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Prologue JONAH


In my fifteen years of fighting with Sadie Shaw, we only had six ceasefires.

The first five, we broke.


Ceasefire #1—Second year undergrad Thirteen years ago


Our unit chair for Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century Literature made two pedagogical decisions that Future Jonah, who would go on to teach classes of his own, would find utterly fascinating in their sadism:


1) Group work was the best possible way to assess individual students’ understanding of the libertine novel.

2) Pairing the two students who, over the year and a half they’d known each other, had spent every seminar passionately disagreeing with each other would lead to excellent results.1



“Truce, Fisher,” nineteen-year-old Sadie said, long red hair spilling over her shoulders as she marched across the seminar room toward me. “The grade we get on this assessment is more important to me than the fact I can’t stand you.”

She held out her hand for me to shake.

I looked at it.

“Well?” she demanded.

“… Fine. Truce, Shaw,” I said. “Our grade is the most important thing.”

I shook her hand. Her skin was soft against mine, the way I had imagined it might be, but her grip was secure, assertive, assured.

Mine wasn’t.

I loved arguing with Sadie in seminars. Everything I could think of, she always had an answer to—sometimes a completely unexpected one—and it was entirely, utterly thrilling.

This was our fourth semester of undergraduate Lit Studies at Eastern Sydney University. Every semester, I made sure we were in the same seminars,2 because I liked arguing with her so much. Every week, I looked forward to the hours we spent together: to those productive, fruitful, generative debates; to the way our commitment to one-upping each other made us both better students; to the glint in her eyes as she turned her gaze on me across the room; to whatever it was she would say next.

Before I started undergrad, I had been determined not to follow in my father’s footsteps. I had no desire to do what my brother Elias was doing, to try to become the sequel to Professor Christian Fisher, Eminent(ly Unbearable) Scholar. Yes, I loved reading. Yes, I loved learning. Yes, I was even going to do my degree at ESU, where my dad worked—but that was as far as I was going to go. Under no circumstances would I become an academic, not if it meant becoming someone like him.

Arguing with Sadie had changed my mind about everything I’d imagined for my future.

But she didn’t feel the way I did. At all.

Sadie Shaw couldn’t stand me.

That’s probably why I was the one who broke the first ceasefire, by picking a fight about what theoretical framework we should use to examine Les Liaisons Dangereuses. It was incredibly immature of me, but it was far easier to make myself unlikable than to try to understand why the girl I’d been psyching myself up to ask to be my date to my sister Fiona’s farce of a wedding hated me so much.3




Ceasefire #2—Graduation (undergrad) Ten years ago


Because we were both compulsive overachievers, we each did a double bachelor’s degree4 and then an Honours year. By the time we graduated, Sadie and I had been arguing with each other for five years.

Tensions had ratcheted up between us after that first broken ceasefire,5 and they ratcheted up even further in our Honours year. What had been a simple classroom rivalry turned into an all-out battle for supremacy, because now there was something to win.

Sadie and I never said it out loud, but we clearly had the same idea. We were both going to get first-class Honours—that went without saying—but whichever one of us got the higher overall grade and won the University Medal for Outstanding Academic Performance in Literary Studies would also be the winner of… well, us.

But there was to be no winner, no loser, no satisfying conclusion that would let us both walk away and bury our feud as the youthful hostilities of two people too competitive for their own good, because we got the exact same score—across coursework, across our theses, across everything—making us the first ever dual University Medalists.

“Can we be civil today, please?” I murmured to Sadie, as we followed the student procession into the graduation hall. Everyone else was ordered alphabetically to receive their degrees, but because we’d won the medal, we had to be beside each other, right near the back. “I’d rather not have a screaming argument with you in front of my parents.”

“Oh, damn,” Sadie said. “I’ll have to take that off my schedule. I had it penciled in for about two-thirds of the way through the ceremony.”

I looked at her.

I had buried my crush a long time ago, but there were still times—usually when that long, wild red hair of hers was loose the way it was that day, vibrant against the crisp black lines of her robes and mortarboard—that I couldn’t help but notice how beautiful she was.

“Please.” It was the closest I’d come to admitting weakness to her since that first insecure handshake.

If she realized, she didn’t press the issue—which meant that she hadn’t realized, because Sadie Shaw would always press the issue. “I have as much interest in causing a scene as you, Jonah. Do you think I fought this hard just to ruin today by having some stupid argument with you?”

That stung. Our arguments were many things, but never, ever—I thought, anyway—stupid.

“Your parents must be proud,” I said, because it seemed like a polite, civil sort of thing to say.

“I don’t have parents.”

I blinked.

“My mum died when I was sixteen. Cancer. My dad was a piece of shit who left when she got sick.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“When I said I fought hard for this, Fisher,” Sadie said, “I didn’t just mean I fought you.”

Her robes brushed against mine as we took our seats. “My sister Chess is here, though,” she added, “and saying she’s proud is a profound understatement.”

