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MARK


The wine’s gone to my head, I realize, as I sway into the kitchen to get another bottle. I’m at that perfect stage of tipsy when I feel padded and warm, forgetful. Carla’s belting out her trademark laugh – that Wiccan cackle that’s hearty enough to scare ghosts into corners. And somewhere, softly, tentatively, under Carla’s vital bray, Steph is laughing too, a sound I haven’t heard for weeks. Since.


Trying to ignore the clot of history under the bottom shelf of the narrow pantry, I grab another packet of chips and reverse out into the kitchen again. Carla’s date brought an expensive red wine tonight, telling me as he pressed it into my hand that we shouldn’t drink it this evening, that we should save it for an occasion, but I’m sure it will go down just fine now. I open the chips and cram a handful into my mouth then reach for the bottle on the overloaded counter, just as the new motion-activated floodlight in the backyard flicks on. Glancing up, I misjudge my grasp, and the bottle skittles down, smashing into a clutter of dirty glasses and sending a shatter of knives and forks wheeling off the plate on top of the pile.


For just a second the racket is too much; as it crescendos and settles, the shards and cutlery landing on my feet and the floor around me, I’m unable to move my eyes from the window, staring into the light, as if a floodlight will keep the monsters away.


But it’s more than a second really, a lot more, because when the floodlight finally flicks off after revealing nothing, there’s silence around me until I hear someone shifting in the kitchen doorway behind me.


‘Mark?’ Steph’s voice. ‘You okay, honey?’


I shake myself out of it. ‘Yes. Sorry, I just . . . dropped something.’


Steph approaches me, treading with her bare feet across the hazardous floor.


‘Don’t,’ I say. ‘You’ll cut yourself.’


She ignores me, tiptoes to my side and looks out at the nothing in the dark yard. ‘Did you see something?’ she asks softly. ‘Someone?’


‘It must have been a cat.’


‘You sure you’re okay?’ she says, squeezing my arm.


‘I’m fine,’ I say. But I’m embarrassed by my reaction so I grab the wine and guide Steph between the shards back through to the dining room, as if she needs my guidance. But the truth is, right now, next to this firm, strong, young woman, I feel blind and vulnerable. ‘Let’s drink this while we still can.’


Steph glances at me. ‘Sounds rather ominous.’


‘I meant – while we can still appreciate it.’


‘Yes, you should really leave it for a better time.’ I’ve forgotten the name of Carla’s latest ‘friend’, who’s standing at the music dock, putting in his phone and choosing some smooth, cynical track. ‘You’ll miss that famous chocolate on the palate.’


‘Famous chocolate?’ Carla says from her place at the table, artfully pretending that she hasn’t heard the disaster in the kitchen. ‘You mean notorious? That Duiwelsfontein is a tricksy wine for hipster dilettantes. No offence, Damon darling.’


‘None taken, Carla pumpkin.’


I sit down and watch Damon as he sidles back to the table, wondering what’s between him and Carla. Does he know he’s the latest in Carla’s long series of toy boys? What does she get from him? What does he get from her? He must be twenty-five years younger than she is but then – I pull myself up and remember – I’m twenty-three years older than Steph. I forget that every day. I don’t feel forty-seven, I don’t feel middle-aged. I can’t allow myself to imagine how she sees me – paunchy, floppy, pathetic, damaged, failed, washed up, some sort of freakish fetish.


Steph’s standing behind me, rubbing my shoulders, and now she leans over and her hair, fragrant from some herbal shampoo and the spice of the supper, falls across my face and saves me from that line of enquiry.


‘Just going to run upstairs and check on Hayden,’ she says.


‘I’m sure she’s fine. The monitor’s right here. We would have heard.’


‘Just checking.’


‘Sure. Okay. Thanks.’


‘If Carla laughing hasn’t woken her, nothing will,’ Damon chips in at Steph’s back, as if he’s ever seen our daughter, as if he knows her. Carla smiles and rolls her eyes. I still don’t get it.


I take a gulp of the wine – it doesn’t taste anything like chocolate – and listen to the lazy drawl of the singer as I concentrate on getting that soft buzz back.


‘How’re you doing?’ Carla asks me. ‘I mean, really.’


I shrug and sigh, then glance at Damon.


‘Don’t worry, I know,’ he says. ‘And I’m really sorry. Same thing happened to my brother.’


Steph comes back in, tips me a look saying that Hayden’s fine. ‘Stop it, Damon,’ Carla says as Steph sits back down, but Damon blunders on.


‘This country’s fucked, I’m telling you. It’s different in other places, you know. People want to steal something, they don’t feel the need to torture and—’


‘Look,’ I say. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’


‘But you don’t have to shush him on my account, Carla,’ Steph adds. ‘I’m a big girl.’


‘Yes,’ I tell Carla. ‘In fact, Steph’s handling it brilliantly.’ Better than I am, I don’t admit as I put my hand on Steph’s thigh under the table and she grips my fingers.


‘Ag, I’m sorry,’ Damon says huffily. ‘It’s none of my business.’


