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PART 1
FIRE SEASON




1

HOW TO REPRODUCE beauty? How to capture it, like a butterfly in a net? Sylvie struggles with this in her painting, can never get it quite right—although, when she’s honest with herself, she knows that her best work doesn’t have much to do with beauty. She is drawn to ugliness, unease. She has always been this way.

Life at Isaiah is beautiful. That much everybody knows, and later on, when she meets people who have been there or heard about it, the fact of its beauty is what they’ll always regurgitate for her. Yes, she will say, it’s very beautiful. The hills, the sea. The truth is that these things rapidly faded into the background for her. After a few weeks she stopped noticing them, and afterwards, looking at photographs, she was struck by how little relation the postcard views bore to her own memories. Aesthetic appeal, she thought then, was mostly a matter of what you were used to. The only real beauty belonged to the new.

She meets Michael at, of all places, an anti-war march. (She didn’t realise the strangeness of this until later—as a rule he never got involved with politics, never even voted. At Isaiah they sealed themselves off from such things on purpose.) She sees him first from across the crowd, and in fragments: flash of golden hair in the sun, quick smile at someone she can’t see. When he raises a hand to brush the hair out of his face, a silver ring glints on his middle finger. 

Amid the drone of speeches, Sylvie sits cross-legged on the cold ground and watches him. She’s in the habit of doing this: finding people in crowds and combing them over, hoarding their features in her mind. The man with the long golden hair reminds her of a faery, or maybe an elf; one of those folkloric creatures, an adult in a half-child’s body. Cage of delicate bones under his skin. When they rise to march, Sylvie sees the handpainted sign he’s holding: NO BLOOD FOR OIL.

She loses him then in the crush and blur of the throng. There’s something comforting about the rhythm of a protest march: beat of footsteps on the pavement, chants carried along on the air. Sylvie hasn’t been to one since Alice was little. She cranes her neck to see how far the crowd snakes through the streets, half-thinking to catch sight of the elf-man again, but then she feels fingers on her wrist, cool and firm, and turns to see him smiling at her.

She starts, and he steps back, holds his hands up in mock surrender. ‘I’m sorry. Did I scare you?’

‘Oh—no, not your fault. I was off in my own world.’

‘Well, I hate to interrupt.’ Up close, his beauty is almost mesmerising: milk-pale skin, eyes like blue glass. ‘I just saw you drop these.’

Her keys are a bright flash and jingle in his hand. She takes them from him in disbelief. They must have fallen out of her bag, but how had she not noticed? (Later, she decided it was a trick of the unconscious—upon seeing him, she wanted nothing more than to throw away the keys to her old house, her old life.) ‘Thank you,’ she says. And then, without thinking: ‘I was watching you before, actually, during the speeches. You have a very beautiful face.’ 

They’ve slipped into the march now, the tide of people swelling around them. He meets the compliment graciously, dipping his head. ‘Thank you.’

‘You’ve been told that before.’

‘Once or twice. I used to be an artists’ model.’

‘Actually, artists’ models aren’t supposed to be too beautiful. All that symmetry is boring to draw.’

‘Yeah. Like I said, I used to be one.’

She laughs. He’s holding his sign loosely at his side, as if he’s forgotten about it, or has found himself at the march more or less by accident.

‘You seem to know a lot about these things,’ he says. ‘Are you an artist?’

‘No. I mean—I went to art school, Elam, when I was younger. I didn’t finish.’

‘I see. And now?’

And now? Now she works in an aged-care home, doling out medication and institutional meals. Cleaning up blood and shit. Speaking loudly in a bright voice. The staff all treat the residents like children—Sylvie had been put off by it at first, but soon enough she slipped into the habit herself. Easier to think of them that way: as behind you rather than ahead.

‘I still try to paint,’ she says. ‘When I have time.’

He lets the subject drop, to her relief, and offers her his name as they round the corner onto Frederick Street. Michael suits him, she thinks. Her own name has lately struck the wrong note with her—she thinks of it as a girl’s name, one that she is now too old for. ‘But Sylvia is even worse, don’t you think?’ she says. ‘It sounds like an old lady.’ 

‘It’s a nice name. But if you don’t like it, why not change it?’

‘I couldn’t do that.’

