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  1




  CHRIS BAXTER STOOD IN line, holding his boarding pass and listening to the Australian accents of the other passengers as they

  made their way towards the Qantas flight that would take them from Los Angeles to Sydney. As he moved through the business class boarding entrance on this last leg of his journey home, he felt a

  sense of loss and sadness at leaving behind a country he was only just beginning to understand.




  He’d arrived in Washington DC three years ago from his previous assignment in London. He’d enjoyed his time in the British capital, especially living near his sister, Kate. Arriving

  in the States, he had expected to find familiarity and egalitarianism, but instead he’d discovered a land of more complexity and contradiction than he could ever have imagined. From the silly

  and superficial to the talented and brilliant, from the liberal and tolerant to conservative fundamentalist, from the generous and open-hearted to the tight-lipped and mean-spirited, from the poor,

  marginalised and uneducated to the bigots, bureaucrats and brains, America was the ultimate jigsaw puzzle, a land seemingly made up of dozens of different countries. He’d loved every moment

  of his assignment as a foreign correspondent and was disappointed that the Australian newspaper he worked for had decided not to extend his term.




  He smiled at the flight attendant standing at the door of the plane and showed him his boarding pass.




  ‘Good evening, Mr Baxter. Upstairs on your right. I like the jacket,’ the flight attendant said, indicating Chris’s well-worn Schott leather jacket.




  ‘A souvenir,’ Chris replied.




  ‘And the Harley? Is it in the hold?’




  ‘Afraid not,’ replied Chris with a rueful smile.




  ‘Well, you have got the look if not the accent,’ said the flight attendant before turning to greet the next passenger.




  Chris settled his lanky frame into his seat, hoping no one would sit beside him. It had been a long while since he’d flown business class. Trinity Press didn’t stretch to such

  extravagances these days, but he’d used his frequent flyer points to upgrade for the long-haul flight.




  ‘A drink, Mr Baxter?’ asked an attractive flight attendant, pausing in the aisle beside him.




  ‘I’ll take the champagne, thanks.’




  ‘Have you enjoyed your time in the US?’




  ‘Yes, I’ve been working there as a journalist for three years. I’m heading back home now for a bit of a break. Looking forward to spending time with my daughter. She’s

  growing up so quickly.’ The flight attendant nodded and smiled understandingly. She poured a glass of champagne and placed it neatly on a napkin in front of him.




  ‘And then you’ll be back?’




  ‘Actually, I’ve finished up in America.’




  ‘That’s a pity. Are you going to stay in Australia?’




  He shook his head. ‘I’m not sure. I might end up somewhere in Asia.’




  ‘Well, enjoy your drink. Champagne always feels like a celebration, doesn’t it? I’ll be back with the dinner menu shortly.’




  It didn’t feel like a celebration. Chris sighed and ran his hand through his thick hair. While he was looking forward to seeing his daughter and his mother, he still thought about all that

  he was leaving behind. As Washington DC was the political hub of the world he had relished his political assignments. But he’d also had a knack for finding off-beat stories and, whenever

  he’d had the chance, which was not as frequently as he would have liked, he’d headed out on the road in his five-year-old Lexus to track them down. Over time he had managed to cover

  conventions, rallies, quirky beauty pageants, agriculture events, rodeos, disasters, and life in city slums as well as rural and suburban small-town USA, which, for him, made up the fabric of

  modern America. He’d enjoyed the experiences, as they had given him a much deeper insight into the country and these stories had proved to be popular with Australian readers.




  But even as he regretted leaving the States, Chris knew that no matter what sources he’d found and contacts he’d made there, he remained an outsider, for the foreign press corps

  never had the advantages of local media on home turf. And while he had made American friendships and socialised with his colleagues as well as members of the international press corps, his nomadic

  life had meant he hadn’t fostered deep relationships. He guessed that some of the women in his circle had been attracted to him but his work had precluded his making any lasting connections.

  And after a painful and expensive divorce some years ago, he had no intention of leaping into another commitment any time soon.




  Chris finished his champagne and kicked off his shoes, glad the seat beside him remained empty. In the oasis of the upstairs cabin he pulled out his book, but when a flight attendant came by

  with magazines and newspapers he put it aside and asked for a copy of The Economist and The Wall Street Journal.




  He quickly became absorbed in a lengthy article on the continuing Middle East negotiations as the plane began to taxi along the runway, then he leaned back and closed his eyes as the lights of

  Los Angeles airport shrank below him.




  As the plane began to level out, Chris’s thoughts turned to his fourteen-year-old daughter, Megan, and he realised how much he was looking forward to spending time with her. He

  hadn’t seen her since his last trip home nearly twelve months ago. He followed Megan on her Facebook page – where he learned more about her than in the emails they exchanged – and

  they Skyped each other as often as they could. As far as he could tell, Megan seemed to be going through a phase in which she swung between behaving like a ten-year-old one minute and a

  twenty-year-old the next. As much as he loved his daughter, he had some sympathy for his ex-wife, Jill. Living with a teenager would not be a stroll in the park. Megan was coming to stay with him a

  few days after he got back. He made up his mind that he would take Megan somewhere special, just the two of them. Smiling to himself, he returned to his magazine and the eternal problems of the

  Middle East.




  He had nearly finished reading the magazines when the flight attendant put a linen placemat on his tray table and offered to top up his champagne.




  ‘I think I’d like to switch to a good red. What Australian wines do you have?’ he asked.




  She handed him the dinner menu. ‘We have Coonawarra and Hunter Valley reds. The main course is lobster or duck.’




  ‘Hard choices,’ he said, smiling. ‘Thank you. I’ll go for the Hunter Shiraz, and the duck sounds good.’




  After the delicious meal, he leaned back and closed his eyes, enjoying the luxury of stretching out his long legs along the extended seat. Enjoy the next few hours in limboland, he told

  himself.




  Although he had some leave up his sleeve, Chris was curious as to what plans Trinity Press had for him. He knew that when he returned to work, he’d probably hit the ground running. The

  Bangkok office was up for grabs, and he was fairly sure that it would be offered to him. He thought he’d like that, but he also knew that he wasn’t fussy; as long as the destination was

  abroad, he’d go anywhere.




  He slept well on the flight, in as near to a horizontal position as he could achieve with his long limbs and, refreshed and enjoying a coffee after breakfast, he watched the sunrise as the plane

  made its approach into Sydney. The sight of the morning light gleaming on the sails of the Opera House, and the arms of the two headlands embracing the magnificent harbour with its bridge

  connecting the two sides of the city, reminded him again what a seductive city Sydney was.




  Once he had cleared customs and immigration, he caught a taxi to his tiny apartment, which was in a three-storey building on a narrow street in Neutral Bay, within walking distance of the

  Neutral Bay Wharf. The tenant, whose rent had helped pay the mortgage on the one-bedroom unit, had vacated it some days before, and the place looked clean, if somewhat impersonal.




  A couple of hours later, after he’d unpacked his suitcases, he walked up to Military Road. He was pleased to see that some of his favourite shops were still in business and he went into

  the supermarket for some basic provisions. Shopping finished, he sat at an outdoor table of a small coffee shop which served excellent espresso. With the sun warming his back and a fresh light

  breeze ruffling his hair, he admitted to himself that he was glad to be home.




   




  *




  The following Saturday, Chris grinned broadly as Megan walked towards him from the Neutral Bay bus stop. He saw how she’d grown taller and realised that her body was

  filling out. She was carrying a large backpack and wearing baggy floral shorts and a midriff top, earphones around her neck, black lace canvas sneakers minus the laces and, as she got closer, he

  could see daisies glued to her fingernails. Her brown hair with its natural coppery highlights was twisted into a side French braid. She was wearing pale lip gloss and eye shadow. Megan had a

  slightly quirky look which was fresh and appealing. He held out his arms and she gave him a big hug. Chris held her tight and affectionately kissed the top of her head.




  ‘Hi, Dad,’ said Megan, her bright eyes shining.




  ‘How’s my girl?’




  ‘Good. Are we going to have something to eat? I’m starving.’




  ‘If you like,’ he said, taking her bag and guiding her down the street towards a café. ‘Sorry that you had to get the bus to Neutral Bay. It’s a bit of a long haul

  from Newport, but I haven’t got a car yet. Once I get settled, maybe you could help me buy one.’