‘It’s okay. It’s just that, you know . . .’


‘I’m just trying to say that I understand,’ he says. ‘This sort of shit happens to so many people here. It’s just wrong.’


‘Yes. Yes, it is.’


‘Now, Damon darling, if you could kindly shut your empathetic trap for a moment while my friend speaks.’


‘I’ll go outside for a smoke. Help me keep my mouth closed.’ He stands up and heads to the front door while I repress the urge to tell him not to go out, to leave us all safely locked inside. From her place at the head of the table, Carla nudges her bare toes into my shin, then runs them down to my ankle. I’m not sure what it means. I have to presume it’s in lieu of a small hug or a pat on the shoulder that she doesn’t feel like getting up for. I have to presume that because Carla and I haven’t been physical since forever. At my side, Steph’s noticed nothing.


‘Does he mind you talking to him like that?’ I ask Carla.


She shrugs. ‘He’ll survive. He should learn some manners.’


‘I don’t get you,’ I say.


She ignores this. ‘Are you seeing a therapist at least?’


‘Me?’ I say.


‘Both of you. All of you. This sort of trauma lodges in little ones too. You could send Hayden for art therapy.’


‘We couldn’t afford it,’ Steph says, ‘even if we thought it would help.’


‘But the police offered some trauma counselling, didn’t they?’


‘Yes,’ I say. Yes, they did. The day after the attack we dutifully showered and got into the cheap new clothes I’d bought for us at the supermarket and headed to Woodstock police station. The cops were surprisingly polite and sympathetic, despite the fact that we stood out like aliens in the middle of that miserable mass of broken-headed men and ripped women who cluttered the reception waiting for attention. We were shown through to a small office down a long corridor. Out of the window and across a courtyard I could see the holding cells, the slatted windows draped with fragments of torn cloth, the walls peeling and cracking like the very building was boiling with spite, being reduced to toxic sludge from the inside. The station’s trauma counsellor was lovely and warm and enthusiastic, one of those people who just won’t be worn down by the onslaught of horrible reality, giving us all the time we wanted. While Hayden piled blocks on the carpet, I wished I’d brought hand sanitizer, and while the counsellor talked Steph through a meditative energy-clearing visualization technique, I stared into the dingy little shower cubicle and the plastic caddy of toys and dolls ready for the next case. I couldn’t pull my eyes away, despite how the image sent a cold sweat prickling over my forehead. ‘I got the feeling they had worse traumas to worry about than some middle-class family being burgled.’


‘Jesus, Mark. You need to value yourself more.’


‘Value myself? Why?’


Steph says nothing, turning the stem of her wine glass with those restless fingers. Now Carla leans across me, jangling showily, and places her hand on Steph’s arm. ‘You two should get away. Go somewhere for a break. It will make things better, I know it will.’


‘Where to?’ Steph says.


‘Somewhere exotic. Bali. Thailand. Or romantic. Barcelona, the Greek islands . . . Paris.’


‘Ooh, Paris!’ Steph just about squeals. ‘God, Mark, wouldn’t that be brilliant?’


‘With a two-year-old? Super romantic.’


Carla looks down at the table. ‘I could offer to . . . Nah, I couldn’t. I wouldn’t want to inflict my non-existent maternal instincts on the child.’


‘We wouldn’t afford it anyway. Christ, we can’t even afford to repair Steph’s car.’


Steph sighs and nods. ‘I suppose,’ she says, and that momentary flicker of light going out in her eyes kills a little bit of me. She deserves what she wants. She deserves better . . . than me, than what I can provide. Which is basically nothing. Everything I briefly had is spent.


‘We’ll come up with a plan,’ Carla says. ‘It has to happen. You two need—’


When the screaming starts, I’m up and halfway across the room before I even register what it is I’m hearing. It’s a car alarm outside, just a car alarm, but my muscles have bypassed my thinking brain and before I can talk myself down, I’ve whipped open the front door, eyes wide and scanning in the half-dark of the street, ears tuned for any scuffle. It’s Damon’s cigarette smoke that finally brings me back to myself.


‘Jeez, Mark. Are you okay?’


‘I . . . yes, just checking on that alarm.’ Which has bleeped off already, the guy from number seventeen starting up and driving away. I shout something reassuring through to Steph.


‘You’re on edge, hey?’ Damon says, holding out his cigarette pack.


I take one, knowing it will probably just wire me even more. I don’t smoke, it makes me feel sick, but maybe nausea would help me concentrate on something other than the goddamn invisible monsters.


He holds up his lighter and I get the cigarette started then blow out into the wind, feeling the hot breeze from the mountain in my hair and behind my ears. ‘Has it ever happened to you?’


‘No, thank God, but I guess I’m just waiting my turn. It’s happened to so many people I know. It messes you up, hey?’


I nod, exhaling slowly. The counsellor at the police station recommended replacing negative energy trapped inside with healing air, breathing the toxic fear out. I’m scared to let go of my fear – it has a purpose: it keeps me ready.