‘Couldn’t you?’

‘I don’t know—it’s my name, my parents gave it to me. Not that I . . . But if my daughter changed her name I’d be devastated.’

She has learned, over the years, that this is a hurdle best leaped early on. Michael’s voice takes on the familiar tone of polite surprise: ‘You have a daughter?’

‘Yes, Alice. She’s fourteen.’

This stuns him into momentary silence. He isn’t the first. Alice was born when Sylvie was very young—young enough to think herself immune to things like accidental pregnancies. Not that she regrets it. From the start, she’s felt only the deepest, most complete love for Alice—love that came from within but changed her, made her into something more than she’d been before. But still, there’s a nagging sense of a ghost life gone unlived, a life in which she might have travelled, had other relationships, worked in earnest. The sheer time taken up by a child—she’d really had no idea. The years that have slipped by in service to another person, when they could have been spent in service to herself. (Or in service to some greater cause or deity: art, perhaps.)

‘What about her father?’ Michael asks.

‘Oh, he left when she was young. He sends money, but he lives in Wellington now. Married to someone else.’

‘That’s brave, then. Bringing up a kid by yourself.’

Sylvie doesn’t know whether she would classify it as brave. Once Alice was born, what other choice was there? To change the subject, she asks Michael who he’s come to the march with, and he peers around, shaking his head. ‘I can’t see them anymore. Just some friends, people I live with.’ 

‘You live together?’

‘Out past Waitati. We have a place—it was a dairy farm until the mid-nineties. Then my father died, I got a small inheritance, and I bought it. I find it easier to work out there—I’m a painter myself, actually.’

His words catch in Sylvie’s mind. Realisation dawns slowly, then all at once, and she turns back to him and sees him anew, as if in a dream where some crucial knowledge has been handed down to the dreamer. ‘Oh my God,’ she says. ‘You’re—I know you.’

He meets her eye, almost amused. ‘Do you?’

‘You’re Michael Joyce. I didn’t realise.’ Her mind reels back frantically over their conversation, trying to identify instances of foolishness. She had lectured him about what artists look for in their models. She’d told him about her failed career at art school. She puts her hands to her face.

He’s laughing, but without malice. ‘I didn’t want to ask if you’d heard of me.’

‘Of course I’ve heard of you. I can’t believe I didn’t—God, I’m so stupid. Just when you said that thing about living out near Waitati, and your name—I didn’t put it together until then. I’m sorry.’

‘Hey, you don’t have to be sorry. I’m hardly a celebrity.’

He’s being modest: in the small New Zealand art world, he’s at least a demi-celebrity. Sylvie has known his name for years. She’d known, too, that he lived in the countryside nearby, had heard of the old dairy farm converted into studios and communal living quarters, but she’d never quite thought of him as a real person whom she might run into on the street.

‘I can’t believe this,’ she says. ‘I’m such a fan of yours.’

 ‘That’s very kind.’

‘No, really. That big painting of yours in the gallery in town—what’s it called, Juniper? I love that one. Every time I go in, my eyes are just drawn to it, like it’s the only painting in the room.’

It’s the right thing to say: she can tell by the way he smiles and rubs his face, caught halfway between pride and self-consciousness. ‘Well, I’m glad you found something in it,’ he says. ‘That one took a long time to get right. And you never know what people are going to think of abstracts.’

‘Oh, I love it. That suggestion of the grid pattern under the paint, the black lines—it’s exactly right, it’s perfect.’ She can hear how sycophantic she sounds, how gushing. She ties her hair back for something to do with her hands.

‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘Small world, isn’t it.’

She glances over at his face, viewed in profile: aquiline nose, curve of full lips. ‘Actually, I read an article about your place in the arts section of the paper,’ she says. ‘It must have been last year? They did that piece on you.’

‘Oh, that’s right.’ He gives her a small smile, self-contained and a little distant. It’s the kind of smile a cat would make, she imagines. ‘Not really my style, but it took a lot of work to set the place up, so I thought I might as well brag about it.’

In the warmth of the march, all those bodies pressed close together, Sylvie can feel herself starting to sweat. She unzips her jacket. ‘It has a funny name,’ she says. ‘Something from the Bible . . . Isaac?’

‘Isaiah.’