  ‘That would be cool, Dad,’ said Megan as they stopped in front of the café.




  ‘This coffee shop is pretty good for food. Will it do?’ Megan nodded and they went inside and ordered a coffee for Chris and some salmon sushi and a fruit smoothie for Megan. Taking

  a seat, Chris smiled again at his daughter. She had changed but she was still his little girl. Their orders arrived promptly and Megan tucked in with gusto.




  ‘Have a piece of sushi, Dad, it’s really good,’ said Megan as her father sipped his coffee.




  ‘Okay, thanks. I like your outfit. I’m a bit out of date with your taste in clothes these days. Does your mother buy things for you, or do you pick them out yourself?’




  She wrinkled her nose. ‘No, Mum hardly ever buys clothes for me. We have veeery different ideas. I shop with my girlfriends when I’ve saved enough pocket money. If Mum comes

  with me it usually ends up in an argument. I wouldn’t be seen dead in some of the things she thinks are appropriate,’ she said with an elaborate sigh.




  Having put a toe in the water, Chris ventured in deeper. ‘So how are you and your mum getting on? Have things calmed down since the wedding?’




  Megan shrugged her shoulders and said wearily, ‘No. Oscar and Ned drive me crazy. Mum is trying to be so nice to them, but I can tell they’re driving her nuts, too. The boys are

  really messy, so Mum makes me keep my things tidy. She uses me as an example and makes a big show about how perfect my room is, but I hate them even looking in my space. The boys don’t like

  me, and I feel the same about them. And I have to help clear up the kitchen and do other jobs to show them what they’re supposed to do, but really they think cleaning is a girl thing. I

  don’t think it’s very fair.’




  ‘Well, the twins are only, what? Eight? Ten? Doesn’t their father insist they help? Put the rubbish out or something?’ said Chris, frowning.




  ‘No way!’ said Megan, taking another bite of sushi. ‘And would you believe Trevor has the cheek to ask me to fetch things for him? I’m not his servant. Dad, it’s

  awful. I hate it.’




  ‘Whoa, calm down,’ said Chris, placing his hand on her arm. ‘Look, this is a big adjustment for all of you. I know it’s not easy, sweetie, but if your mother is happy and

  this is what she’s chosen for her life, you have to try to be happy for her. Support her.’




  Megan stared at him as if he had just spoken in Swahili. ‘Dad. C’mon. Think about it. Trevor Franks is a sitcom joke of a stepfather with two spoiled, stupid brat sons. It’s a

  teenager’s worst nightmare. My own horror show. This is Mum’s new life. Not mine. I didn’t get any say in it.’




  ‘Sweetie, your mother discussed marrying Trevor with you,’ said Chris gently. ‘She talked to me about it. She wants you all to be part of a proper family, especially as

  I’m away so much. And the boys are included in that. Maybe they’re as unhappy about this adjustment as you are.’




  ‘They’re not unhappy. They have each other and they can make my life hell. Why would they be unhappy?’ Megan gave him a thunderous look.




  Chris was at a loss as to how to deal with this outburst but managed to say, ‘Listen, Megan, sweetheart, give it a chance. Not everything can be bad. Now that I’m back, at least for

  a while, you can come and spend weekends with me. I know my place is very small and you’ll have to sleep on the sofa, or I will. But it’s only for a night or two at a time. And you

  still like school and you seem to have a busy social life, don’t you?’




  ‘I’d die without my girlfriends.’




  Chris suppressed a smile. ‘Well, it’s great you have such good mates.’




  ‘You have to meet Ruby. Can she come over to your place sometime, please?’ said Megan, a more cheerful note entering her voice.




  ‘Is she your bestie?’




  Megan laughed. ‘Are you trying to keep up with the lingo, Dad? Not easy, ’cause it changes every week. Some new word comes out.’




  ‘It’s all a foreign language to me, honey. I’m just going inside to get a glass of water. Can I get you one, too?’




  When Chris returned with two glasses of water and put them on the table, Megan looked up from her phone.




  ‘Texting a friend?’ her father asked.




  ‘Yes, Ruby.’ She held up the phone. ‘Chilling with my dad. Don’t think he knows he’s still got the looks. Some grey hairs starting. LOL. He wears bad American

  shirts. Wants to meet you.’




  ‘Cheeky possum. I like my Yank shirt.’ Chris laughed, but he was pleased that Megan wanted to share her friends with him.




  When they were finished they went back to Chris’s flat for the afternoon. Chris checked his email on his laptop on the dining room table. He’d got in touch with his old friends and

  colleagues telling them he was back in Australia waiting for his next assignment and fishing around for news and gossip about the local media scene. Megan lolled on the sofa listening to the

  Thundamentals on her iPod while updating her four closest girlfriends with the details of what had happened so far that day on her smart phone.




  A couple of hours later, Chris tapped her on the shoulder. ‘Can you hear me? Where do you want to go for dinner? What sort of food would you like?’




  Megan pulled the earphones from her ears. ‘Dinner? I’m easy. What do you like?’




  ‘I’d like some good Asian. How about we go to Chinatown?’




  ‘That sounds really cool. I’ve never been there. Way too far from Newport. I’ll go and change.’




  Chris was pleasantly surprised when Megan emerged from the bedroom dressed in a short cotton floral dress. She’d paid a lot of attention to her hairdo and accessories. However, Chris was a

  bit startled that she had completed the outfit with a pair of multi-coloured basketball shoes.




  ‘You look lovely, except perhaps for the shoes. What happened to sandals?’




  ‘Dad, these are Converse! They call them Chuckies after the basketball player. Anyway, sandals are so, so . . . sixties.’




  ‘Got it,’ said Chris humbly. ‘You look terrific.’




  They trawled through Chinatown, deciding which restaurant looked good. The narrow streets were crowded, full of people enjoying themselves.




  ‘I love the palace places with all the red and gold,’ Megan commented.




  ‘Okay. You choose.’




  Chris followed his daughter up the stairs of one of the large restaurants and into an immense room already filled with families chattering in Cantonese. As they were shown to a table, they

  dodged teams of waiters carrying huge trays of dishes with appetising aromas. Taking their seats, Megan’s eyes popped as she leafed through the lengthy menu.




  ‘Dad, this menu is huge. There are pages and pages.’




  ‘What would you like to do, Megan? Have a dish for yourself, or share dishes with me?’




  ‘I’d like to share.’




  She took her time choosing the dishes she wanted and when they ordered the food she asked for a Sprite, eschewing the jasmine tea.




  Chris leaned his chin on his hand and studied her. ‘So, Megan. What’s next?’




  ‘You mean at school? What do I want to do with my life? Boyfriends? Or Mum and Trevor?’




  ‘Boyfriends? Do you have one? Someone special?’ Chris asked, his eyebrows raised.




  She smiled at him. ‘Chill, Dad. I’m just tuning.’




  ‘Translation, please.’




  ‘Tuning is like a flirtationship. Sort of just having someone to flirt with. A bit more than a friend, but not a relationship.’




  ‘So are you tuning with anyone special?’




  ‘Not at the moment, no one that’s serious.’




  ‘And school is fine? I know from your reports that you’re a hard worker. Have you given any thought to what you want to do in your final years? I don’t expect you to have any

  clues about a career at this stage, unless there’s something that really grabs you. Sometimes it’s good to try different things.’




  ‘I tell everyone who asks that I just want to be happy. They like to hear that. Sometimes I say that I want to be a lawyer, but I don’t.’




  Chris chuckled and shook his head. ‘I hated being asked that, too. The other question I hated was, “What’s your favourite subject?”’




  ‘Easy. Commerce.’




  ‘Really?’ He was surprised.




  Then Megan asked, ‘Can you come to my next school parents’ night? I hate Trevor coming along, even though Mum does all the talking.’




  ‘Sure, honey. I’d like to meet your teachers. I’m glad that you like school. It’s meant to be one of the best girls’ schools in the area.’




  ‘It’s a great school. Everyone is fantastic. It’s just a long trip each day from Newport, but I can hang out with my friends and talk about things on the bus.’




  ‘And you like that it’s only girls? You wouldn’t rather change to a co-ed school that’s a bit closer to home?’




  Megan shook her head. ‘No way, Dad. One of my girlfriends goes to a mixed school and I can see the pros and cons, but I like where I am better.’