It was Chess who ended up breaking the second ceasefire. My dad was vocally displeased that I hadn’t won the University Medal outright, and Chess overheard, interpreting his disappointment in me as a slight against Sadie,6 and… well, if there had been even the slightest possibility of Sadie and me staying in touch and maybe even developing some sort of friendship, then the huge, embarrassing scene the two of them caused utterly obliterated it.




Ceasefire #3—The share house Eight years ago


We took different paths after graduation. I stayed at university, continuing straight on into a PhD. Sadie left, going out into the real world to make some money.

A great deal of the pleasure I found in university bled away without her there. No other sparring partner came close. On an intellectual level, I missed her, deeply and profoundly.

But I was glad too, because without her there, every day, finding new and fascinating ways to disagree with me, I was finally able to actually put that crush of mine to rest, once and for all.

All right, sure, every so often7 I would wake up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, paralyzed with anxiety over some of the stupid shit I’d said to her.

And sure, once, when I was marking essays for that same unit on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literature Sadie and I had taken all those years ago, and a student had quoted Lizzy’s line, “I know I shall probably never see him again, but I cannot bear to think that he is alive in the world and thinking ill of me” in their assignment, my first instinct had to been to scribble RELATABLE CONTENT and not THIS LINE IS FROM THE 1995 MINISERIES, PLEASE READ THE BOOK NEXT TIME.

But for the most part, I did not think about Sadie Shaw—and I hoped that wherever she was and whatever she was doing, she wasn’t thinking about me either. That would be better than her hating me.

In the interest of getting out of my parents’ house, I moved in much too quickly with my new girlfriend, a Screen Studies PhD student I met at a postgraduate mixer. About eighteen months into the relationship, though, when she started saying things like “marriage” and “children” and “Why don’t you ever tell me you love me, Jonah?,” I realized I’d made a terrible mistake, broke it off before I did any more emotional damage, and found myself in the market for somewhere new to live.

After looking at a lot of truly awful and wildly expensive places,8 I found the perfect share house. It wasn’t too far from campus and it was huge: six bedrooms, three bathrooms, with a spacious kitchen I could actually see myself cooking in and a big backyard with a covered deck that would be perfect for studying on sunny afternoons. It was cheap too, because so many other postgrad students and early-career researchers lived there. The couple who interviewed me (Van: sociology; Annie: philosophy) told me there were seven housemates living across four of the bedrooms and they were looking to add to that number by renting out the other two.

If you have any sense of story progression then I’m sure you can see where this is going, but I did not generally expect my fairly staid, dull, quiet life to follow narrative rules, so imagine my shock when I turned up on moving day, struggling under the weight of a stack of Norton Anthologies—only to run into Sadie in the hallway, red hair piled messily on her head, sweat beading on her collarbone, halfway through moving in her own stuff.

Neither of us was willing to give up the house. Not with that kitchen, not with that backyard, definitely not in the broken Sydney rental market. “Where am I supposed to go, back to the woman whose heart I just broke?” I demanded. “Be realistic, Shaw.”

“Oh yes, I’m sure her heart is just shattered, losing a prince like you, Fisher,” Sadie retorted. “What about your rich parents?”

“I would rather live with your sister.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That on the one occasion I met her, your sister screamed that I was an entitled prick from a line of entitled pricks, and I would still rather live with her than with my parents. Although I’m sure she’d much rather live with you, so how about you move in with her and I’ll stay here?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Um, I don’t know, because she’s a thirty-year-old lawyer who doesn’t need her kid sister sponging off her anymore?” Sadie folded her arms. “I’d suggest you move in with your siblings, but you have only child written all over you.”

“Oh wow, is Sadie Shaw drawing broad conclusions based on insubstantial evidence? I’m the youngest of three. I’ve got a brother and a sister.”

“Congratulations. Move in with one of them.”

It went on like that for a long time. A long time. We were lucky it was the middle of the day and most of our new housemates were on campus, because if they’d overheard us, they definitely would have asked us both to leave.

Eventually, though, we reached the only possible stalemate for two people as stubborn as we were.

“It’s a big house,” Sadie said. “Will you agree to stay out of my way?”

I took her proffered hand. “If you’ll agree to stay out of mine.”

She’d changed over the years, her style evolving, more freckles covering her face, but her handshake was just as secure as ever.

My breath caught in my throat.

I found myself hoping, in a way that was deeply, deeply emotionally unhealthy, that instead of staying out of my way, she would throw herself into it. That she would break that third ceasefire with me, over and over again.

“You can let go of my hand now, Jonah,” Sadie said tersely. “You’re not going to intimidate me by trying to crush my bones to dust.”9




Ceasefire #4—Graduation (postgrad) Four years ago


Sadie had moved into the share house because she was starting her own PhD and wanted to be close to campus. I’d started mine a solid eighteen months before her, but when I went part-time for a bit and then intermitted for a year so I could take up a prestigious but time-consuming (and soul-destroying) research assistance gig,10 she caught up to me fairly quickly.