‘That’s right. Why Isaiah?’

‘Well, it’s named after a particular verse, Isaiah 1:2. I don’t know if you’re familiar.’

 Isaiah 1:2. She’d always found it easier to remember the early verses in a book, before it got too complicated or boring. ‘I think so,’ she says. ‘Hear, O Heavens, and give ear, O earth, for the Lord hath spoken . . . Wait a second, the Lord hath spoken and . . . Oh, yes—I have nourished and brought up children, and they have rebelled against me. That’s the one, isn’t it?’

Michael raises his eyebrows. ‘You know the Bible?’

‘I do, yeah.’

She can sense him waiting for her to continue, but she puts her hands in her pockets and says nothing. Around them, the chant of the protestors has become a drumbeat: No war. No war. No war.

‘Right,’ he says. ‘Well, it’s not a religious thing we’ve got out there—quite the opposite, in fact—but I wanted a name with some gravitas to it, and one day I was flipping through an old King James and I came across the verse and it just seemed to fit. I think of us as the children in the verse, the ones who’ve rebelled.’

There are quite a few theological points Sylvie could make in response to this, not least concerning the rest of the Book of Isaiah, but she decides to let it go. Instead she asks, ‘So is it still a farm?’

‘Not really. We don’t work the land, but we’ve got a big vegetable garden, and we’ve converted the outbuildings into private cabins. We put in a bathroom block a few years ago, with shower stalls and everything. Took forever to get the permits.’

‘I’m surprised you bothered with permits.’

‘You know this country’s love affair with authority. We didn’t want to get caught in the middle.’

She laughs. They’re at the end of the street now and rain is coming down lightly, misting the edges of Michael’s hair. ‘So what do you call yourselves? An artists’ colony?’

 ‘Oh, we don’t bother too much about what to call things. That’s for the permit office to worry about.’ He pushes the hair off his face, smearing the damp sheen of rain on his skin. ‘You should come out and see for yourself sometime.’

Sylvie tastes the invitation on the tip of her tongue. What does it mean, exactly? Is he inviting her as a student, an acolyte? An interested member of the public? In any case, she should say yes. Her younger self would die for this opportunity—even now she’d find it more than worthwhile in a professional sense—but still a part of her is reluctant to go. She sees Michael’s life cushioned with the certainty of achievement, and herself wandering through it and touching with grubby fingers. An inheritance from his father, he’d said. Sylvie’s own parents had made it clear that she would never see a cent from them.

‘Maybe,’ she says. ‘I’ll have to see.’

His smile is a little surprised. Sylvie knows that men like him are used to getting everything they want, used to women saying yes, and she turns her face half away so that he can see her profile and the edge of her smile. Beside her, someone’s umbrella blooms up against the rain.

‘Are you busy next weekend?’ he asks.

‘Not for the whole weekend.’

‘Well, let me give you the address and phone number. You can call if you decide not to come, how’s that?’

She tries to adopt the stance and expression of someone who might conceivably have weekend plans more interesting than going to see him. In reality, her weekends are not very exciting. She always works at least one shift, and the rest of the time is spent ferrying Alice around, doing the washing, the shopping, the cooking. She draws, just to keep up the habit. She goes through a book a week from the library. She watches the six o’clock news, with its images—repeated now in a nightly ritual—of tanks rolling through some faraway desert, towers billowing smoke into a blue morning. A year and a half since the attacks, but still they reverberate, even here in Dunedin. Putting on her shoes to attend the protest that morning, Sylvie had the feeling—rare for her—of being part of the world, part of history. 

Michael offers to write down the details, and she finds a pen and paper in her bag. Together they huddle over the notepad to shield it from the rain. Sylvie can smell his damp skin, hear the draw and rush of his breathing. She squeezes her toes inside her boots.

‘Next weekend, then,’ he says, handing the paper back to her. ‘Bring your daughter too, if she wants to come. She’d be welcome.’

A piece of paper with Michael Joyce’s phone number is in her handbag. For a moment the sheer ridiculousness of this, the wonder, radiates through Sylvie, and she almost wants to laugh. The rain is getting heavier now, streaming down her face and over her lips. She tries to think of something else to say, an excuse to hold on to the encounter, but Michael is already starting to move away, raising a hand to her in abstract farewell. He darts off with his sign held above his head like a makeshift umbrella. NO BLOOD FOR OIL: he must have painted it onto the cardboard himself. She watches the letters begin to dissolve in the rain.