  ‘Why is that?’




  ‘She says the girls don’t want to show that they’re smart and be seen as geeky by getting high science marks or whatever. I think you can take more risks if it’s just

  girls. Who wants to fail or look stupid in front of the boys in the class? And my friend says that if you date a boy from school and then it crashes, everyone knows and it’s a big deal.

  It’s good to learn to get along with guys as friends, which would be one good thing about co-ed, but I like all-girl classes. Anyway, we do things like dances at St Peter’s, and we put

  on shows with the boys. We’re going to do a combined musical this year as a fundraiser for a school in Myanmar.’




  ‘Are you in this show?’




  ‘Not out the front, but I’m doing backstage stuff, and helping out. I haven’t found my true talent yet.’ She smiled.




  As their first dish arrived, Chris thought, and not for the first time, that Megan was a delight. He was pleased that she seemed so level-headed and he knew that she was very intelligent. Jill

  had done a good job in raising her. It was just a shame that Megan’s life had become so complicated lately.




  ‘Want some noodles?’ he asked.




  ‘Wow, all this food looks amazing. Nothing like our local Chinese.’ After loading up her plate, Megan continued chatting.




  ‘Dad, did you always want to be a foreign correspondent?’




  Chris thought for a moment. ‘Well, being a journalist came first, then my ambition was to become a foreign correspondent but it took a process of elimination to get there. It goes back to

  my love of books and reading and being interested in communications, I think. I used to write and make up my own newspaper when I was six or seven and take it around the neighbourhood. Your

  grandparents were news fanatics, especially your grandfather. Had the radio on all the time, and when the TV news came on, not a word could be spoken. I guess their interest in what was going on in

  the world rubbed off on me.’




  ‘Dad, I think it’s really cool that you’re a foreign correspondent. It’s great when I see your name in the paper. I tell all my friends.’




  ‘That’s very nice to hear.’




  ‘Yes, they all think you sound very cool. Dad, who were the most important people you met in America?’




  ‘I didn’t really get a chance to meet that many,’ admitted Chris. ‘Foreign correspondents are regarded by the local press as blow-ins and it’s not easy to trespass

  on their patch, but when the Australian Prime Minister was in town, I could get a pass to attend any joint press conferences they had with the President at the White House.’




  ‘Wow! Did you meet President Obama?’




  ‘No, I’m not nearly important enough. I was just in the same room.’ Chris smiled.




  ‘That is amazing. He is such a cool dude.’




  ‘I’m glad you think so. Another “cool dude” I did interview, one on one, was Hillary Clinton.’




  Megan stared at him. ‘No way. Wait till I tell everyone at school about that. How come?’




  ‘She let me conduct an hour-long interview with her. It took months to set up and I didn’t think that it would come off, but I did it just before I came back. The story will be in

  the paper’s weekend magazine in a couple of weeks.’




  ‘Fantastic.’




  The next lot of dishes arrived and Chris picked up a piece of fried duck with his chopsticks.




  ‘Tell me, have you spoken to Bunny recently?’




  Megan tried to follow Chris’s chopsticks style but with only partial success as she manoeuvred a piece of duck into her bowl. ‘We talk on the phone all the time. And she’s even

  learned to text and she follows me on Facebook. She came down for my birthday a few months ago. When are you going up to visit her? I bet she wants to see you.’




  ‘Yes, the feeling’s mutual. I’ll go up to see your grandmother as soon as I can. What about Trevor’s family, do you get on with them?’




  Megan pulled a face. ‘God, no! His mother is a dragon and his father’s a bogan. Even Mum doesn’t encourage family get-togethers.’




  ‘I’m sure everything will work out. Just give it time.’




  ‘That’s easy for you to say. I’m under the same roof as them. I so hate it when Mum introduces those brats as my stepbrothers.’




  ‘The school holidays can’t be far off. What say we trundle up to Neverend and visit your grandmother then?’




  ‘Yeah, that’d be pretty cool. I love visiting Bunny.’




  ‘I’ll raise it with your mother, but I can’t see that a visit to your grandmother’s would be an issue.’




  ‘It’s nice having you home, Dad,’ said Megan after a pause.




  Chris’s heart twisted. He was glad to be home and to spend time with his daughter and he was looking forward to visiting his mother in the house where he’d grown up. These were the

  two people he loved most. But he felt a twinge of guilt, because he knew that what he wanted more than anything was another overseas posting. His job as a foreign correspondent was busy,

  fascinating and stimulating. It was the job that he had always dreamed of doing. He reached over and touched Megan’s hand. ‘It’s nice to be with you, too,’ he said.




   




  *




  The next afternoon, Chris and Megan walked up to the bus stop so that she could get the bus back home to Newport.




  ‘Sorry about not being able to drive you. Do you think that you could come here next weekend and the two of us could go car shopping? You could give me your input as to which you think

  would be suitable.’




  ‘Really? That would be great. I promise I’ll get all my homework done before Saturday, so I can spend the whole weekend with you. See you, Dad.’ She hugged him and stepped onto

  the bus.




  As he waved to her and the bus moved along Military Road, Chris reflected on his weekend with Megan. It had been a lot of fun. He was interested in her thoughts, and he enjoyed the ease of her

  company. She wasn’t demanding because she constantly entertained herself with Snapchat and Instagram and whatever other apps she had on her beloved purple phone. He was touched that she was

  interested in and proud of what he did, but he could also see that Megan’s life had become difficult in his absence. Acquiring an instant family when she had been used to being an only child

  had not been easy for her, and Chris could empathise with her struggle to cope with these changes.




  Walking back to his apartment, he thought of the years since his divorce and how he had come to treasure his own space. He liked just pleasing himself and not having to fit in with anyone else.

  He looked forward to a quiet drink in the evening to digest the hurly-burly of the day and appreciated not having to socialise if he didn’t want to. He liked to return to the serenity of his

  apartment and listen to music, or watch his favourite TV programmes. He suspected he had a reputation as a bit of a loner, but that didn’t worry him. When he did seek company it was to feed

  his curiosity, to discuss current events, ideas and off-beat news, but generally he was content to be on his own. That said, next weekend he would enjoy taking Megan out to look for a new car. It

  would be fun to decide on one together.




   




  *




  A couple of days later, before he was due to report back to the office, Chris decided that he’d look up his old friend and mentor Sam McPhee, who had been his first news

  editor when he had started out. Even though he was now retired, Mac (as everyone called him) always knew what was going on in the newspaper business and it would be good to catch up.




  In a quiet corner of the Black Swan, known to the journos who frequented it as the Mucky Duck, Chris put a schooner of beer in front of Mac and a light lager on the table for himself.




  Mac lifted his glass. ‘Cheers, Chris. Good to see you.’




  ‘Cheers, Mac. Good to be back, for a while at least.’




  The balding former news editor wiped his ginger moustache. ‘Have you been into the office yet?’ he asked.




  Chris settled back in his chair. ‘No. I’ve still got some leave and I wanted a little down time to get the feel of things again. I’ve spent a bit of one-on-one with my

  daughter. Do you remember Megan?’




  ‘How old is she now?’




  ‘She see-saws between fourteen and twenty. She looks her age, but sometimes comes across as so much older. Doesn’t seem to have discovered boys too seriously at this stage, thank

  heavens. What were you doing when you were fourteen?’




  ‘Trying out for the local cricket team. Didn’t know girls existed.’




  ‘Megan seems to be on her mobile phone all the time, mainly texting her friends. I suppose that’s the norm these days for teenagers.’




  ‘This generation is going to forget how to speak to each other, but I have to admit that mobile phones are bloody handy things if you’re a journalist. So, what’s your

  plan?’ Mac raised an eyebrow.




  ‘I’ve heard a few rumours, but I’m pretty sure I’ll get another overseas post. Bangkok is coming up.’




  Mac sipped his beer. ‘Is that what you want? I suppose overseas postings are easier for you than for a family man. Not as many complications.’




  ‘I want to cover stories that have some meat and for me that means being a foreign correspondent, but I know that newspapers are struggling. A lot have folded in the States. Hell, The

  Washington Post has been bought by Jeff Bezos, Amazon’s CEO, for a song, just because he wants to keep the great paper going. So, Mac, I want to find out what you’ve heard about

  the local scene, and especially what’s happening with Trinity Press. How’s it really travelling?’




