore excursions, and as they settled into conversation, she asked him to tell her more about his life in the cult.

      ‘Did you have to train to be an acolyte?’

      ‘Yes, for two years. But you wouldn’t call it training. I’d grown up brainwashed, but this took the brainwashing to another level. There was a lot about celibacy, about sin, about the devil, about the role of the community in purifying the world. About how The Prophet was God’s only true representative.’

      ‘This happened when you were sixteen up to eighteen? Did you find the training difficult?’

      ‘No. I’d learned to be obedient, you see, and I had internalised it was wrong to ask questions. It was after I was anointed as an acolyte and I was “ministering” to the community that the problems began.’

      ‘Are you still in the community?’

      ‘No, The Prophet dispensed with my services. So here I am. Not an acolyte, not in the community, not anything. I am…adrift.’
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      The next morning as she walked laps of the deck, Genevieve noticed a queue forming at the entrance to an attraction called Stargazer. It reminded her of children’s illustrations of alien spaceships. It was a single, bulging cocoon, shaped like the carriages of a Ferris wheel but bigger, with room for ten people to stand. There were spare spaces in the ride that was about to start, so she climbed the stairs with other passengers and entered the cocoon, gripping the railings as it rose high above the deck. Slowly it made the vertigo-inducing climb of three hundred metres until Genevieve thought it couldn’t possibly go any higher. The entire fourteenth and fifteenth decks were spread out below. There were the pools and spas with people already basking in the warm water, the children’s playground, groups around tables eating breakfast, and others talking, reading, or watching the parade of other passengers. She took the obligatory photos, all the time wondering if she could persuade Thomas to take the ride with her.

      He was not in his usual seat in the mild morning sun. She pushed away the tug of disappointment, and later sat alone with a coffee, staring at the flat sea and the passing passengers, trying to quieten the familiar fluttering in her gut. In the week before they had left for the cruise, in preparation Genevieve asked Ella if it would get easier, if the agony would end. Ella replied it would become a different kind of pain, one she’d grow familiar with, one that wouldn’t jump out at her from around corners.

      ‘So that’s all I have?’ she challenged.

      ‘That…and life…the rest of your life, with all the possibilities it may bring.’

      

      He was there before noon. He wore a crisp, checked shirt, white shorts, and his bloated feet were bare. He held a thick book with a large bookmark protruding from it. Genevieve had come to the deck to read by the pool, resigned not to meet with him today. They smiled, pleased to see each other. Genevieve told him about the Stargazer, and he listened with interest. However, when she suggested that he might take the ride with her, he shuddered and shook his head.

      ‘Ah, no, Genevieve, I would be sure to cause a shorting of the engine, or at the very least displace four other passengers. Besides, I’m afraid of heights.’

      He refers to his weight often, she realised. Was it in defence against the same slights being made snidely or even openly by others?

      They were silent together for a time, Thomas opening his book and holding the pages down against the light breeze, and Genevieve trying to focus on hers, but wanting to talk.

      ‘You’re something of an isolate, I think,’ Thomas ventured, his large right hand still resting on the open pages of the book.

      ‘I’ve become that way,’ she agreed with caution. She wanted to tell him at least a little of it.

      ‘I’m recovering from a trauma. So is Peter, my husband—recovering from the same trauma I mean—but we’re doing it in different ways.’

      ‘I’m sorry. Tell me if it’s none of my business.’

      ‘Something happened six months ago.’ Would she say it? Tell this stranger what happened?

      ‘There was a violent death, a killing, a murder really, in our family.’

      The words were finally between them, unable to return. She said them calmly, as if rehearsing for a play, but they were the crest of a wave whose force still shook her for full minutes at a time.

      Sometimes, she’d learned, when you tell people about a terrible grief, they become afraid, as if it’s contagious; or they express vague condolences and quickly remember somewhere else they need to be. Others change the subject, as if small talk and chatter will rub the pain away. A very few others allow you to pour your grief out and over them. They take and hold it. They don’t deflect it with platitudes. They respect the grief. Thomas was one of these.

      ‘How dreadful, Genevieve,’ he responded. ‘Please don’t think you have to tell me, but I’m a good listener if you want to talk.’

      The high voice. The dignified phrases. Yes, there is something of the pastor about you, she thought.

      ‘Thank you.’ she turned her face away, hoping the tears wouldn’t come.

      ‘Sometimes I can talk about it for a time. It was Noah, our son. Do you remember I told you about him when we first met?’

      ‘Yes, I recall that.’ He closed his book and put it down on the deck at his feet. ‘You told me about Noah as a teenager, then about his work in the outback. Did you see him after that? Did he settle down?’

      ‘Yes, he came home to Melbourne, to us. He was with a woman. They were in love and she was expecting their child, our grandchild.’

      Thomas nodded, encouraging her.

      ‘We helped them find a house, and Noah took work with a mining equipment company. Occasionally, he needed to go back to the Kimberley for a week or two at a time, but Estelle was self-sufficient. She planned for the baby as if it were her life’s work.’

      Thomas laughed at that. ‘Women amaze me,’ he said.

      The memories came in waves: the day she and Estelle went together to buy the baby’s cradle; the day Genevieve gave Estelle the white rug her mother had knitted, and in which she had wrapped Noah when he was born; the day Estelle showed Genevieve and Peter the inter-uterine photo, the tiny starfish hands already there; the day Estelle took Genevieve’s hand and held it to her stretched womb and the first fluttering kick; the day she told them she knew the gender of the baby, but she and Noah wanted to keep it a secret; how she and Peter agreed and said they would wait for the baby with them.

      Anna.

      Genevieve remembered the small arms tight around her neck, the perfect little body, and Anna’s irrepressible personality driving her from one new experience to another: at the beach, the way sand was fine and soft sometimes, but sticky when wet; the wind blowing her hair in her face; the taste of ice cream; the wonder of their small dog trying to escape her caresses. The world was a marvel. Every word learned gave her a new hold on the mystery. Happiness was to have a morning to play with her, take her to the park where every swing was irresistible, and watch the miracle of water running from bucket to sand.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she began. ‘Excuse me, Thomas. I want to talk about it, but I can’t right now. Every time I think I can approach it, something shuts down. I miss them so much. Noah, and… and Anna.’

      ‘Let’s be quiet for a while.’ He picked up his book again and seemed to settle his huge bulk into the chair. They were so still, they might have seemed like statues to other passengers–he the colossal fat man, perched on a chair that seemed to groan under his weight, and she, the sad, middle-aged woman, apparently absorbed in her book.
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