•

The following weekend, Sylvie goes out to Isaiah. Alice doesn’t want to come, which is not altogether surprising—she isn’t interested in new adventures and generally regards strangers with suspicion. She has a handful of friends at school, but she’s not like the other teenage girls Sylvie sees spilling through town in the afternoons: reckless with menacing laughter, careering precariously around the edges of the adult world. Alice spends a lot of time reading. Her vocabulary often takes Sylvie by surprise. All her school reports advise, fruitlessly, that she ought to ‘come out of her shell’. 

Over breakfast, Sylvie tries to explain who Michael is, but Alice seems unconvinced. ‘So you don’t even know him,’ she says, biting into her toast.

‘I do know him. Well, I know of him. He’s quite famous in the art world.’

‘But he lives out there with all these other people? What is it, like flatting?’

Sylvie takes a thin breath, bobbing her teabag in its second cup of hot water. She finds the questions irritating—she doesn’t need Alice’s permission, after all—but really she should not be surprised. Even as a child Alice was a natural sceptic, listening with a frown to Sylvie’s enthusiastic talk of Santa Claus. But is he real? she’d asked, while Sylvie squirmed and hedged. I mean really real, Sylvie? Not just a story?

‘It’s not quite like flatting,’ she says. ‘More like a commune. Or not really a commune, it’s not that organised, but . . . living collectively, in nature. There was an article about it in the paper last year.’

‘Are you sure it’s not a cult?’

‘Of course it’s not a cult, don’t be silly. People live communally all over the world. It’s actually much stranger to live the way we do—locked away in our little houses, leaving our elderly parents to die in institutions . . .’

 This anthropological reading of Western culture appears to make no impression on Alice. She pushes one fingertip through a smudge of honey at the edge of her plate, forming a sticky trail.

‘Listen,’ Sylvie says gently, putting her mug down. ‘I wanted to let you know, I might stay the night out there. I’m not sure, but . . . you’ll be all right on your own, won’t you?’

A flash of hurt crosses Alice’s face, as sudden and bright as a match igniting. Before this, she has never been left alone overnight—if Sylvie has been with men, it’s always been in her own bedroom and long after Alice has gone to sleep. The encounters have been furtive, the men always gone before Alice wakes up. For her own part, Alice has never asked Sylvie about her romantic prospects; it doesn’t seem to occur to her that such things could exist.

‘You’ll be fine,’ Sylvie says now, pushing her chair back. ‘I’ll get some food in for you before I go. You can stay up and watch TV as late as you want.’

‘I don’t even like watching TV.’

‘Yes, you do. Don’t be difficult.’

‘But what if something happens?’

‘Nothing’s going to happen. Listen, you’re a sensible girl. You can handle yourself for one night.’

Alice says nothing. Sylvie begins to fill the sink, the hot water groaning through the taps. Despite herself, she feels a little embarrassed by the conversation, the spectre of her sex life hovering awkwardly between them.

‘It’s supposed to be beautiful out there,’ she says, clattering the dishes busily. ‘Right near the sea.’

‘Sounds boring,’ Alice says. ‘Like, you get out there and it’s all gorgeous and you’re communing with nature and everything, but then what?’

Then what? The question comes back to Sylvie later that morning as she takes Pine Hill Road out of the city, onto the motorway that rises and winds through the hills. In truth, it’s been playing on her mind for years: she is thirty-five, too old for the half-life she leads. But what other life is there? Once, when she was younger, she had a brief glimpse of something else—it was after she first left home, when she was at art school in Auckland. Rasp of charcoal against thick white paper. Cigarettes on the steps of the fine arts building. Whole days in the studio working with paint: layering it carefully onto the canvas, stepping back, moving forward, stepping back again. Like diving into a deep pool inside her mind. And afterwards the warm haze of the pub, smell of beer and sweat and cigarettes, and kissing at the table or throwing up in the street. Weaving home at two or three in the morning. Thinking only in the present tense. Once she got into an abandoned shopping trolley and let two of her friends push her down a hill, all of them screaming, and when she got out she lay on her back and shook with fear and laughter.