  Mac rubbed his chin. ‘Well, Chris, all the Australian papers are having a difficult time. The Murdoch press still carries on more or less as usual, because the papers are cross-subsidised

  from other News Limited enterprises. But, of course, working for Murdoch means having to toe the party line. Fairfax has been cutting back. As you know, they never recovered from the advent of

  online advertising. The “rivers of gold” that used to flow from their advertising department have now slowed to a trickle. I hear that the Herald is going to expand its online

  classifieds. Nowadays it’s hard to tell what’s real news and what a sponsored ad disguised as a story. If you don’t get the revenue, you can’t afford the staff,’ said

  Mac emphatically.




  ‘I know. I’ve heard that they let a lot of journos go,’ said Chris, swirling his beer.




  ‘It’s bloody dreadful. Most of the best journos have gone. Decades of knowledge and experience out the door. ’Course, a lot of them got good redundancy packages and I guess

  that if you’re close to retirement age, that’s fine, but if you’re not, then it’s a worry. Too many journalists looking for too few jobs. Lot of them try freelancing, but it

  pays a pittance.’ Mac’s mouth twisted in a grimace. ‘If you write a thousand words and they only use five hundred, that’s all you get paid for, and if it’s not used at

  all, no money, even if you’ve been working for days. Makes you sick. Even working fulltime you don’t just file a story and that’s it. You have to do an online version, and respond

  to tweets, comments and blogs. Fourteen-hour days and if you don’t produce, out the door you go, and there are plenty of others waiting out there to take your place.’




  Chris started to say something, but Mac, now wound up, barely paused for breath before he continued.




  ‘Of course today technology has taken over. Where once a TV journalist travelled with a producer, cameraman and sound man, now they’re a one-man band. They have to shoot digital

  footage, record the sound, do a piece to camera, edit it on a laptop then upload the story from wherever they can get a signal. Quite a job.’




  Chris frowned. ‘There are some journos who do well, though,’ he said cautiously.




  ‘Yeah, but that’s usually when they have already made their name. Some well-known celeb journos can make big money, so they get a producer and a researcher plus a swank house up the

  coast. All for doing half an hour a week on the box. The rest are scratching. Even worse, media now relies on contributor’s content. They get academics, business people or other specialists

  to write articles and the trouble is that readers don’t know their agendas. We need committed journos like you to act as community watchdogs.’




  ‘What about radio? Some big names there make a fortune.’




  ‘No money in commercial radio, either,’ Mac said, shaking his head. ‘The bean counters that run the stations want to pay their personalities, their stars, the big bucks because

  they bring in the revenue, but the same can’t be said for the journalists. They are seen as a liability that cost the station money.’ Mac jabbed a finger at Chris. ‘And so they

  are paid accordingly. Of course the ABC still does a great job, but it never has enough money and everyone there is expected to multi-task. Doesn’t leave them much time to seek out the really

  interesting stories. Journalism is now reduced to the twenty-four-hour news cycle delivered in quick bites. God forbid that someone out there might want to know what is actually going on. Journos

  don’t have time to do anything in-depth, so it comes down to “he said, she said” stories. Spin doctors. Gonzo journalism. And y’know what? The public is less informed. In

  fact, they’re actually misled a lot of the time. I once thought I’d like to teach journalism. Get youngsters fired up to go and find the truth. But now I think, why bother? There are so

  few jobs out there for journalists, and as for finding the truth, they are way too time-poor for a luxury like that.’




  Chris was taken aback by Mac’s bitterness. ‘Take it easy, Mac. You wouldn’t have done anything else. I’ll get us both another drink. Beer still okay with you?’ Mac

  nodded and sat back in his chair.




  Chris returned from the bar with the two drinks and placed a beer carefully in front of his former editor.




  Mac smiled and thanked him. ‘The business has changed,’ he said, calmer now. ‘Technology might be the means of delivery but it’s still the mind and the intellect that

  gets to the source, analyses, and makes it all digestible to the readers. I like the challenge. You’re younger than me. How old are you now?’




  ‘I’ll be forty-three this year,’ said Chris.




  Mac grinned. ‘Still got a good career ahead of you. You did a great job in Washington, so I can’t see that you’ll have any trouble getting that Bangkok posting you’re

  after. Might depend on how you get on with the new chief operating officer, the Pommy bloke. I hear he’s a penny pincher like all the others. Cutting back on the Sydney staff in a big way.

  Still, there’s only a staff of one in Bangkok, he can’t cut that back,’ Mac said with a wink. ‘You’ll be right.’




  ‘I actually haven’t met the new bloke. He’s only had the job a few months and I’ve just got back to Oz,’ said Chris.




  ‘Heard he does it all by the book. Even records his interviews with the staff. And you have to make an appointment. None of this tapping on the door and walking into the office, so

  I’m told.’




  ‘Sounds a bit draconian. I’d better ring the office this afternoon,’ said Chris. They continued chatting for another hour, enjoying each other’s company. It was great to

  reconnect with an old friend. Chris knew, however, that Mac was prone to melodrama. The industry had changed and he felt sorry for all the journos affected by the changes in the media. He was

  relieved that he probably had a plum position to go to. Nevertheless, Mac didn’t make the office sound all that friendly and Chris hoped his meeting with his editor would go well.




   




  *




  ‘I asked Megan to come car shopping with me, so is it all right for her to come over again this weekend?’ Chris asked his ex-wife on the phone that evening.




  Jill was noncommittal. ‘I’ll ask her. So, if you’re buying a car, does that mean you’re staying here?’ she said in clipped tones.




  ‘I could be in Sydney for a few months, until my new posting is settled. I can use public transport but I suddenly feel the need for a car. I would also like to take Megan up to see Mum as

  soon as the holidays start,’ he said.




  Jill sniffed. ‘Megan has a very busy social life. She may not want to go to the country to see her grandmother.’




  ‘Well, we’ll see what Megan says, shall we?’ said Chris, rather tersely.




  ‘So where are you going off to next time?’




  ‘I’m hoping that it will be Bangkok.’




  ‘Lucky you. Some of us just have to stay and raise a family,’ said Jill, with some bitterness in her voice.




  Chris ignored the comment. ‘If you could ask Megan to let me know if she still wants to come and check out my shortlist of cars, that would be great. Thanks, Jill.’




  Chris hung up. He didn’t want to get into another argument with his ex-wife. Jill had wanted custody of Megan and since he travelled and worked overseas so much, Chris had never contested

  it. But Jill always liked to let Chris know that, in her opinion, she’d got the short end of the stick.




  The next weekend Chris took a photo on Megan’s phone of her sitting behind the wheel of an expensive European sports car so that she could send it to her friends.




  ‘Now, let’s try to narrow this down. It can’t be too big because of the parking space at the apartment, but it needs to be comfortable enough for a long drive and not a huge

  gas guzzler.’




  ‘So we’re not getting the Maserati, Dad?’ Megan laughed. ‘Okay. Do we get to drive the new car home?’




  ‘No, I can’t get it until I take out a loan. I certainly don’t have enough to pay cash. Maybe in a few days I’ll be able to pick it up. You’ll still have to get the

  bus home tomorrow, I’m afraid.’




  He was glad to see her laugh. She’d been somewhat reserved since he’d met her earlier at the bus stop. He felt something was bothering her, but didn’t like to probe. Leaving

  the dealership, he asked her, ‘What do you fancy for lunch?’




  ‘Fish and chips. But nice ones. Not just in paper,’ Megan replied.




  Chris grinned. ‘Great idea. Haven’t had any for ages. We could get the bus to Balmoral, or we can eat at the little fish place around the corner. You choose.’




  ‘The corner place. It looks cute. Besides, I’ve had enough of bus rides.’




  ‘Exactly what I was thinking,’ said Chris. ‘How about we see what the place around the corner has on offer.’




  Megan chose a booth in the corner of the small funky eatery while Chris ordered at the counter. The food arrived quickly but Megan didn’t look too enthusiastic about it.




  ‘This was a good choice . . . flaky fish, crisp batter, yummy mayonnaise. Verjuice instead of vinegar,’ Chris said brightly.




  Megan nodded, eating slowly. He wondered if she was savouring the food or working up to something. He topped up her mineral water.




  ‘Are things okay at school?’ he ventured.