When we stub out in the dead planter and go back inside, Steph’s saying, ‘I’ve always wanted to see the Musée d’Orsay, but we don’t have enough money. Simple as that.’


‘For what?’ Damon asks, catching the tail end of the conversation.


‘Carla thinks it’s a good idea for us to go on an overseas holiday, that it will heal our trauma,’ I say. ‘But we’ve got no cash.’


‘What about a house swap?’ he says. ‘My mates and I did it last year. There’s a website. You go to someone’s house and they come to yours. We went to this great house in Boston and they came to our place – they loved it. You don’t pay a cent for accommodation. You can eat cheaply if you try, so it costs you nothing.’


‘But having strangers in your house?’ I say. ‘What if they trash the place, steal all your stuff?’


‘The people on the site are all registered and there’s feedback and testimonials. Like, the American couple who came here have done eight house swaps before and all the previous owners rated them as guests. They have a track record, so you know you can trust them.’


Steph smiles. ‘Hmm, sounds interesting. Hey, Mark?’ And it’s then that I can see her hopes getting raised by this guy. The kindest thing I can do is nip it in the bud.


‘We won’t pay a cent,’ I say. ‘Apart from the small matter of airfares and visas and transport and entry fees and hundred-rand coffees and God knows what else we’d have to cough up for in Paris.’ I watch in dismay as Steph’s face registers her punctured enthusiasm. It’s something I do well – dull the eagerness of young people – I do it every day at the college; it’s one of my few marketable skills. She nods in deflated agreement and I wish I hadn’t said anything. I always underestimate the full force of my depressive cynicism. I forget that she’s young, that she has some spirit in her. I should be more careful with her.


‘But it does sound interesting,’ I add lamely. ‘The most feasible idea we’ve heard so far.’ I try to raise that smile again, but it’s all too late.


Later, I wake up standing in the passage, my heart thumping in my throat and my left leg jittering, my phone clutched in my hand. The time on the red display of the alarm console reads 2.18. The Alsatian next door is barking and I swear I hear a thump – another thump? – on our side of the dividing wall between the properties.


I should look out of the study window to check if there’s anything – anyone – in the alley, but the alarm is armed, the passive transponder scanning that room. I don’t want to disarm the system – they may be waiting for me to do just that – so I’m stuck standing in the passage in the middle of the house, turning slowly so the floorboards don’t creak too much and wake Hayden, listening and staring around me, as if I’ve got supersonic hearing, as if I’m Superman with X-ray vision. I’m not; I’m immobile and impotent.


If there is someone down the side alley, the beams would set off the alarm, I tell myself. We’re okay, I tell myself.


The dog settles down, and I don’t hear anything else, the outside beams don’t trip, so I finally go back up to bed. Steph’s lying on her back, staring at the ceiling in a resigned way.


I remain standing on the carpet next to the bed. ‘I should really bypass the study, but it’d be easy for them to get in there through the leaded window.’


‘Yes, better leave it armed.’


‘But then I can’t see outside.’


‘The beams would pick up anything.’


‘I suppose.’ I put my phone back on the night stand. ‘You’ve got to love our midnight conversations. Our sweet nothings.’ She doesn’t say anything, certainly doesn’t laugh, but why should she? I glance at the red numbers on our bedside clock. ‘Try to get some sleep. It’s too early to give up.’


‘What about you?’


I don’t tell her that I think one of us should always stay awake, in case they come back, that I shouldn’t have fallen asleep in the first place. That wouldn’t be helpful. ‘I’ll just decompress a bit, join you in a little while.’


‘I hate this place sometimes, you know.’


‘I know.’


‘Can’t you even consider the trip? Don’t you think it would be nice?’


‘It just doesn’t seem possible. It’s a luxury we can’t afford.’


Steph sits up, her pillows rubbing against the headboard, making a low groan. ‘I’m thinking it’s not a luxury, I’m thinking that it’s a necessity. I think it would help. You particularly.’


‘Me?’


‘Yes, you.’ Now she laughs, but it’s a dry laugh. ‘I reckon getting away would give you some perspective, some peace. Who knows? It might even make you happy.’


I’m not comfortable getting into this discussion while I stand above her like some authority, so I sit at the foot of the bed, facing away from her, looking at a piece of her through the dresser mirror. ‘Even if we could pay for it, I wouldn’t want it to be because you think I’m ailing. I don’t want to be some hospital case, forcing you to make sacrifices, spending money we don’t have just so that I feel better, so that I don’t have a mental breakdown. I’m not going to. I’m fine. I’m managing.’


Steph doesn’t even bother to agree or disagree with my self-diagnosis; she knows me too well. ‘I’ve been thinking a lot and I’m sure Hayden would be fine. She’s been sleeping much better. Carla says you can rent pushchairs and everything. Kids in Paris all go around in prams. Imagine strolling through the parks like a French family.’