Soon afterwards she met Don, Alice’s father, although back then he was just a friend of Sylvie’s friend Joel. They met at a party in the back garden of someone’s flat: makeshift bonfire, smoke tanging their mouths and eyes. Broken bottles in the lawn. Don was in Auckland for the summer, he told her, after which he’d be going back to Dunedin to finish his arts degree. He wrote poetry on the side. He let Sylvie read some of it, and one morning she woke to find him sitting up in bed with a notebook, scribbling and crossing out words.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked.

‘Writing a poem about this dream I had.’

 A few days later he gave her the scrap of paper with the finished poem, which she still has in her silver jewellery box of important things, along with Alice’s baby teeth and a lock of her toddler hair in an envelope. Even now she knows it off by heart:


In Boats

We’re in boats. They’re on the shore.

‘Come on,’ they cry. ‘This way.’

The current tugs, but still we

beat our oars, each on our own, at sea.

We call to each other, then see

How some boats fill with water, quietly.



Sylvie loved that poem. She didn’t see the anxiety in it, the fear of being marooned—she didn’t see a lot of things, but then she’d never been in love before and she hardly knew what was happening. It was as if a wildness had overtaken her body, the feeling of the shopping trolley careening down the hill, but all the time and stronger every day. Nothing mattered except to be with him. And she was so young that she didn’t really think about contraception—that’s still the only way she can explain it, to say that she didn’t really think. It seems incredible to her now. But then there were two lines in the window of the pregnancy test, the plastic wand shaking in her hand, and she understood—really understood, for the first time—that the world was bigger than the things she thought about.

Why did she go ahead with the pregnancy? Once or twice, over the years, Sylvie has encountered people either brash enough or drunk enough to ask her this directly. She has never known what to say. It’s true that the decision did not make much sense, and she knows what she would advise if Alice ever got herself into a similar situation, but for some reason it was different for her. Or it felt different at the time. Pregnancy seemed like the latest in a cumulation of exciting new events, like walls in your same old house falling down to reveal new rooms: Auckland, art school, Don. Now a new room: motherhood. Everything sparkled with novelty and promise, life getting richer and deeper by the day. The whole world seemed to be opening up to her then. She was young enough to believe in it. 

So when Don went back to Dunedin in the autumn, Sylvie went with him. She could pick up her studies again in a few years, she reasoned—once the baby was older and Don had finished his degree. She’d still be young then; she had plenty of time. And she’d have new material to draw on. Before Alice was born, Sylvie imagined motherhood to be one long string of transcendent moments, and in the beginning it was like that—every time newborn Alice yawned or blinked or stretched her arms above her head, Sylvie’s heart pierced through. She spent those first weeks dazed, lost in love, drinking in the baby as she slept. But the thing about motherhood was that it carried on and on and on, and turned out to contain so many non-transcendent moments as well: so many mornings heavy and dry-eyed with tiredness, a child’s whine droning in your ears, banana smeared all over a clean white shirt. Young children were bottomless pits of need. Sylvie, come. Sylvie, look. Sylvie, read. Read, Sylvie. Sylvie! Sylvie! Sylvie! Sylvie!

She felt like a robot. She couldn’t work. And there was no time, no time, never any time, and no money either, so she got a job. Three nights a week, she left Alice with Don and went to clean offices in town. It wasn’t bad work—it was quiet, at least, and no one clung to her or whined or demanded anything. She vacuumed in a steady rhythm. She never saw any of the people she cleaned up after, only their abandoned or forgotten objects: a lavender cardigan slung over the back of a chair, a teabag withered and shrivelled on a plate. The faint ghost of lipstick on a white mug. There was something quite beautiful about these things, and Sylvie found herself looking at them again and again, thinking of watercolours . . . But there was still no time, and the cleaning work made her back ache, and sometimes in the mornings she wept with exhaustion. Sylvie, why you crying? Sylvie?