  Megan sighed and pushed her food around her plate. ‘Yeah. The same old, same old.’




  ‘Well, that’s good. So what’s bothering you?’




  She looked at him, then put down her fork, and he was shocked to see a tear roll down her cheek.




  ‘Megan, honey. What is it? Are you all right?’ He reached across and touched her hand.




  She shook her head. ‘It’s Mum and Trevor.’




  Chris’s heart sank. ‘What’s happened?’




  ‘It’s Trevor’s job,’ Megan said, her voice shaking.




  ‘He’s quit? Been fired?’




  ‘Worse. He’s being transferred. To Perth.’




  As Chris stared at her, the news sinking in, Megan burst into a flood of tears.




  ‘I don’t want to go to Perth! It’s on the other side of the planet. I don’t want to leave my friends, my school! Dad, please . . .’




  ‘Hey, hey, slow down.’ He handed her a paper napkin to dry her tears. ‘Now, run this past me again slowly. Trevor is going to Perth and he’s planning to move your mum and

  you kids over there, too. What does your mother say?’




  Megan sniffed and dabbed her eyes. ‘Not much. He says we’re going. We all have to go. Sell the house and move to Perth! What am I going to do? I’ll die over there.’




  Chris was furious Jill hadn’t mentioned this, given him some warning. ‘When did all this come about? I can’t believe he’d uproot you all, and sell up. I mean, it must be

  a huge job opportunity.’




  ‘I heard them talking. It’s a big deal, some supervisor thing. It’s not fair that I have to go because of his stupid job!’




  ‘Now calm down, it sounds like early days. It can’t be all decided yet.’




  ‘No, it’s pretty certain. They won’t leave me here, and I will not go over there. My whole life is here!’ Megan’s eyes filled with tears again.




  ‘Megan, I don’t think you have a choice, if that’s what they want to do . . .’




  ‘Why should I have to suffer for Trevor’s dumb idea? Leave my life, my friends, my school? There’s no way, Dad.’ She shook her head and wiped her eyes with the backs of

  her hands. They sat in silence for a moment or two. Then she looked up at him. ‘Hey, what about this? I stay here, with you.’




  Chris hesitated. ‘Megan, I don’t think that’s possible.’




  Tears coursed down Megan’s face again and Chris moved to her side of the booth and put his arm over her shoulders, glad there weren’t any other diners near them.




  ‘The problem is that my next posting is very likely going to be in Bangkok, sweetheart. I have a very demanding job, I’ll be away a lot working on assignments in other parts of Asia,

  and I certainly don’t want you living in Bangkok without me. Anyway, your mother would never let you come. It’s impossible.’




  ‘Can’t you stay here, in Sydney? Do you have to go to Bangkok?’ asked Megan, looking at him pleadingly.




  ‘It’s my job, darling,’ said Chris weakly. He didn’t like where this discussion was leading. ‘You could board at your school,’ he suggested, wondering as he

  said it from where all the extra money for that idea would come. When Megan didn’t instantly shoot the suggestion down in flames, he added, ‘Listen, it’s not a decision we have to

  make immediately. Let’s not spoil our day together.’




  ‘Even though my whole life is about to be ruined,’ she countered.




  Later, after he’d put Megan on her bus back home, Chris decided to take a long walk to think about her news. He walked towards St Leonards Park, because he always enjoyed the relative

  peace of this North Sydney oasis. He especially loved its cricket ground, with its old Edwardian grandstands rescued from the Sydney Cricket Ground which had made the oval one of the most

  picturesque places to play cricket in the entire country. He was amused to see a lone bagpiper standing under one of the large palm trees, practising his instrument above the noise from the

  adjacent freeway. Chris sighed and kicked at a tuft of grass. He’d hated to see Megan so upset and he had to agree with her that she had good cause. He wouldn’t want to be taken away

  from an enjoyable and secure life to move to the other side of the country with a stepfamily he didn’t like. He felt very concerned about her future. How was she going to cope with it

  all?




  Suddenly he felt gripped with anxiety. Years ago, when he was first starting out as a journalist, he had done a series of stories on the homeless kids that hung around Kings Cross. Runaways,

  kids with drug and alcohol problems, kids with nowhere else to go who relied on the soup kitchen, shelters and the Wayside Chapel as they drifted aimlessly, lolled in doorways, zipped up and down

  on skateboards or sat on the edge of the gutter, stunned and zombie-like, oblivious to passing cars. For a moment he feared this could happen to Megan, but then decided that such a thought was

  nonsense and he relaxed. Megan had two parents who loved her and cared for her welfare. As he walked to the edge of St Leonards Park and marvelled at the view of the magnificent harbour and the

  Sydney skyline, he pondered Megan’s situation. She was really unhappy and he had to sort out some kind of solution. He decided he would call Jill as soon as he got home and discuss the

  situation with her.




   




  *




  ‘But Jill, she is dreadfully upset. I can understand how a teenager would hate to be uprooted,’ said Chris, pacing around his living room.




  Jill was nonplussed. ‘Megan can be a frightful drama queen. It goes with being fourteen. And Perth is not exactly another planet.’




  Chris tried again. ‘I’m thinking of her schooling. She’s happy there and doing well. Maybe we could see our way clear to pay for her to board. It’s a crucial

  time.’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Boarding would be way too expensive and besides, they have perfectly good schools in Perth,’ Jill snapped.




  ‘It won’t be easy for me, Jill. It will be very hard to see her in Perth if I’m working between Bangkok and Sydney.’




  ‘Chris, this is not about you. Trev has been offered a great job. Megan lives with us, so she’s coming to Perth.’




  Then Chris heard Megan in the background, shouting at her mother. ‘I don’t want to go to Perth! I hate Trevor and his evil little trolls!’




  Their voices became raised as Jill responded. ‘Do not speak about Trevor like that, or his sons. Trevor is very good to you and he’s my husband. We’re a family now. This is

  what is happening. Understand?’




  ‘No! I want to stay with Dad. Here in Sydney.’




  ‘Megan, don’t be ridiculous. I can’t see your father staying in one place, let alone Sydney. It’s out of the question.’




  ‘I’ll run away!’ Megan yelled.




  Jill sighed. ‘Don’t be so dramatic, Megan.’ She addressed Chris in a tight voice. ‘Look, she’ll just have to learn to live with us in Perth and be a bit more

  flexible. She’ll have to adjust.’




  Suddenly Chris heard himself saying, ‘What if I offer to have Megan stay here with me? I’ll turn down Bangkok if it’s offered and stay in Sydney. Megan is clearly unhappy, so

  perhaps that’s best.’




  The idea had seemed to spring from nowhere, or was it the guilt he always buried that had finally cracked through the lid he kept firmly on top of family matters?




  ‘No. Because, frankly, Chris, I’d worry about her being with you. Your place is way too small. Megan can’t sleep on your lounge indefinitely and besides you have no idea what

  it’s like to raise a child, let alone a teenager. You haven’t had to weather the storm of puberty, which, I have to say, is ongoing. Megan seems to expect to have things her way all the

  time. Whatever current fad there is, she’ll expect to be part of it,’ Jill warned, her voice sharp. ‘Whatever new gadget appears on the market, she’ll want one. It’s

  all very well you swanning in here as Mr Nice Guy and making out that I’m the Wicked Witch of the West, but you won’t be doing yourself any favours by taking Megan in. She’ll wind

  you around her little finger. Even if you stay in Sydney, what happens if you suddenly have to race out of town to cover a story? No, Chris. It’s simply not an option.’




  Jill’s response wasn’t surprising, but Chris decided to press on. ‘Jill, I’ll talk to the editor, explain the situation to him. I won’t be taking off out of town

  all the time. I’m sure he’ll understand.’




  Jill was unmoved. ‘Chris, you’ll never manage. You are far too bound up with your work. And you won’t be able to put in all those extra hours you always do if you have to get

  home to Megan.’




  ‘Okay, Jill, you’ve made your point. But can I ask when you’re off to the west?’




  ‘Towards the end of the Christmas holidays. Have to get there in time to settle the kids into school.’




  Chris paused for a moment, his mind racing. ‘Then how about this idea? What if I have Megan for the holidays. They’re long enough for us to live with each other and see if we can fit

  in together. If it doesn’t work, then there’s no harm done.’