That meant two things:


1) We were competing constantly: for internal grant funding, teaching work, marking work, opportunities for research collaboration—literally everything.

2) Once again (inevitably, really) we graduated in the same ceremony.



“Fisher, I know we tried this last time and it went terribly,” Sadie said as we stood in front of the long mirror in the robing room beforehand, volunteers fussing around us and all the other graduands, making sure the satin linings of our doctoral hoods were draped appropriately, “but can we be cool today?”

“You mean I have to scrap my plans to stand up when they read your name and announce that I have an objection like I’m Mr. Briggs at Jane and Rochester’s wedding?” I replied. “Oh no.”

Sadie rolled her eyes. “If you could stop your dad from declaring the existence of an impediment, that might be nice.”

She was being sarcastic, but her worries weren’t entirely unjustified. My dad had made it very clear he had no respect whatsoever for Sadie’s research area, which was popular fiction. I dreaded it whenever he turned up at her sessions in the Higher Degree Research seminar series almost as much as when he turned up at mine. Professor Christian Fisher was the undisputed king of the passive-aggressive, long-winded, wire-barbed This is more of a comment than a question.

“If it’s any consolation, he’s got other people to be a dick to today,” I said. “My siblings flew in for the ceremony. He’ll be too busy bullying my brother Elias for not having a permanent academic job yet, and my sister Fiona for spoiling his three-kids-three-PhDs clean sweep.”

Sadie looked at me strangely.

“What?”

“So you do admit your dad’s a dick.”

“Of course I admit my dad’s a dick. I have eyes. Ears. The memory of growing up in his house.”

“Yet all the times he’s come at me,” Sadie said, “you haven’t said a fucking word.”

“And make it look like you need some knight in shining armor to fight your battles for you? Of course I haven’t said a fucking word.”

Sadie made a facial expression I couldn’t quite read—a raising of the eyebrows, a quirk of the lips—but said nothing.

“Anyway,” I said, “you hold your own against him perfectly well, Shaw. You don’t need my help.”

I put my PhD bonnet on. It pushed the frames of my glasses uncomfortably into my ears. “Is your sister going to object when they read out my name?”

“Chess promised she’d be on her best behavior.”

“So a fifty-fifty chance, then?”

“About that, yes.” Sadie put her own bonnet on.

Then, to my surprise, her expression softened a little. “I like that a doctorate isn’t really something you can beat someone at, though,” she said. “There’s no, like, superdoctorate. No ultimate academic championship belt. Not today. There’s just this.”

Her eyes met mine in the mirror as she gestured to our regalia. “Today might be the first day in our whole careers that neither of us needs to try to win.”

Speak for yourself, the part of me that had grown up around the Fisher family dinner table wanted to say. Don’t get complacent.

But I was an adult now.

“Congratulations, Dr. Shaw,” I said.

Sadie smiled at me.

It wasn’t the first time she had smiled at me. She had done that plenty of times, a predatory smile that said, I have set a trap and you have fallen right into it, fool.

It was the first time she had smiled at me like this, though—open, unguarded, warm.

“Congratulations, Dr. Fisher.”

The tassel of her PhD bonnet was tangled in her hair. What might happen, I wondered, flexing my fingers, if I reached over and untangled it?

After the ceremony, when we had our testamurs in hand, my eyes met those of the newly minted Dr. Sadie Shaw across the wine reception.

She raised her glass to me. I raised mine to her.

“Jonah, pay attention!” my dad snapped. “I’m trying to help you network!”

He’d pulled over the Head of Humanities from one of the other Sydney-based universities, a man with immense power over staff hiring.

I saw the expression on Sadie’s face change.

Her sister came up behind her and said something in her ear. Sadie replied. Chess’s eyes flicked to me, and the venom in them was unmistakable. That entitled prick from a line of entitled pricks, I heard her snarl again.

I looked away.

And the next day, when Sadie and I ran into each other in the share house kitchen, everything was the same as it had always been, except now it was Dr. Shaw and Dr. Fisher fighting instead of Ms. and Mr.




Ceasefire #5—English 101 Two years ago


Here’s a piece of advice about academia: if you’re interested in secure and stable employment with career progression that pays you a living wage, don’t go into it.11 The year Sadie and I graduated, a grand total of five full-time permanent academic jobs in Literary Studies were advertised across the entire country. The next year, it was three. The year after that, four.

Between applying feverishly for these jobs, Sadie and I were working hard in the huge, amorphous body of scholars called the precariat.12 We were cobbling together our respective livings through casual teaching gigs at as many universities as would have us, frequently competing for the same meager hours, reapplying for the same work semester after semester. Before graduation, our PhD scholarships had provided a safety net.13 Afterward, getting casual work was quite literally a matter of survival.

At ESU, our reputations preceded us, so we were only ever hired to teach into different units. Other Sydney-based universities, though, had no knowledge of our lengthy feud—which was how Bass University accidentally hired us to co-teach their big first-year core Literary Studies unit.