I know it would never work, but I watch her dreamy, unguarded smile in the mirror and remember this time not to burst her bubble. The trip’s not going to happen – it’s just a fantasy, one that’s getting her to smile again – so I may as well indulge her.
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STEPH


I should have made more of a stink when Mark told me Carla had invited herself to dinner that night. He offered to put her off – he knew the only people I could cope with after the break-in were my parents – but I thought we may as well get it over and done with. And it was about time I faced the outside world. My friends had tried to rally round, but I was sick to death of hearing, ‘Well, at least Hayden slept through it and you weren’t raped,’ and other fucked-up platitudes. Mark begged me not to fuss but, as usual, I spent far too long preparing for that meal. Scrubbing the house like a neurotic 1950s hostess, splurging on ingredients from Woolworths that we couldn’t afford. I did it every time Carla came over.


Carla intimidated me. There, I’ve said it. A published poet and academic, she was everything I’m not: confident, chic, charismatic and whipcord thin. Privately, I thought her writing self-indulgent and unreadable, but it had garnered her several local and international awards, whereas my publishing credits back then amounted to a couple of unpaid book reviews on an insignificant literary website. Like a lot of liberals of her generation, she wore her impeccable Struggle credentials on her sleeve, dropping anecdotes about being detained by the security police into conversation whenever she had a chance (although it’s hard to find a middle-aged white person these days, apart from my parents, who admits they just sat back during apartheid). And of course she and Mark had a history together, one that preceded me; one that excluded me. He denied they’d ever had a fling, but I don’t know what to believe anymore.


I’m not being fair. I may not have liked Carla, but she wasn’t all bad. She’d been kind to us during Hayden’s colicky months, when Mark and I were fragile and fractious after months of ruined sleep, popping in to check on us and delivering lentil moussakas once a week. We never ate them; they steadily filled the freezer, and for all I know they might still be there.


That night I dutifully served up the Woolworths spatchcock chicken and baked potatoes, dolloped vastly expensive chocolate mousse into bowls, and smiled like a geisha, occasionally slipping off for some peace on the pretext of checking on Hayden. I went through the motions, tuning out while pretending to listen to the conversation, which was dominated by Carla and that man she’d brought along (it’s funny, I can remember that night in detail, but I can’t recall his name). But my attention was caught by the mention of a trip overseas: Carla’s blithe suggestion that we get away for a while. Mark usually went along with what Carla said mostly just to humour her, so when he shot her down I was pleased at first but then . . . Paris. Paris.


Into my mind flashed an image of Mark and me strolling down the Champs-Élysées, Hayden sleeping in Mark’s arms, chic French people smiling at us fondly as we passed. I imagined us pausing for coffee and croissants, sitting under an umbrella at a charming corner café; I pictured us eating French onion soup and crêpes for supper in a quaint bistro, my mind filling with one cliché after another. But it wasn’t just the lure of the destination. I was drawn to the idea of a house swap. Since the break-in the house’s atmosphere had shifted. It had become darker somehow, as if sunlight could no longer find its way in. The hastily installed new security measures didn’t help: the burglar bars cast fingerish shadows on the floor and the alarm pipped every time someone opened a door, putting us permanently on edge. I suppose I thought that if someone else stayed in the house – someone who wasn’t us – perhaps the bad vibes would be vanquished.


While Mark and Carla’s toy boy batted opinions about Jacob Zuma back and forth, I slipped out to make coffee, surprised and dismayed when Carla followed me into the kitchen. I suspected she had an agenda. I was right. ‘Mark needs help,’ she said, the second we were out of earshot. ‘He must go and see someone. A therapist.’ There was a note of accusation in her voice, as if I was the one stopping him. As if the whole thing was my fault. As if I’d got off lighter than he had that night when objectively the opposite was true. I moved to the sink so that she couldn’t see my face, and needlessly rinsed the cafetière. ‘You’re strong, Steph,’ Carla continued. ‘You’re obviously coping well. Mark’s vulnerable to PTSD. It hasn’t been that long since Zoë . . . well, you know. A thing like this could spark off all kinds of latent trauma . . .’ Yadda, yadda, yadda. I didn’t reply, just spooned the coffee, and concentrated on not letting her see my hands shaking.


After Carla left, it took me hours to fall asleep, only to be woken by Mark leaping out of bed at two thirty. This wasn’t unusual. Since the invasion, the slightest sound – a moth batting against the bathroom light, the distant bark of a neighbourhood dog – would jolt us awake. I waited numbly in the bedroom while he finished his patrol, mouth dry, imagining the worst – a gunshot, a blow to the head, the slam of footsteps heading for the bedroom door . . . I knew from experience that I wouldn’t drop off again until it began to get light, so I waited until Mark was dozing, then picked up the cheap replacement laptop and headed for Hayden’s room, the only place in the house I felt truly safe. As usual, the groans and creaks of the house cooling after a hot day sounded too much like the scratch of a screwdriver in a lock, or footsteps creeping along the corridor. No amount of convincing myself that Mark had double- and triple-checked the locks and alarm helped: the men who’d invaded our home had stained the house with their shadows. As I passed the bathroom, the towel draped over the open door formed itself into a figure with a cruel knife; the carelessly forgotten washing basket at the top of the stairs was a hunchback waiting to spring. By the time I made it into the safety of Hayden’s room my heart was jitterbugging.