  ‘Of course there’s harm done,’ said Jill shrilly. ‘You can’t raise her hopes then take off as you always do.’




  ‘Jill, I promise you I will walk into the office and tell them I can’t take Bangkok, and ask them to give me a job here in Sydney,’ Chris said firmly.




  ‘You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?’ said Jill, her voice lowered. She paused a moment and Chris hoped it meant she was considering the idea. ‘I

  can’t say that I’m too pleased about this plan. I just think Megan’s overreacting. Still, I guess you’ll both find out, one way or another, if you two can live

  together.’ And with that, Jill said her goodbyes and hung up.




  Almost immediately, Megan called. ‘Hi, Dad. It’s me. I can’t believe you talked to Mum! I’ll be so, so happy if you’ll do this for me. I promise I won’t be

  any trouble. You won’t regret it. I’ll work twice as hard at school, you’ll see, and we’ll find a bigger place to live in and I’ll keep it clean and we’ll get on

  really, really well. I promise.’




  Chris was gratified by Megan’s enthusiasm, but he knew it wouldn’t be as easy as she obviously thought it would.




  ‘Megs, nothing is settled yet,’ he cautioned. ‘This is just a trial and I still have to talk to my boss. He might not be any happier about this idea than your mother

  is.’




  Megan was undeterred. ‘Oh, Dad, yes he will. You just wait. Please go and see him. Please, please.’




  After a few more exchanges, Chris rang off. He sat down heavily in a chair and stared at his phone. Megan sounded so excited, but Chris frowned. He wondered if he’d bitten off more than he

  could chew.




   




  *




  The following day, Chris phoned and made an appointment to speak to the newspaper’s editor. With a few minutes to spare before the meeting, he called in to the newsroom

  to greet his colleagues, but while everyone acknowledged his arrival they all seemed too busy to stop what they were doing to chat. As he approached the editor’s office, Rhonda, the

  editor’s assistant, hurried towards him.




  ‘Hello, Chris. Sorry, I’ve been trying to call you. There’s a slight change to your appointment this morning.’




  ‘Hi, Rhonda. Oh, sorry, I had my phone off. Forgot to turn it back on. A change of time? That’s okay.’




  Rhonda shook her head. ‘No, your meeting’s not with John. It’s upstairs with the new chief operating officer, Mr Honeywell.’ She turned to her desk and picked up the

  phone. ‘Susie, could you please tell Mr Honeywell that Chris Baxter is on his way up.’




  Chris nodded and peered over her shoulder to the shadowy figure behind her in the glass cubicle. ‘Tell John I’ll catch up with him later.’




  ‘Certainly, I will.’




  Chris walked through the open-plan floor with its rows of identical desks and computer screens, though only a third of them were occupied. He knew at this time of day the staff were generally

  out gathering material for the next deadline. When he got out of the lift on the next floor, he was ushered into Honeywell’s office. The new head of Trinity Press was a large Englishman and

  he strode towards Chris with his hand outstretched.




  ‘Chris, great to meet you,’ he said, gripping Chris’s hand in his large one. ‘Shame we haven’t had a chance to meet when I was passing through Washington DC. Please

  take a seat.’




  Chris sat on rather an uncomfortable chair on the other side of Honeywell’s desk. The man was a type familiar to him and his antennae pricked up. The charm, the patter, the smile that

  didn’t reach his eyes and the very posh English accent all put Chris on the alert. What did this man want?




  ‘You’re a very talented writer, Mr Baxter, and I congratulate you on your excellent track record and solid reputation.’




  ‘Thank you, and I’m looking forward to my next assignment, which is what I am here to discuss,’ said Chris.




  Honeywell nodded. ‘As you are aware, the media landscape is changing throughout the world. Management has to be very careful where it spends its money. Have to be sure that it isn’t

  wasteful and that whatever we spend will produce results and attract paying readers.’




  ‘Yes, of course,’ replied Chris, wondering where the conversation was headed.




  ‘So it gives me great pleasure to offer you the position of South East Asian correspondent, based in Bangkok, because I think that you will be able to fulfil these objectives

  admirably,’ said the Englishman, rather pompously.




  Chris felt pleased to be offered the job, but he quickly came back to reality. ‘Thank you very much, Mr Honeywell. If you had offered me this chance a few days ago I would have taken it

  with both hands, but unfortunately there has been a change in my circumstances. My teenage daughter, who previously lived with her mother, is now coming to live with me and I don’t think that

  Bangkok is a particularly suitable environment for someone her age. She’s only fourteen and her mother would never agree to her living there. So I’ll have to turn down your offer and

  ask that I be reassigned to something based in Sydney.’




  Honeywell looked at Chris with an expression that suggested he’d stepped in something unpleasant. He coughed slightly. ‘I’m sorry. There is no other option, Chris. There is no

  job for you on the Sydney desk. Please consider your position carefully. This newspaper holds you in very high esteem and we would hate to lose you. But you must understand that a lot has gone into

  organising the Bangkok assignment for you and you must also realise that I can’t just fire someone here in Sydney to allow for your personal requirements.’




  ‘Yes,’ replied Chris. ‘I understand and I’m grateful for the Bangkok offer, but I simply can’t take it at present.’




  Honeywell glared at him as though personally insulted by Chris’s refusal to take the position, and said in a very cool voice, ‘Very well, then. You seem to be lacking in gratitude

  for the opportunities that Trinity Press has given you. I’m sorry, but if you won’t accept what I consider to be a plum job, then it would appear that we have come to a parting of the

  ways. I will have to say goodbye to you.’ With that the Englishman rose to his feet, an expression of icy fury on his face, walked to the office door and held it open.




  Chris pushed back his chair and stood up, surprised to find that his knees were shaking. ‘I see, I see,’ he murmured, and he turned and walked from the office.




  He went downstairs and straight to editor John Miller’s office and tapped on the door. The editor waved him in, came around the desk and grasped his hand.




  ‘I’m pleased to see you, mate. So you got the Bangkok office? Bet you’re glad about that. You’re the best person for that job, no doubt about it.’ He took another

  look at Chris’s now white face as he gestured for him to take a seat. ‘Hey, you don’t look that happy.’




  Chris told him about Megan and then what had happened in Honeywell’s office.




  John stared at him. ‘Oh, shit. I’m so sorry, Chris, really sorry to hear that. But it’s your decision and I respect you for stepping up to take in your daughter.’




  ‘I didn’t expect that there would be no other position for me,’ said Chris weakly. ‘I’m in a bit of shock. Do you think he means it? What do you think the chances

  are of finding a berth?’




  ‘Probably less than zero. Honeywell has the reins.’ The editor got up and closed the door to his office. He sat back down and looked at Chris sympathetically. ‘I don’t

  know what’s happening in this place. It’s utter madness to get rid of you. There are some very odd decisions being made. Not a lot of happy campers here. You feel like you have to look

  over your shoulder all the time. But look, tell you what I’ll do, I’ll go and talk to Honeywell and see if he’ll change his mind. I can find a spot for you on the city desk, if I

  put my mind to it. Just leave it with me.’




  Chris looked at his friend with gratitude. ‘I suppose Honeywell has every right to be angry. I made no secret of the fact that I wanted Bangkok and now suddenly I’m telling him no,

  he can give that job to someone else.’




  ‘Have to put family first, Chris. I’ll see what I can do and give you a ring.’




  ‘Thanks, John.’




  On the ferry ride back to Neutral Bay, Chris thought about what had happened. Unless John could pull something off, it seemed likely that Chris might now be unemployed. He couldn’t believe

  the way the meeting had turned out. How would he be able to pay his mortgage, let alone pay off the loan he had just taken out on his new car? He knew he was a good journalist, but would he be able

  to get another position right away? Mac had warned him that there were a lot more journalists than there was work for them. And now the word would go out that he was the sort of person who would

  put his family, not the corporation, first. He would be known as being ‘difficult’. Maybe he could survive as a freelancer until something turned up, but that was a hard row to hoe,

  too. Perhaps he would have to take the Bangkok post after all. He now seemed to have very limited options. Chris groaned inwardly with frustration. Should he speak to Jill about taking Megan to

  Bangkok? He dismissed the idea. No, she’d never stand for it. He wouldn’t be happy for Megan to go to Bangkok either. He would only worry about her when he was away. It was all too

  impractical. No, if John couldn’t wangle him a job in Sydney, there would be nothing else he could do but accept Honeywell’s offer of Bangkok and leave Megan behind. He couldn’t

  just throw his career away. He was sure that Megan would understand that, while he had had every intention of taking her to live with him, circumstances had changed and this was no longer a

  feasible option. She would just have to move to Perth.