It was a huge deal. Casual staff didn’t often get the opportunity to lecture, especially not to this many students, but the unit chair had got some big grant and all his teaching had been bought out for a few years. Sadie and I were hired to teach three seminars each and split the lecturing fifty-fifty.

“This is too big a payday for us to ruin by fighting,” I said, as we sat down at the share house kitchen table to plan our approach. “Can we agree to be professional about this?”

“Firstly, don’t patronize me,” Sadie said. “Secondly, I’m always professional. You’re the one who starts the fights.”

“That’s not true and you know it.”

“Keep telling yourself that, Fisher. Let’s just alternate lecture weeks. I’ll take odds; you take evens.”

“Fine.”

That plan might have worked if we hadn’t had to attend each other’s lectures in order to maintain the continuity of the content. Sadie didn’t like the way I framed Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound in my week two lecture, so at the beginning of her week three lecture, which was supposed to be on Frankenstein, she had a section titled “Prometheus Bound: An Alternative Perspective.” I retaliated in week four, with “Another Look at Frankenstein,” and so it went on, the fifth ceasefire broken, week after week.

Oddly enough, though, our repeated shattering of the ceasefire led to incredible student satisfaction ratings. Students could be cruel in end-of-unit surveys, but we got raves across the board. Is it weird to say that I learnt more from Dr. Shaw and Dr. Fisher disagreeing with each other than anything else? one student wrote.

My favorite thing was watching Sadie during Jonah’s lectures, another wrote. She was practically vibrating with how badly she wanted to fight him. I kept waiting for her entrance music to hit, professional-wrestling-style.

We got hired back to co-teach English 10114 for the next two years while the unit chair was on research leave—a very lucrative opportunity in the cutthroat world of the precariat. My dad had warned me multiple times that my feud with Sadie could be career limiting—“You don’t want your name associated in any way with that kind of scholar,” he kept infuriatingly telling me—but it turned out he did not, in fact, know everything.




Ceasefire #6 Now


We were wrapping up our third and final year of teaching English 101—and were thus about to be flung back headfirst into the endless knife fight for teaching work that was casual academia—when the sixth ceasefire occurred.

It was the last day of October, which meant it was my thirty-second birthday. My father had called me earlier and told me15 that he and my mother would be picking me up at seven and we would be going to dinner. “And I mean seven, Jonah,” he said sharply. “We don’t have time for you to be late.”

I was supposed to be at a pretty crucial union meeting, but there was no point arguing with the man who had taught me how to argue. “Yes, Dad.”

I was ready and waiting in the living room by six forty-five, adjusting the cuffs of my shirt, when Sadie got home. “Where are you off to?” she asked, glancing at me as she hung her keys on the hook marked S by the door. “You look like you’re about to elbow some peasants aside to get into the last lifeboat on the Titanic.”

“Not your best insult. Low-hanging fruit. What happened at the union meeting?”

“If you’d bothered to turn up instead of getting all dressed up to go and grind the faces of the poor, you’d know.”

“Shaw.”

“What we all knew was going to happen.” Her tone was light, but I could see the tension in her jaw. “More budget cuts. Casual jobs the first on the chopping block. A wonderfully bright future of unemployment for us all that the union probably won’t be able to do shit about. What’s so important that you couldn’t come and hear the good news for yourself?” She gestured at my suit. “Hot date?”

“Ha-ha. Birthday dinner with my parents.”

Sadie rolled her eyes—possibly at my reason for not attending the union meeting, possibly a reflex at the invocation of my dad, probably both. “Happy birthday.”

Before I could parse that there was a nice sentiment underneath the facial expression, she’d already disappeared down the hallway.

And let’s be honest: it wasn’t that nice. Happy birthday is not the kind of phrase you have to put any effort into. It’s inherently citational. It’s always a quotation, reliant on such a distant echo of meaning that it practically means nothing.

It was still the nicest thing anyone said to me all night.



“Jonah?”

I looked up from where I was slumped over the kitchen table in the dark. I’d taken my glasses off, so the figure of Sadie standing in the doorway was blurry. She was backlit by the hall light, wearing pajamas,16 hair tied up in a topknot that was listing to the left, and she was holding her comically enormous tea mug, the one with the C. S. Lewis quote on the side that said: You can never get a cup of tea large enough or a book long enough to suit me.

“Ignore me.” I went back to resting my forehead on my folded arms.

Her footsteps shuffled across the kitchen. Water ran. There was a click as she flicked the kettle on, a rustle as she found herself a tea bag.

“You know you have a bedroom, right?”

I made a vague noise.

“Unless you’re so broke you’re subletting it. In which case, the rest of us have to sign off on that.”

The kettle started to boil, softly bubbling.

“And if you’re that broke, surely your parents—”

“Don’t.”

My tone was sharp, bordering on aggressive, but when I looked up, Sadie just raised an eyebrow. “Birthday dinner went that well, huh?”

I put my head down again.

There was a gentle susurrus as she poured water into her mug, then a heavy clunk as she set it down on the kitchen table. “Are you all right?”