She always slept askew – legs twisted across the bed, duvet kicked around her feet – and I carefully tucked her in before squeezing in next to her and balancing the laptop on my knees. Mark may have been reluctant to get away, but I wasn’t willing to let it go. He was right, we could never pay for it, but I couldn’t see the harm in dreaming about it. There were scores of house swap sites – Carla’s companion had been right about that, at least. I chose one with a photo of an alpine chalet on its home page, and signed up for the thirty-day free trial. I had to put in three desired destinations in order of priority – ‘Be flexible!’ the site’s FAQs encouraged. I put in Paris, then Ireland (no need for a visa) and then the US. We’d need a tourist visa for most of Europe, but it was Paris I was set on. The seed had been planted. As I uploaded the most flattering pics of our house from the ones we’d taken when we’d almost put it on the market the year before, I felt like I was doing something illicit – like emailing a lover.


Pics uploaded, I typed in the kind of description I hoped would hook a potential Parisian house-swapper. ‘Comfortable, historic house in sunny Cape Town!’ Historic was an exaggeration, although our house was nestled in a street of mostly Victorian terraces. Then I added ‘secure’, before feeling guilty and deleting it. To be fair, it wasn’t really a lie. Dad had driven down from Montagu the morning after the break-in, armed with his welding torch and a pick-up truck full of rebar, and our sash windows now sported heavy steel burglar bars. Mark had mumbled something about aesthetics, but he hadn’t stopped Dad from turning the house into Alcatraz. He wouldn’t have dared. He’d stayed out of Dad’s way that day, avoiding the silent accusation hanging in the air: You should have protected your family better, arsehole.


Next, I googled flights. Air France was doing a special in February as long as we booked within the next three days – all the pieces were slotting into place. I decided not to contact anyone on the house swap site straight away. I’d leave it up to fate, wait to hear from them first. I slept for a blissfully deep hour until Hayden woke me at six.


Not wanting to risk a fight, I didn’t tell Mark that morning that I’d signed up to the site. Another rough night had made him tetchy, and he left for work without saying much more than, ‘Lock the gate behind me.’ I gave Hayden her cereal, then sat her in front of CBeebies. I wasn’t hungry, but I found myself retrieving the half-empty pot of chocolate mousse from the fridge, and spooning it into my mouth while I checked my emails. Two from the bank, advising us that we’d hit our credit limit again; nothing from the house swap site apart from a thank you message for signing up.


Mom called, checking up on us as she did every morning, and after listening to her usual pleas to bring Hayden to stay with her for a few days, I told her about the house swap idea. She was immediately enthusiastic, mainly because she was desperate for us to get out of Cape Town, which she now thought of as a hostile, dangerous city. ‘And what does Mark think?’


‘He’s not keen. And we can’t really afford it.’ I tried not to dwell on the fact that if I’d bothered to find a job then we probably would have the money.


‘You must make him go. We can lend you the money for the flights, can’t we, Jan?’


Dad mumbled gutturally in the background.


‘I can’t let you do that, Mom.’ Their B&B was struggling; had been since they’d bought it two years before.


‘We can find the money. It’s about time Mark put you first, my girl.’


‘It’s been hard for all of us, Mom. He’s doing his best.’


She murmured something I couldn’t make out, but dropped the subject. She hated confrontation.


‘How’s business, Mom? Any bookings?’


‘We have two Dutch people with us for a week. Gays.’


‘Does Dad know they’re gay?’


‘Ag, Steffie. He’s not completely stuck in the Dark Ages. And then we’re empty until March.’ She paused. ‘If you did go away, we could look after Hayden.’


‘I’d take Hayden with us, Mom.’


‘We’d love to have her. You know that.’


I let her continue to try and convince me while I googled ‘top ten things to do in Paris in February’, occasionally checking my Gmail. And that’s when I saw the email from the house swap site: Hey, Stef198, Petit08 has sent you a message! Click here to see more . . . I wrapped up the call, and opened the email: Bonjour Stephanie et Mark! You are place looks nice! See ours we can come anytime you choose it;) a bientot!!!! From Mal et Junie Petit.


I clicked on the link provided, which opened to the Petits’ property page and a thumbnail portrait of a thirtyish couple. They crowded into shot, selfie-style, sunglasses on their heads, a double dose of white teeth. They were an advertiser’s dream: blond and happy. There were six photos of their apartment, taken mostly from the outside – the only interior shot showed a free-standing Victorian bath, a burgundy towel draped over its lip – along with a succinct description: ‘Stylish luxurious place in fantastic location for city of love!!! Sleeps 2 or three personnes.’ The building looked weathered and elegant and typically French, with a large solid wooden door and narrow windows fringed with curlicued metal balustrades. There were no reviews, but so what? We didn’t have any reviews either. Perhaps they were first-time house-swappers like us.