  But in spite of all these thoughts, the short ferry ride resolved nothing. He knew that when he told Megan he’d changed his mind about taking her to live with him she would be devastated,

  and this thought filled him with guilt. Jill was right. All Chris had done for Megan in the last few years was appear like a knight in shining armour every few months and spoil her and now, when

  she really needed him, he was about to let her down. He hoped that John would be able to come through for him. He would take any job to stay in Sydney.




  About an hour after arriving home, he got his answer from his old friend and editor.




  ‘Sorry, mate, it’s a no go, I’m afraid. Honeywell is adamant. It’s the Bangkok job, or nothing. I don’t think he’s too keen on any sort of compromise, even if

  I could find a position for you here. Thinks it would set a bad example. His way or the highway is his motto. So what are you going to do?’




  ‘Bangkok, I suppose. What choice do I have? Look, I’ll go and have a talk with Megan and I’ll get back to you. You’ll have my final answer today, John.’




  Chris made himself a cup of tea and put on some music. His mind was still confused, but he knew that he had to make a decision, so he sat quietly in his favourite chair and went over all his

  options again. Finally, he looked at his watch and decided that it was getting towards the time when Megan would finish school. If he hurried he’d have time to pick her up and go somewhere

  quiet to tell her what had happened.




   




  *




  ‘Dad, this is so great, you picking me up. What a surprise!’ Megan waved goodbye to her friends and jumped in Chris’s car. She did up her seatbelt.

  ‘Love the new car. We so made the right choice. Are you going to take me for a drive in it?’




  ‘I’ll drive you home, but first we need to have a little talk. How about we find a nice coffee shop.’ Chris drove round the corner heading to a strip of nearby shops along the

  beach front.




  ‘Okay, Dad, you sound serious. What’s up?’




  Chris parked the car close to a little café. They quickly found an empty table inside. He ordered a coffee for himself and a juice for his daughter.




  ‘Honey, something’s come up.’ And he began to explain what had happened when he went into the office. As he got into his story, tears filled Megan’s eyes.




  ‘I knew it. I knew you didn’t really want me to live with you. You were just saying it to make me think that you love me, but really you just want to have your life the way it suits

  you, just like Mum does. It’s not fair. I didn’t ask to be born and now neither of you want me in your lives. I just get in the way. All right, go to Bangkok without me. See if I

  care.’ Her face crumpled and she sobbed in misery.




  Chris tried to stroke her hair, but she brushed his hand away. He looked at her tear-stained face and suddenly felt overwhelmed by how much he loved his daughter. Megan was the most important

  person in his life and the acceptance of this gave him a sudden sense of calm. He took a deep breath.




  ‘Megan, if you would just let me finish, I was about to tell you that I have turned down the Bangkok job. I wouldn’t have enjoyed it knowing I’d let you down. So now I have no

  job and I’m not sure what I’ll be doing, but whatever it is, I want to do it with you. I think I’m pretty lucky having a daughter who wants to live with her old man, so what say

  we give it a go?’




  She looked at him warily. ‘You mean it?’




  Chris nodded. ‘We’re in this together, Megan. We’ll manage. Something will turn up. It’ll all be okay.’




  As he saw a look of pure joy spread across her face, he hoped he was right.




  





  2




  THE WEATHER REFLECTED CHRIS’S mood; depressingly grey, hazy, cloudy. The kind of day when you

  wanted to hide under a doona, except that it was too hot and humid for that. Chris stood at the window looking at the small slice of view he could glimpse between buildings: a sludgy harbour,

  slanting rain, huddled passengers waiting for the ferry. He turned away. What an awful weekend to have Megan come and stay.




  Chris paced around his flat feeling suffocated. The apartment was small, something he’d never minded before, but in the back of his mind he wondered how he could share this cramped space,

  and his life, with his daughter.




  There was no question that he loved Megan and wanted the best for her, which was why he had agreed to step up and have her live with him. But now there was the crushing worry of how he was going

  to support both of them in this tiny flat, let alone find bigger, more suitable accommodation for them. Losing the job at Trinity Press – where he had been one of the stars in its newspaper

  firmament, albeit a modest one – had rocked him. He knew he had to look for another job right away. How hard could that be? he asked himself. He was reliable, a self-motivator and a good

  writer. Heavens, he’d won Australia’s highest journalistic accolade, a Walkley Award, for his story on a school shooting in the USA. But he was realistic enough to know that since

  he’d been out of the country for years, he didn’t have the network that the local journos did. So there was nothing else for it. He would have to start ringing around and see if any of

  Trinity’s rival newspapers were interested in hiring him.




  Staring at his phone, Chris had a sudden desire to ring his mother before he started the search. Talking to her always put him at ease. Susan Baxter would be calm and understanding as well as

  practical.




  ‘A shock to the system, indeed. I know how much you were hoping to be assigned to Asia. Poor you. Poor Megan,’ his mother sympathised. ‘A good journalist like you

  shouldn’t have a lot of trouble getting another job, though. There are other papers out there. Mind you, I mostly read them online these days but I shall certainly cancel my subscription to

  your former paper, forthwith.’




  Chris relaxed at the sound of her voice. ‘That’s nice of you, Mum, but I’m really worried about being able to support Megan and a mortgage and car repayments,’ he

  said.




  ‘I can certainly understand that, but let’s not panic just yet. What did Jill say about Megan moving in with you? Does she know the latest about your job? Is she going to insist that

  Megan goes to Perth with them?’ his mother asked, pragmatic as ever.




  ‘Yes, I had that conversation. Jill’s not happy about me losing my job. She’s prepared to let Megan live with me for the present because Megan has her heart set on it, but only

  long term if I can support her financially. So I hope I’m earning before they go to Perth. I can’t bear to let Megan down. She will be incredibly upset if she has to go with

  them.’ Chris frowned just thinking of the prospect.




  ‘Look, the summer school holidays are coming up and you’ve already spoken about coming here for a visit. Why don’t you and Megan still do that? Come here and stay, Chris. It

  won’t stop you from looking for work,’ Susan said reassuringly. ‘We do have the internet and phone reception in Neverend. If you want to, you can use your father’s office

  – I’m hardly ever in there. And you can easily zip down to Sydney when you have a job interview. It would be good for you and Megan to have time together and I’ll adore having you

  both here for Christmas. Maybe you could rent your place out while you’re here and that would take care of the mortgage for a while.’




  Chris considered the offer for a moment and couldn’t see a downside. For the first time since losing his job, he felt a wave of relief wash over him, as well as nostalgia for the place

  where he was born.




  ‘Okay, Mum. Megan’s already dying to visit. And you and I haven’t spent much quality time together in a long while. I could do with a break, too. Get out of Sydney and look up

  some of my old school mates.’




  ‘That’s lovely, darling. I hope Megan doesn’t get bored, though – it’s a long holiday and she’s used to the bright lights! Maybe one or two of her friends

  could come up and visit for a few days.’




  ‘Perhaps. Let’s see how things go,’ replied Chris, who thought that one teenager would probably be more than enough for him to handle. ‘Thanks so much for the offer, Mum.

  Megan and I would love to spend the summer holidays with you.’




  It seemed the perfect solution for the short term. His daughter got on well with her grandmother and had always loved visiting the town of Neverend, which was nestled in a beautiful river

  valley. Looking out of his misted window at the often chaotic life in the crowded city, Chris thought about the town where he had grown up, with its bustling main street, its well-preserved

  colonial buildings and its tiny side roads shaded by leafy camphor laurel trees. The town was divided by the wide, slow-moving Henry River, whose occasional floods marooned half the population. The

  river was always a picturesque spot for fishing, picnics or contemplative walks and, in summer, kids drifted along it in all manner of makeshift floats and boats. Dogs raced into the river to cool

  off, scrambling out to shake their coats in a sparkling spray. Lovers clung together in the shallows beneath the bridge, hiding from the world. Above the river sat a row of old homes, some

  converted into B&Bs, which all looked across to the green river flats, dotted with fat cows. Beyond the paddocks the dramatic Great Dividing Range rose towards the blue sky.