I looked up again.

She was standing, one hand curled around the top of a chair. In the dim light, she was like an image from an old black-and-white movie, hair and eyes and clothes dark against her pale skin, my bad vision putting her in low resolution.

“No,” I said.

“Do you want a cup of tea? There’s that disgusting ginger one you like.”

“No. Thank you.”

She paused. “Do you want to talk about it?”

No, I should have said. I had spent fifteen years doing my level best never to show weakness to this woman. In that moment, I had no armor, no defenses. I was nothing but an open, gaping wound.

“My family is poison,” I said. “I’m poison.”

She blinked.

“You can say, I told you so,” I added bitterly.

She didn’t.

Instead, Sadie sat down across from me. “I know I devote the better part of my life to being a bitch to you, but surely you don’t think I’m that bad.”

“This isn’t a question of good or bad. It’s a question of accurate and inaccurate. And in this case, I told you so would be extremely accurate.”

“Jonah, what happened?”

I sighed, reaching for my glasses and putting them back on. “It’s my sister.”

“The one who incurred the wrath of your dad by daring not to get a PhD?”

I stared. How did she remember that?

“I listen when you talk, Fisher,” Sadie said. “How else am I supposed to dismantle your arguments?”

God. Her mind was a fucking steel trap. “Yes. Fiona.”

I stood up, the intimacy of sitting across from her suddenly too much. “When we got to the restaurant tonight, my dad argued with the sommelier for ten minutes over what bottle of wine to order.” I found my ginger tea bags in the cupboard, topped up the kettle, and flicked it back on. “Then he spent another five minutes mansplaining to my mother why she was wrong to want to order à la carte and that we should get the tasting menu. And then, just as the waiter was pouring the wine, my dad casually mentioned that Fiona’s shithead husband Matt has left her for his secret second family and is refusing to pay any child support.”

It was too polite a way to say it, too euphemistic, too kind. I hope things are looking up for you on the job market, Jonah, my dad had said, swirling the wine in his glass, tasting it, making a face, but then eventually nodding in approval to the waiter. Now Fiona’s gone and ruined her life and come begging for money, we’re not going to be able to catch you if you fall.

What do you mean? I’d asked, mouth going suddenly dry. What’s happened to Fiona?

“Oh, Jonah,” Sadie said.

“Fi had no idea.” The kettle started to boil. “No clue at all that anything was wrong. Matt just sat her down one day and said, ‘Surprise, my investment bank actually doesn’t need to fly me to Melbourne every week, I have another life and another wife and other kids there, and I like them more than you, bye.’ ”

I just don’t understand how she didn’t realize, my father had said, after he’d interrupted my mother about twelve times as she tried to—considerably more sensitively—outline the story for me. I know Fiona was never the brightest spark, but surely this kind of thing isn’t that difficult to spot.

“What a complete fucking arsehole,” Sadie said.

I choked on a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob as the kettle boiled. “Thank you for being the first person to have an appropriate reaction to the situation.”

“What other reaction is there?” She got up, took the kettle out of my shaking hands, and poured hot water into my mug for me. “Your poor sister. Is she okay?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know?”

“She didn’t tell me.” I took my mug from her and put it back down on the kitchen table, almost collapsing into my chair. “This is how I found out what happened. From my dad making some offhand comment about money. Fi hasn’t said a fucking thing to me.”

I had never seen Sadie Shaw lost for words before. Anything I had ever said to her—anything anyone had ever said to her—she had a response to. This, though, her brilliant mind couldn’t seem to even remotely compute.

“I tried to call Fi as soon as I got home, but she didn’t answer,” I said. “Which isn’t surprising, I guess. She’s got three kids, and they can be a handful. She’d probably already collapsed in exhaustion.”

That was what I was telling myself, anyway. What if Fiona was staring at my name on her phone screen, worrying that I was calling to rub it in? To tell her that she deserved this somehow?

“What about your brother?” Sadie sat back down across from me. “Did she tell him?”

“I haven’t been able to get hold of him yet—he’s on a fellowship in Germany—but I don’t think so.”

Elias, at least, would have told me if he knew. Wouldn’t he?

Sadie let out a long breath. “If anything like this ever happened to me, I would go running to Chess so fast there would be scorch marks on the ground. Why hasn’t she told you?”

“Because my family is absolutely fucking fucked, Shaw.”

I rubbed my hand over my beard, hoping that the room was dark enough, and my glasses were disguise enough, that she wouldn’t see the tears beading in the corners of my eyes. “Elias and Fiona and I aren’t like you and your sister. We don’t— We aren’t— Sometimes I’m so fucking jealous of you, did you know that?”

Sadie raised an eyebrow.

“I know, I know. I sound exactly like a poor little rich kid. Fuck, I am a poor little rich kid. But… you remember our first graduation? When your sister got into it with my dad?”

“Of course I remember. I was so embarrassed I didn’t think I’d be able to look you in the eye ever again.”

She’d been embarrassed? That was new information—and a concept I wasn’t even remotely in the right headspace to process.