I didn’t hesitate. Bonjour! I typed in. It’s lovely to meet you!
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MARK


The car behind me bleats the second the light changes, shunting me out of another vague vision of masked men shouting orders. I deliberately take my time releasing the handbrake and pulling off. The suit behind me – a guy no older than twenty-five in an open-top Porsche – gesticulates angrily and I play the part of the doddery oldster. Cape Town used to have a reputation for being mellow and chilled, but now it seems overrun with uptight corporate types who wish they were in LA.


The guy tails me all the way to the Buitengracht lights and I feel his glare in the rear-view mirror. Not long ago, I would have returned it, but today I can hardly bear to glance back; any more knocks from life right now and I just might dissolve.


I’m so tired. The irony is that Hayden’s sleeping better than ever these past couple of weeks. She’s only been waking once or not at all through the whole night, but still I can’t – or don’t allow myself – to sleep. Rationally, I know that staying awake all night doesn’t make us any safer. I know it’s not good for me or for Steph and Hayden when every little bit of attention or help they need from me becomes a difficult demand because I’m so drained. I get irritable and I know I shouldn’t be. But still, I can’t sleep. What if they come back? If I’m awake, they won’t get to Steph.


To try and distract myself, I flick the car’s iPod player on. The randomizer selects ‘I’m a Funny Old Bear’ and I’m thrown back seven years to Zoë’s grade-one prize-giving ceremony. Packed into the school hall with mothers and lost-looking fathers whose own fathers would never have bothered to attend an insignificant occasion like this. The children were singing this song about Winnie-the-Pooh and it struck me: they seemed happy. Somehow my daughter had escaped the dull, sullen neglect of my own childhood, and something about that plain fact twisted my gut. I started crying as they cheered their way through the chorus. It was her last prize-giving ceremony.


It’s a relief, really, to be picking at the scab of this comforting old pain rather than our more recent trauma. I look in the rear-view mirror again, imagining Zoë sitting strapped in the back. But of course she wouldn’t be sitting there anymore. She’d be fourteen now, up in the passenger seat. Jesus.


It was several months before I could bring myself to take her booster seat out of the car. There are two holes where it wore through the seat’s fabric and still a collage of stains from all the food she spilled as she grew up.


‘Why’re you sad, Daddy?’ I imagine her saying.


‘I’m not, sweetie. Just . . . tired.’


‘Is it the new girl? Your Other Daughter?’


The guy behind me hoots again, interrupting my fantasy. Not just him, a row of cars behind me. This time, I put my hand up in apology and pull off. I check in the mirror again, and the back seat’s still vacant. I change to the morning radio to drown out the voices.


When I’ve squeezed into the tiny underground parking bay, I scan into the Melbourne City Campus lifts. When I was retrenched from the University of Cape Town – ‘The department is becoming remodularized into more relevant and productive study areas, Mark, and we simply don’t need two specialists in Victorian literature. Maeve’s lucky enough to hang on to her portfolio, and that’s only because she’s more senior than you’ – I was offered two positions elsewhere. I chose the Melbourne City Campus job because it presented longer, university-style courses. I thought that was important at the time, but I should have taken the CyberSmarts job instead; I would have been able to lead my online, outcomes-based cram tutorials from the comfort of my study and take naps between emails.


I greet Lindi at the reception desk and head down the sixth-floor corridor, following the sign to Communications, Networking and Correspondence towards my slot of an office. This ‘campus’ – really just another anonymous suite of offices and boardrooms – was fitted no more than three years ago, but already the office door droops and the carpet tiles are coming up, so I have to shoulder my way in every morning. There are three shelves bracketed into one wall, sparsely littered with a pile of files and papers. I still haven’t bothered to move my books in here, and I know it’s because that would imply some sort of commitment. Twenty-five years’ worth of arcane Victorian (not to mention Elizabethan and early-modern) expertise still lies dust-caked in its boxes at home.


I go to the kitchenette to fill up my water bottle. I really feel like coffee, but there’s only cheap instant and I still haven’t got it together to buy myself a Bodum for my office. As I’m bent over the slow-running tap, I feel someone coming into the narrow space behind me. The kitchen’s so small that the unspoken etiquette is for only one person at a time to enter, but now I feel a hand clamping my arm.


‘How are you doing, Mark?’


I turn awkwardly to Lindi, who’s now blocking any escape route.


‘Fine, thanks, and you?’ I say, hoping that she’ll leave it there.


But she doesn’t. ‘No, I mean really. It’s such a terrible thing that happened to you and your wonderful family.’ She’s never even met Steph or Hayden – of course I’d never bring them here.


‘Thanks. We’re okay.’ I don’t want this conversation. My wonderful families and terrible things seem to go together. Just imagine how Lindi would be acting if she knew about my first family. She’s just being kind, but when she probes like this, I feel cornered and snappish and I don’t want to be rude to one of my few friends here.


‘I want you to be okay,’ she says.


‘Mmm, thanks,’ I say again, and pointedly turn back to the sink, where my container is full and overflowing pathetically down the drain hole.