  While Chris had loved his home at the end of View Street, where Susan’s garden was a showpiece and his dad’s shed was a boy’s treasure house, he’d always itched to see

  the outside world. Although he had frequently visited his mother for two or three days when he had been on leave, this would be his first extended visit for years. Now, suddenly, he couldn’t

  wait to go home and share with Megan all his favourite places around Neverend.




  Buoyed by this thought, Chris decided that it was time to start putting out some feelers and seriously look for a new job. Megan wasn’t due to arrive for another hour, so he had time to

  make a call or two. He was sure that he was unlikely to just walk into a new job, but there was no time like the present to make contact with people who might be able to help him. The first person

  he rang was Mac.




  ‘So the bastard fired you. Couldn’t put family before profits. Selfish sod,’ Mac said sympathetically.




  ‘Not really. I feel it was my decision. I’m going to see my mother for Christmas. Taking Megan with me. After that . . . who knows? Got any ideas?’




  ‘Chris, after our drink the other day, I don’t have to tell you that the newspaper game isn’t in great shape,’ replied Mac.




  ‘I know. I’m wondering if you think it would be worthwhile contacting the other major Aussie rags,’ said Chris, wondering how accurate Mac’s gloomy assessment was.




  ‘Get in touch with them, by all means. I’ve got a few contacts you could try. You’re an excellent journo with a solid reputation, so at least let them know you’re

  interested, but don’t hold your breath. They’ve already let a lot of their best staff go,’ Mac replied. ‘Sorry I can’t be more help, mate.’




  Chris thanked Mac and promised to catch up with him after the Christmas holidays, then hung up. Mac had confirmed what Chris felt he had known all along, deep down: finding another job was going

  to be difficult. Still, he told himself, he had weeks to find something before the problem became critical.




   




  *




  The car was crammed full to bursting. Chris had picked Megan up that morning for the drive north. Jill had seemed quite happy to see her daughter off. No doubt, thought Chris,

  she’ll enjoy a break from the constant hostilities between Megan and the twins.




  ‘What is all this stuff?’ asked Chris, eyeing the large overstuffed bag in Megan’s lap as they drove away.




  ‘Just my essentials, Dad,’ said Megan and rattled off a list. ‘Phone and charger, headphones, iPod, swimmers, my Peter Alexander pjs, skateboard, MinkPink sunglasses, Converse,

  Sukin face cleanser, a John Green novel, and a bag of snakes to eat on the road. Do you want one?’ She waved the brightly coloured plastic bag in his direction.




  ‘No thanks, sweetie,’ said Chris, rather amused. ‘I’m glad you brought those Converse.’




  She moved her bag into the backseat and lifted her foot, displaying a well-worn sneaker. ‘As if I would leave them at home, Dad.’




   




  *




  Neverend was more than six hours’ drive north of Sydney, and at about the halfway mark they stopped for cold drinks and a hamburger from a store near a petrol station

  where Chris had stopped before.




  ‘Don’t get beetroot juice on you, it won’t come out,’ he said as Megan tucked into her burger with relish.




  ‘Now you’re sounding like a mum,’ said Megan with her mouth full.




  ‘Good,’ said Chris. ‘Just getting into practice.’




  For most of the drive Megan sat back with her headphones on listening to music. Chris felt happy to have his daughter beside him. She seemed comfortable and at ease. He hoped this would be the

  pattern of their relationship.




   




  *




  It seemed as though the further north the car sped, the more relaxed Chris began to feel. As he passed the turn-off to Port Macquarie, he became quite excited about returning

  home and began to think again about Neverend.




  He’d learned when he was in school how the timber-getters had first opened up the area in their search for red cedar. The logs had been taken from the thick bush and floated down the Henry

  River to the coast. From there, the valuable timber was shipped all over the world. After the sources of timber had been depleted, the dairy farmers moved in, their herds fattening on the rich

  river flats, and the farmers’ monthly pay cheques enabled the town to flourish. Land subdivisions in the town had quickly sold and substantial timber homes, reflecting the wealth of the area,

  were built. The town soon boasted a hospital, courthouse and police station as well as schools. The main street had been filled with pubs and busy shops, that stayed open as late as 10 pm on

  Saturday nights to cater for the affluent farmers.




  Two entrepreneurial merchants, Webb and Mills, had built a two-storeyed department store which sold everything from shoes and china to bed linen and furniture. The store, now more than a hundred

  years old, still stood proudly in the main street and its wide iron awning continued to shelter Neverend residents from the weather, while its magnificent grand staircase, leading to a mezzanine

  floor, always produced admiring comments from visitors.




  When Britain had entered the EU in the 1960s and Australian dairy products lost their major market, the town stalled, but gradually it began to adapt. New people moved in: hippies seeking a

  different way of life, retirees and tree changers, and then tourists looking for a quiet escape in an area renowned for its natural beauty. Chris had seen a lot of the world, but he had to admit

  that there were very few places that matched the loveliness of the valley in which he’d been born.




  When he turned off the highway to wind through a landscape of farms and paddocks, Megan took off her headphones and watched the passing scenery.




  ‘It’s pretty, isn’t it?’ he said after a while, as large fields dotted with the occasional gum tree rolled past.




  ‘Yes, it is. And empty.’




  Chris chuckled. ‘Amazing country we have. I’m bowled over every time I come back here. It’s all so beautiful and, you’re right, it does seem empty and isolated, but

  Neverend is only fifteen minutes from Coffs Harbour, and that’s a big place.’




  ‘Do you think Bunny ever gets bored living up here?’




  ‘Heavens, no. She adores Neverend and loves the house she and your grandfather restored. I think she keeps pretty busy with golf, her friends, book club and various organisations. And you

  know how much work she puts into her garden. It takes up a lot of her time.’




  ‘I always enjoy spending time with Bunny. Grandma Thomas is . . . tricky,’ said Megan diplomatically.




  ‘I think your mother would agree with that. Frankly, I always felt she didn’t approve of me,’ said Chris.




  ‘Oh, no. She’s like that with everybody. I don’t think anyone’s ever good enough in her eyes.’




  Chris paused. He didn’t want to be too critical of Jill’s mother. ‘Maybe we shouldn’t talk about her behind her back – or your mother’s.’




  ‘Don’t worry, Dad, Mum knows how I feel. I used to talk to her about everything. You know, girl talk?’ She looked at him. ‘I suppose it’s different with

  fathers.’




  ‘Maybe we’ll have to learn to get along on a different level.’




  ‘Dad, you’re fun, I can joke and tease with you. You’re interesting, we talk about grown-up things. You know, your work and politics and everything.’




  Chris smiled. ‘I’m starting to learn about your world, Megan, but it’s still a bit of a mystery to me. Friends and brand names seem to be very important to you.’




  ‘It’s a popularity thing,’ she explained, seriously. ‘The kids at school are pretty harsh if you don’t wear the brands they wear. I think that boys my age are

  probably even more obsessed than girls. They are all really judgemental. Bragging rights are a massive thing. I guess I play that game, too. I just got this new orange leather bag with a chain

  handle that I saved really hard for. It cost more than two hundred dollars and I made sure it was all over Tumblr, Snapchat, Instagram and Facebook. Everyone knew.’




  Chris tried to keep a straight face. ‘That’s great for you, honey. But what about those kids whose parents aren’t as well off? Does that put them on the outer?’




  ‘Must be hard,’ Megan said. She shrugged. ‘Sometimes they try to fake it. The worst thing to do is wear a fake. You can always tell.’




  Silence fell between them as they watched the scenery unfolding as the car approached the little township. Slightly disturbed by the turn their conversation had taken, Chris wondered to himself

  how a sweet girl like Megan could be so mercenary and status-conscious. But obviously all her friends were too, and peer pressure was a force to be reckoned with.




  ‘Know where we are?’ he asked as they crossed a wooden bridge spanning a fast-flowing river.




  ‘Yes! There’s the river and the park. I can’t wait to get to the skate park place under the trees,’ said Megan, happily. ‘And we’re coming up to that old

  butter factory that’s got some pretty cool shops, like the one with those fossils. And there’s the yellow shed building. There are some terrific things in there, too. Lots of really

  gorgeous crystals. I could buy my Christmas presents there.’
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