“Well, I was jealous,” I said. “Because my siblings and I were raised to fight each other, not fight for each other. There’s not a person on this planet who would fight for me the way Chess did for you.”

I wrapped my fingers around my mug. “The very first thing I ever learned was how to argue,” I said. “Dad drilled it into all three of us. There was this game he used to play at dinner—if one of us expressed some kind of opinion, he’d point at another one of us and say, ‘Devil’s advocate!’ and we wouldn’t be allowed to leave the table until we’d debated it out. Fighting each other was like our family sport.”

I took a long sip of tea, but it didn’t help the lump growing in my throat. “Fiona was the only one who ever resisted. Sometimes, when Dad pointed at her, she’d just say no and walk away. And sometimes she tried to protect me too. She’s three years older than me, and…”

I swallowed reflexively. I’d been only seven when my dad took my teddy bear away and told me I could have it back when I’d constructed a persuasive enough argument as to why I needed it. I’d been completely distraught, but he’d been unmoved (Tears, Jonah, he’d said, do not constitute a thesis statement).

Then two days later, Fiona had materialized in my bedroom in the dead of night. Here, she’d whispered, handing me my bear. I stole him back for you. Find a better hiding place for him than Dad did, okay?

“She tried to protect me,” I repeated, “but when she needed me to support her, I turned my back on her instead.”

“How?” Sadie asked. “What did you do?”

“Let’s just say that I was really, really unsupportive of her decision to get married.”

I remembered vividly what it had been like when Fiona announced she was dropping out of uni, moving to Tasmania, and marrying an older man. My mother—who was normally quiet and deferential—had snapped, calling her decision stupid and shortsighted. My father had agreed, saying that a choice this foolish made her worse than a failure. Elias had just shaken his head and said, Come on, Fi, don’t be an idiot.

Then Fiona had looked at me.

She was making a terrible decision. I, eighteen years old and newly enamored of university life, was very confident in that. But she’d just had three other people tell her that exact thing. She didn’t need to hear it again.

Yet instead of having her back, I’d cocked my chin, looked her in the eye, and said, Can you explain why this isn’t the worst choice anyone has ever made in the history of the world?

Fiona had looked back at me for a long moment, and then turned on her heel and walked out the door.

It wasn’t like we’d been on bad terms in the fourteen years since. I’d been a groomsman at her wedding. I sent presents to her kids on their birthdays and chatted to them on Zoom sometimes. We’d spent some perfectly acceptable family Christmases together. I loved my sister.

But something had broken between me and Fiona that day, something that had never, ever been repaired.

“Sounds like you were right about that,” Sadie remarked, “given how her marriage ended.”

“Being right’s not the point, though.”

Sadie blinked, clearly surprised. I didn’t blame her. That wasn’t a sentence I ever expected to come out of my mouth either.

“No wonder Fi didn’t tell me about Matt leaving,” I said numbly. “She wouldn’t have thought there’d be any point. That I’d just laugh and say, I told you so, and make her feel worse than she already does.”

I took off my glasses and scrubbed my hand over my eyes. “And when I think of her all on her own in Hobart,” I said, voice hoarse, “so alone, so isolated, having everything me and my family ever said about her marriage be proven right—having to crawl to my fucking arsehole of a dad for money so she can look after her kids…”

I had to stop. The lump in my throat was so large it was making me feel almost nauseous. My eyes were burning with all the tears I was trying not to shed. I was on the verge of completely falling apart.

And Sadie Shaw, the woman who had devoted the better part of her life to breaking me?

This blessed woman just leaned back in her chair, eyeballed me, and with a tone as dry as a desert said, “So what I’m hearing is that this isn’t the greatest birthday you’ve ever had.”

My laugh was so sudden it surprised me, like she’d reached past my conscious mind and pulled it straight out of my body. “You know what? I don’t think either of my parents even remembered to wish me happy— What are you doing?”

Sadie was on her feet, reaching on tiptoe to grab a mug from a cupboard that was slightly too high for her, and then disappearing into the pantry. “No one should have a birthday that shit, Fisher. Even you.”

She emerged with flour, cocoa, and sugar under one arm. The flour bag hadn’t been sealed properly, and there was a white smudge of it on her camisole. “The eggs in the fridge are yours, right? Can I use one?”

“What for?”

She took that as a yes. “Chess used to make this for me when I was growing up, whenever I had a shitty day. It’s the epitome of cheap and cheerful. It’s not going to be up to your Superchef standards, but you should have at least a little bit of cheer on your birthday.”

Sadie poured the ingredients into the mug, mixed vigorously, then put it into the microwave. The proportions were definitely wrong, but I bit my tongue. “This really isn’t necessary,” I said instead.

“Shut up, Jonah. Let me be nice to you for a second.”

“You’re never nice to me.”

“It’s your birthday. There’s a special provision in the treaty.”

“Really?”

“There’s also a special provision for talking shit about your dad. I’m happy to do that whenever you want. Whenever.”