Finally, Lindi gets the hint and moves away.


Trailing down the corridor to Classroom C12, my water bottle in hand, I realize how hunched I’ve become. I straighten my back and level my shoulders, girding myself for the soul-sucking onslaught of the Level 1 General Literature class. I stride in with a sad, forced ‘Good morning!’ dripping with false cheer. There’s only the slightest dip in the volume of conversation as I set up the keywords on the projector. When I start talking, most of the kids look at me with some variation of loathing and distaste, as if I’m the sand in their Vaseline. It’s war poetry today, but it could be anything. I used to be interested in this stuff when I was young – I had better teachers than myself, I suppose – but I can’t conceive of a way to engage these students who stare at me, fuming like angry customers who aren’t getting what they paid for. I become aware of the drone in my voice, and the more I talk, the more anxious I become.


Somehow, at last, it becomes ten o’clock. When I get back to my office, I check my emails, ignoring the departmental circulars and clicking open a message from Steph. After all this time, my mood still bumps up every time I see her name in my inbox.




Hi Mark,


Didn’t tell you this morning because I wanted to surprise you, but just to let you know that I put in a request for a house swap. Here are the details of the place that responded – they sound v cool and French!


Mom and Dad are happy to lend us the money for the air tickets – so no excuses!


I know you secretly love the idea and you’ll come around – we’ll all have fun and it will be good for us.


I love you,


S





I’m surprised by a quick rush of indignation. How could she do this when I’ve already said no? But I can sense the rot in our marriage caused by this fucking break-in and I know I’ve got to make an extra effort to be positive. I can see how hard Steph’s trying – and, besides, she still knows she’ll win me over with that ‘I love you’.


I swivel my chair around and stare out of the window at the blockwork of rooftop air-cons and silvering in the back lots and the mountain beyond them, looming massive in a hot, clear sky. Paris . . . She knows me – I’ve always wanted to go. I can’t blame Steph that we’re in such a dire financial position.


Turning back to the screen, I click on the link Steph’s sent. It looks like one of those classic Parisian buildings in a narrow road with a little tree-lined square at the end. The suburb sounds pleasant, apparently close to all the attractions, but quiet, near Montmartre, where the artists lived and there’s that big white church.


In a different life, it would be a great idea. But not this one, not now. Even if we could accept money from Steph’s parents to go jaunting overseas, hauling Hayden through a foreign city won’t be as romantic as it sounds. Wheeling a docile little French girl in a pram through the Parisian parks sounds like fun, but we both know how Hayden gets when she needs to pee, when she’s hungry, when she’s tired, when she’s hot, when she’s cold – and not just Hayden. That’s natural for any toddler. Steph’s not being realistic.


Clicking to the house-swappers’ profile, I see a buff young couple called the Petits who have put some tourist links into their property description. I read through a list of literary walks in Paris and before I realize it, twenty minutes have passed. Just imagine strolling the same cobbles as Hemingway and Gaugin and Monet and Balzac and Foucault – and Woody Allen. It wouldn’t be quite the same as strolling the prefab indoor cobbles, circa 2008, of the Canal Walk mall. Steph chose well – I have always wanted to go, and I’ve just thought of a way I can make the trip work.


I pick up the phone and dial Steph’s parents. I’m relieved when Rina answers; Jan and I don’t get along – he’s only five years older than me and doesn’t trust me with his daughter, despite the fact that I’ve always treated her with love and respect. As a father of daughters, though, I understand where he’s coming from – I’d hate me too.


‘How could you, Mark?’


That was quick. I’ve only just come back with my daily grande from the coffee shop downstairs. Rina must have called Steph straight away.


‘I wanted to surprise you back. I thought you’d be—’


‘I’m calling Mom now. I’m telling her—’


‘Hang on, Steph. Think about it.’ I stand up and close my office door, but I’ll still have to keep my voice very low to avoid being heard through the cardboard walls. ‘If you think about it for one minute, you’d know that taking Hayden to Paris with us would be a bad idea. She’d hate it.’


‘You’re so distant with her sometimes, Mark. It makes me wonder if—’


‘Don’t start. Please, honey. You know how I feel.’ Because I do love Hayden, everything she represents to me. Because even though it was an accident – I assumed Steph was on the Pill and she assumed I’d had the chop – I’ll never forget that feeling when Steph told me she was pregnant. My pure joy took me by surprise as much as it did Steph. For a change, my feelings bypassed my doubts and it took me a while to understand why I was so happy. I was so in love with Steph, the world seemed to glow around her. She was my second chance – one I thought I’d never get and one I certainly didn’t deserve – and the gift of a baby felt like part of my redemption. Of course, the idea of a new baby was smothered with guilt and sadness, but it did help to think just how much Zoë would have loved a sister.


‘It’s so hard for you to say it, isn’t it? That you love Hayden.’