Don left when Alice was three. He moved to Christchurch for a job, and promised to come back and see Alice whenever he could. That turned out to be hardly ever. With him gone, Sylvie couldn’t work nights, and she couldn’t afford to put Alice in child care during the day, so they lived off her benefit and Don’s minimal child support. The worry about money was constant. Sylvie had never lacked money before, really and truly lacked it, been right up against the coalface of lack the way they were in those years. It was a new kind of fear. Not just the going-without and the what-if, but the way poverty introduced an element of chaos into their lives, as if they were only ever one setback away from disaster. They moved house a lot. They were always waiting for buses, always running late. They couldn’t plan for the future. The present tense bore down on them, held them between its teeth.

As Alice got older, Sylvie tried to start painting again, but it wasn’t easy. Canvases and paint and brushes were expensive, for one thing. They couldn’t afford a house with an extra room for a studio, so she had to paint in her bedroom or in the living room, taking up space and turning the air sharp with chemicals. The light was never very good. And they needed more money; they always, always needed more money. Why was she messing around with painting (Don wanted to know, on one of his rare visits) when they didn’t even own a car, and Alice needed new school shoes? Sylvie called him a hypocrite, she made a joke out of it, but she knew he was right: she had a child, a responsibility. Guilt tasted metallic in the back of her throat. 

So she found a job at the aged-care home—a steady job, better paid than cleaning or the supermarket checkout—and on paper life got easier. She bought new shoes for Alice, and good winter coats for them both. She bought a second-hand car. She stopped relying on food banks to fill the gaps before her benefit came in. She didn’t even mind the old people, and they loved her—she was gentle with them and they’d tell her long stories about nothing, holding her wrist in their wrinkled hands, thrilled just to have someone listening to them. They called her love, darling. They asked for her when she wasn’t there. She was one of the only white workers, and she suspected that probably had something to do with it too.

That was four years ago, and now Sylvie is one of the longest-standing staff members, has even been promoted to shift supervisor and given a small raise. She doesn’t mind the job. Still, she wakes every morning with a stiff back, hands raw from soap and cleaning products, and the shift work cuts her life into chunks that she always seems to be juggling: work, home, work again. She doesn’t have the time or energy to paint—to paint properly, with total concentration. If she’d once felt as though the walls in her life were falling down, now they’ve sprung up again, closed her in. These days she often finds herself thinking of Don’s poem, its melancholy final line: the handful of unlucky boats fated to fill with water, quietly.

•

Isaiah isn’t marked by any sign. Sylvie doesn’t know why she expected it to be, but she drives back and forth several times along the same stretch of narrow country road before she thinks to get out and look at the number on the nearest letterbox. There it is: 177. (The number has been appearing in her dreams all week.) She glances up the hill, where the farm is hidden by a clump of pines. Her stomach, unsteady all morning, feels suddenly grabbed in a fist.

She gets back into the car and takes a deep breath. The dirt driveway winds up, up, up around the pines and stops outside a white weatherboard farmhouse. Climbing roses, lead-glass windows. A flock of chickens scatter, calling to each other in their low, anxious tones.

What if Michael has forgotten she was coming? What if he’s not even here? Just as she’s seriously considering turning the car around and driving home, she sees him striding around the corner of the farmhouse in khaki overalls and a black beanie, gumboots halfway up his calves. He raises a hand in greeting. Relief turns Sylvie stupid, pliant: she feels like a warm knob of putty in his hands.

She gets out of the car and lets him come towards her. Since she was a teenager, she’s been half-conscious at all times of how she appears to men, and although the thrill of that power has mostly worn off, there are moments when she feels it returning. Moments like these. She’s aware of her legs in their slim-cut jeans; her lips, her hair. Michael kisses her cheek. His stubble is rough against her face, and for a second her whole body rushes hot with blood.

‘You found us,’ he says, stepping back and smiling at her. ‘I was worried you’d get lost and give up.’

 ‘No, of course not. It wasn’t too hard to find.’

‘I’m glad.’ He touches the small of her back briefly, and she feels the ghost of an ache blossom inside her body. She’s never met a man who could do that just with the brush of his fingers on her back. ‘You didn’t bring your daughter?’

‘No, she . . .’ How to explain Alice’s hesitancy? She falls back on cliché, a small betrayal: ‘She’s a teenager. You know how they are.’

‘Not too interested in driving out to the country to look at an artist’s studio?’

‘Not too interested, no.’