I was treated to a flash of her brilliant smile before the microwave dinged. “I’m not sure it’s all the way cooked, but that’s fine,” she said, wobbling the mug experimentally. “I always liked them a bit under anyway. More of a gooey center.”

She set it down in front of me, along with a spoon. She’d made me a chocolate mug cake, rising lopsidedly out of the mug, listing to the left, just like her topknot.

The lump swelled anew in my throat. The only person who had ever done anything even remotely like this for me before was Fiona.

“Go on, then, eat,” Sadie said, sitting back down, as casually as if she were sitting opposite any of our other housemates. “If you’re waiting for me to sing ‘Happy Birthday,’ you’re going to be waiting a long fucking time.”

“Good,” I managed to say. “I’ve heard you singing in the shower. I definitely don’t need a private show.”

“You should be so lucky.”

I took a bite of the cake. I’d been right about her mixing up the proportions. There was way too much cocoa, way too little sugar, and it was incredibly bitter. “This is delicious,” I said. “Thank you.”

Sadie eyeballed me for a few seconds before she reached across the table. She didn’t hold her hand out for me to shake, like she had during some of our other ceasefires. Instead, she laid it on top of mine, her palm warm against my knuckles.

“Truce?” she asked.

I turned my hand over so we were palm to palm, my fingers loosely clasped around hers.

“Truce,” I said. “Thank you, Sadie. Tonight… You… Thank you for listening.”

“You’re welcome.”

She squeezed my hand gently, in a way that made it feel like her fingers were closed around my heart. “I know I’m probably the last person you’d ask for help, given our history, but if there’s anything I can do to help your sister… well, I’ve got a soft spot for sisters.”

“Thank you.”

She squeezed my fingers again. I was terrified, suddenly, that she might let go.

“I don’t want to fight anymore, Sadie,” I said. “I know academia pits us against each other all the time—that we pit ourselves against each other all the time—but I don’t want to do that anymore.”

For a long time, she was silent.

“I’ve been fighting for so long I’m not sure I know how to stop,” she said, “but I’ll try if you will.”

And so our sixth ceasefire was forged, the one I thought would be our last. The final binding agreement between Dr. Sadie Shaw and Dr. Jonah Fisher. The contract we would never break, a mature end to our immature rivalry, the tentative beginnings of something that might one day become a friendship. White flags waving. Weapons down.

The job was listed the next day.
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Chapter One SADIE


I wrote my PhD thesis on a concept called eucatastrophe.

People always think I spent a bunch of years wallowing in something really depressing when they hear this, but nothing could be further from the truth. Eucatastrophes are good catastrophes.

The term was coined by J. R. R. Tolkien in a lecture called “On Fairy-Stories,” which he gave in Scotland in 1939. The first time I read it, it struck a chord deep inside me that never really stopped thrumming.

Eucatastrophe, in Tolkien’s words, is “the good catastrophe, the sudden joyous ‘turn.’ ” In mine, it’s the moment in a story where, when it seems like all is lost, that things are going to be awful forever, that the only possible endings are full of misery and despair, something good happens.

My favorite example of eucatastrophe comes from one of my most beloved childhood books. An enterprising school librarian had seen me, a disadvantaged little redheaded girl who loved books and learning, and pressed Anne of Green Gables into my hands. I loved it so much I cried when I had to return it, so Chess, then in her early teens, had begged, borrowed, and eventually stolen to get me a box set of all the Anne books from the school book fair.

I loved and treasured them all, but the third book was my favorite: Anne of the Island, the one where Anne goes away to university. Near the end of the book (spoilers, sorry, but this book came out in 1915) it’s revealed that Gilbert Blythe, Anne’s onetime-rival/eventual-friend/sort-of-ex-because-she-rejected-him-earlier, is dying of typhoid.

And Anne has a horrible, awful realization. She is in love with this man—and now she’s going to lose him.

The next morning, steeling herself for the worst possible news, Anne tremulously asks how Gilbert is.

Gilbert is better. His fever broke. He’s not going to die after all.

Eucatastrophe.

I can remember the first time I read this so clearly. I was nine years old, sitting on my bed in the late afternoon in the tiny bedroom I shared with then-fourteen-year-old Chess. I started tearing up when Anne found out Gilbert was dying, but I tried to keep quiet—Chess was sitting on her own bed, studying, and I didn’t want to disturb her.

But then Anne found out Gilbert wasn’t going to die and I couldn’t help it—I burst into tears.

“What’s wrong?” Chess was beside me in an instant, her textbooks hitting the floor.

“Nothing,” I sobbed. “It’s just—it’s just so—”

“It’s just so what?”

“It’s just so nice!”

It took half a second for Chess to put her arms around me, a full second for her to start laughing. “You scared me to death,” she said. “Next time you start crying, can you send me some sort of signal that it’s just because of a book?”

There were lots of very solid, serious, scholarly explanations as to why I wrote about eucatastrophe in my PhD thesis, but the real reason was that I’d been chasing the feeling I’d had that day ever since: that euphoric moment of joyous relief; that sense that for once, finally, things were going right; that sunbeam penetrating the darkness.