I think of how different the two girls are. Zoë, fair-haired and always sparkly and game for a challenge, just like her mother; and dark little Hayden, whiny, needy, prone to nightmares. I wonder just how much of that darkness I’ve instilled in her. I was a different man when Zoë was born, with the joyful confidence that would encourage a little girl to explore, but with Hayden . . . Still, it all means that when Hayden has one of her magic moments, it cuts like a knife through all the shit. I do love her, but I won’t rise to Steph’s taunt to be glib, so I plough on. ‘Your parents want to see Hayden, and Hayden loves it at their place. It’s the perfect plan. And, besides, because she’s turned two, she’d pay full price for her air ticket if we took her to France. We’re saving your parents that.’


She pauses, and I can tell she’s started to hear me. ‘You should have discussed it with me first.’


‘You never would have agreed.’


‘To abandoning my daughter so that we can go on holiday? You’re right, I wouldn’t.’


‘Exactly.’


‘Well, fuck it. I don’t want to go anymore. You thought it was a stupid idea. I don’t know why you’re suddenly so—’


‘The tickets are non-refundable.’


‘You already bought tickets? What—’


‘Well, your mother did. She didn’t want you to end up not going. She thinks it’s a good idea for us both – for us all. And I agree. Hayden will love her break as much as we will.’


‘I don’t want to go without her, Mark.’


‘You wanted this trip, Steph. I know you did. And Rina convinced me just how much we need it.’ It’s not fair to blame Rina, I know, but she really was supportive. ‘Think about it like this: it’ll be the honeymoon we never had.’


‘You’re an arsehole,’ she says, but her tone isn’t very angry. She’ll come around.
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STEPH


I still feel a kernel of guilt – and resentment – when I think back on how easily Mark manipulated me into leaving Hayden behind.


Yeah, I’ll admit, a treacherous part of me relished the thought of shedding the daily routine for a few days, sleeping late and visiting restaurants and museums without a toddler in tow. But still the thought burned: Why don’t you really want our daughter to come with us, Mark? It wasn’t as if he was ever cold with her exactly, but since the home invasion, I couldn’t help but feel that a distance had crept into his relationship with her.


I suppose I was also swayed by Mark’s U-turn about the trip. The anticipation of it seemed to awaken something inside him; something that had lain dormant since the night those fuckers invaded our home. I let him take over the arrangements and chat to the Petits – he’d read out the most hilarious of their obviously Google-translated messages to me in bed every evening – and he threw himself into making plans: booking visa appointments, downloading maps and trawling TripAdvisor for budget restaurant recommendations. I was desperate not to do or say anything that would dampen his mood; even the house appeared to take on a lighter atmosphere, as if it knew it would soon be hosting a fresh pair of inhabitants who weren’t such a downer. Slot, slot, slot, everything fell into place seamlessly. The visa interviews went without a hitch, and Mark would be able to squeeze in a week’s leave just before the semester started in mid-February.


She may not have been my favourite person, but Carla also came to the party, offering to liaise with the Petits and hand over the keys when they arrived. A couple of days before we were due to leave, she showed up at the house and thrust a plastic garment bag into my arms. I unzipped it to reveal a chocolate-coloured cashmere coat. ‘You can borrow it,’ she said. ‘It should fit you, it’s a couple of sizes too big for me.’ Sting in the tail or not, I was grateful for the thought. The coat was beautiful.


I still have it.


But as the days bled away and the departure date neared, I became anxious. I spent two full days frantically preparing the house and typing out pages of instructions for everything from the alarm system to the dishwasher. The day before we left, I bought milk, butter, bread, bacon and fresh coffee for the Petits – the kind of expensive fair-trade stuff I’d never have dreamed of buying for Mark and me. I splurged on new sheets, pillowcases and towels. I scrubbed walls, bleached the bathroom and tidied drawers, trying not to think about the sinister, gloved fingers that had rooted through their contents during the break-in. The floors gleamed and every room was filled with the scent of cedar oil. I was overcompensating, hoping that an immaculate interior would make up for the rowdy student neighbours, the wailing of the bergies who lived under the highway bridge, and the welded bars on the windows, which hadn’t featured in the photos I’d uploaded to the house swap site. It’s ironic now – actually, tragic – but all I could think was: What if the Petits complain that we misrepresented the house?


My parents collected Hayden the morning we were due to leave, and as I helped strap her into her car seat, I was filled with the certainty that I’d never see her again. I had to will myself not to scream at my parents to stop as they pulled away.


Mark put an arm around me as the car disappeared around the corner. ‘She’ll be fine, Steph.’


‘Yeah.’


I was being irrational. I knew I was. Nothing was going to happen to Hayden. Collectively, Mark and I had been through more than our fair share of hardship: Zoë’s death, Hayden’s chronic colic, the break-in – surely we were due a run of good luck? To take the edge off, I downed two of the Urbanol the doctor had given me for anxiety after the attack – the visit to the doctor and the tranquillizers were my little secret; knowing about them would only have upset Mark – and, numbed by the meds, I helped Mark pack. I had to remember that the trip was for him as well. It’ll be the honeymoon we never had. Things had moved so quickly after we met, we hadn’t managed to find the time for that sort of romantic gesture.
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