‘Fair enough.’ He says it smilingly. Then, cocking his head in the direction from which he’d come, ‘Let me show you around.’

Having been born and raised in New Zealand, rural living isn’t a mystery to Sylvie, but still she feels clumsy and amateurish as she trips after Michael in her unsuitable shoes. The farm is a beautiful spot: rolling green hills, clumps of trees, an old wooden gate choked with clematis. The air is clear and smells of flowers. Remarking on the scenery would be almost trite, Sylvie thinks, so she says nothing as she follows Michael around the side of the house to a carport, a shed, a yard surrounded by a cluster of stucco buildings. They’re painted strange pastel colours, pink and yellow and blue, and she blinks at them. ‘Are those the outbuildings?’

‘The cabins, yeah. We painted them last summer.’

‘Very whimsical.’

He smiles. She has the sense that he enjoys being teased by her; perhaps he isn’t often teased by women. ‘The colour scheme wasn’t my idea,’ he says. ‘I was outvoted on that one.’

‘You decide these things by vote?’

‘It’s the only way. Otherwise there’d be a mutiny.’

 Sylvie stares at the strange little buildings, faint washes of mud and grime rising up their pastel walls. ‘I’m amazed anyone thought it would be a good idea.’

‘Well, we could always have another vote to repaint them,’ he says lightly. ‘You could mount a campaign.’

It’s the first time the prospect of Sylvie coming to live at Isaiah has been raised. But of course, ever since he invited her to visit, she’s been thinking about it with the edges of her mind. People live there. Why shouldn’t she? The idea of actually doing it gives her the walls-falling-down feeling, the shopping-trolley-down-a-hill feeling: a sense of wide-open possibility, as if life could take on any shape she imagined. And it’s true that something about Isaiah feels vaguely mystical, as if it doesn’t belong to the same world as falling towers or ozone holes or aged-care homes where lonely old people go to die. Michael has crafted a place out of nothing, bent the landscape to his imagination. If you owned something, Sylvie thinks, you could make whatever you wanted from it.

He shows her around the farm and explains how they live: the vegetable garden, which is almost a farm in itself, rows of tender green plants stretching over a quarter-acre; the difficulties of doing laundry for so many people with only one washing machine. How they try to keep invasive weeds down without pesticides. The land, as he’d told her before, is mainly lying fallow, but sometimes they let the neighbouring farmer graze his herd of dairy cows in their paddocks in exchange for fresh milk. ‘He thinks we’re beyond the pale, of course,’ he says. ‘Bloody hippies, and so on. Still, he’s not going to say no to the offer.’

‘Are you self-sufficient, then? As in, you don’t have to buy anything?’

 ‘Oh, not even close.’ The clouds shift overhead, catching his bright hair in a ray of sunlight. ‘We go into town every week for supplies—pasta, tea and coffee, tinned things, just the basics. Everyone pays a tithe towards the essentials, but we’re on a pretty strict budget here.’

‘But you—’ The remark stops in her throat. You have money, she almost says. You’re rich. She has no idea of the prices his paintings command, but she knows they would be high. Still, who knows how these things work? There are taxes, dealer’s commissions. The world of wealth is alien to her.

He gives her his cat’s smile and looks away, over the dip and rise of the hills. ‘Do you want to see my studio?’

The studio is a small weatherboard shed tucked behind the farmhouse, one big window looking out onto the hills. The inside is like every painter’s studio Sylvie has ever been in: freezing cold, chemical smell, canvases stacked against the wall. Michael’s big desk under the window is piled with sketchbooks, pencils and erasers, paintbrushes, cleaning rags. And other things, flotsam and jetsam of the land and sea: a row of round white shells, a tousled black feather. A raw-looking chunk of rose quartz.

Sylvie picks up the quartz and runs her fingers over its rough surface. ‘You’ve got quite a magpie’s collection here.’

‘Yeah, sometimes it helps when I’m stuck on a painting. Sketching a different shape, or . . . I don’t know. I’m not too good at talking about my process.’

It occurs to Sylvie that she hadn’t actually asked about his process. ‘I love this space, the view,’ she says, putting the rose quartz down. ‘I wish I could afford a studio.’