I had grown up in that darkness. I had grown up trapped. There were only two things standing between me and the grim realities of a terminally ill mother, an absent-at-best father, and crushing poverty: my sister and my books.

Outside the pages of those books, there had been no eucatastrophe for Chess and me, no sudden joyous turn. There had only been a series of long, slow battles. Our mother’s against her illness, until she died. Ours against our father, until he finally stopped coming back. Chess’s to succeed in corporate law, to ensure that we never, ever experienced that kind of poverty again.

And mine, to carve out a career in academia, one of the most competitive and cutthroat industries in the world—and to do it by studying the books that had been my escape, even though a huge percentage of the scholars in my field had no respect for them at all.

It was a battle that, in recent times, I’d started to accept I was going to lose.

It had been years since I’d graduated, and yet I felt like I’d made no progress. I’d published a monograph and a lot of articles and book chapters, and for now, I was managing to find enough teaching work to survive semester to semester, but I was still stuck, stagnating, in the precariat. I was making no progress at all toward anything real, anything solid, anything that would last.

There were hardly any permanent academic jobs advertised in Literary Studies, but every time one came up, I applied. I’d only made it to one interview. I thought it had gone well, but then, when they emailed me my rejection, one line jumped out immediately: Your research into popular fiction, while strong, does not fit within our current program. I might be a good scholar—a brilliant one, even—but it didn’t matter at all if no one respected my object of study.

I kept marching forward. One thing I had never managed to learn was how to surrender.

But no matter how hard I worked—no matter how hard I fought—no matter how many union campaigns I was a part of—it was becoming clearer and clearer that this march I was on was Sisyphean. No universities were hiring. They were all firing—and casual academics like me were always the first to be sacrificed. I could fling myself into the boulder as hard as I liked, but there was no way to stop it from crashing back down on me.

I had just about admitted to myself that it was over, that despite all the years and years I’d sunk into becoming a scholar I was going to have to find another career path for myself—

And then the job was listed.

My heart only leaped a little when I saw the ad in the university jobs email digest: Lyons University, Lecturer in Literary Studies, Level B, permanent, full-time. I was too wise and too weary to hope too hard.

But then, when I saw the desired research specializations, a blinding wave of joy hit me: The successful candidate will have expertise in one or more of the following areas: modernist literature, early modern drama, popular fiction.

The tears welled up in my eyes. I blinked them away so I could check I hadn’t read it wrong, that this wasn’t a hallucination caused by wishful thinking.

Popular fiction.

The sob escaped me before I could cover my mouth, a loud, choked sound, embarrassingly high-pitched. I grabbed a pillow off my bed and bit down on it, so none of my housemates would hear me low-key having a breakdown.

There’s a line in “On Fairy-Stories” that I love so much I got it tattooed on my foot. Eucatastrophe, Tolkien writes, gives us a glimpse of a joy so powerful it’s mythic: “Joy beyond the walls of the world, poignant as grief.”

Sometimes, even though it seems all but certain, Gilbert Blythe doesn’t die.

Sometimes, the ad for your dream job wants someone with your ironically unpopular specialization.

Sometimes, despite all the odds, something good happens.



It took me a while to compose myself after that first ecstatic white-hot moment of hope, but eventually, I took some deep breaths and sat back down in front of my laptop, telling myself to be sensible. The job ad might be asking for a popular fiction specialist, but I was far from the only one of those in the world. Some other Sadie was probably sitting in some other bedroom in some other share house, screaming into their pillow at the thought that their dream might not be dead.

There’s another word that Tolkien coins in “On Fairy-Stories”: dyscatastrophe. That one actually does mean what it sounds like. If eucatastrophe is the good catastrophe, dyscatastrophe is the bad one.

The first hint of dyscatastrophe came when I clocked where Lyons University actually was: Hobart. If I got this job, I’d have to leave Sydney.

That was all right, though. I’d always known that if I was going to get a permanent academic job, I’d probably have to move. And it wasn’t like I had much keeping me here. I had friends, sure, but I worked so much that those bonds were tied pretty loosely, even though I lived in the same house as most of them. Really, the only person in my life I absolutely couldn’t live without was Chess, and she had money now. She could visit whenever she wanted.

Still. The thought of moving hurt more than I thought it would. I rubbed my chest absently.

I read through the selection criteria again. PhD in a relevant discipline: yes. Excellent teaching record, including curriculum design: yes. Strong publication record: yes (I’d tried to combat the bias against popular fiction studies by taking the academic maxim “publish or perish” very, very seriously).

Expertise in one or more of the following areas: modernist literature, early modern drama, popular fiction.

It was still there. It still said popular fiction.

But I’d been so excited by that—so automatically drawn to those words—that I’d hadn’t processed the other desired specializations.

Early modern drama. The exact research specialization of my nemesis. The man I had only last night agreed to stop fighting with.
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