He hums and says nothing. She realises she’s embarrassed him by bringing up money, but the realisation brings more triumph than remorse: a small part of her thinks that people with money ought to be embarrassed by it. She wanders over to the easel. The half-finished painting propped on it is recognisably the vegetable garden Michael has just shown her, a straw-hatted figure in the foreground bending to the earth. The painting is full of movement: the vines swarm over their stakes but the tomatoes and cucumbers are heavy and outsize, dragging the plants towards the ground. The straw-hatted figure is a woman, her breasts large and full under her blue dress. 

‘What’s this going to be?’ Sylvie asks.

‘Oh, that . . . It’s for my new show, should be opening later this year. And I’ll have one in New York after that, hopefully.’

‘Ah.’

‘There’s a gallerist there—Leon Haverstock, you might have heard of him. He thought we might be able to set something up.’

Sylvie nods. She has, of course, heard of Leon Haverstock. Everyone with even a toe dipped into the art world has heard of him. To have a show in the Haverstock Gallery is something she’s never even bothered fantasising about—it’s so far out of her reach that it may as well be on a different planet. But here Michael is, setting something up. The way men talk: as if his show were a simple collaboration with no emotions involved, no furious wanting, no pride, no gratitude, no secret doubts. As if he considers Leon Haverstock his equal. Maybe he does.

‘Anyway,’ he says now, putting his hands in his pockets, ‘that’s the plan for this one, once it’s finished. Haven’t decided on a title yet.’ ‘It doesn’t look much like your others.’

‘No, I’ve been getting more interested in figurative painting lately.’ He pauses. ‘The abstracts seem out of date now. Sometimes I think I’d like to just get rid of them all and start again.’

 Sylvie keeps her eyes on the canvas. ‘It’s like that other verse in Isaiah.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Isaiah 1:8, I think. The daughter of Zion is left as a cottage in a vineyard, as a lodge in a garden of cucumbers, as a besieged city. That’s a pretty literal interpretation, obviously, but the painting just made me think of it.’

‘No, no—that’s interesting.’ Michael goes to his desk and scribbles something in a notebook. ‘Isaiah 1:8, did you say?’

‘Yes.’ Watching him note it down, she doesn’t feel quite as pleased as she had expected to. ‘How do you decide what to paint, anyway? Do you plan it all out beforehand?’

‘No, I couldn’t do that if I tried. Mostly I just work it out as I go, like feeling my way along a thread. You look at a finished painting and it all looks so easy, so obvious, but everything was a decision—why a certain line went in this direction rather than that, why this colour and not another one.’ He smiles at her. ‘You’d know about all that.’

‘Not really. It’s been years since I painted properly.’

‘Do you want to have a go now?’

‘What, here? I wouldn’t know where to start.’

‘I don’t mean a whole painting. You could just do a few brushstrokes in the corner of this one, see how it feels. I’ll mix the paint for you.’

She watches as he squeezes paint, green and blue, onto his palette and mixes it with a knife. His movements are quick and practised. ‘Here you go,’ he says, handing her a brush. ‘Ready?’

‘No.’

‘Come on, what are you afraid of?’

 ‘I don’t know. Ruining it? What if I accidentally paint a big slash across the middle?’

‘Well, I don’t think you’ll do that. Anyway, you’d be surprised what I can paint over. Just do a couple of strokes there, in the left corner.’

Sylvie touches the edge of the paintbrush to the palette, then to the canvas, and leaves behind a dash of paint. She laughs. ‘That was easy.’

‘Do it again.’

She fills in a little more. The feeling of the brush in her hand is familiar, tantalising her with how easy it all seems—a current flowing straight from her mind to her hand to the canvas. Simple grace. She remembers it from art school, from the time before motherhood, when her work was still the most important thing in her life. Difficult to admit that a part of her misses it. Alice’s birth anchored Sylvie to the world outside herself—an anchor she would never draw up, even if she could, but she has sometimes wondered about its impact on her work. What must it be like to be a man? To be so involved with yourself, and only yourself, and to never think it could be otherwise?

She hands the brush back to Michael, and he smiles. ‘There you go. Not too hard, was it?’

‘No.’

‘What is it that people always say about abstracts? That a five-year-old could have done it?’ He tips turpentine onto a rag, strokes it over the head of the brush. ‘Maybe that’s why I’m trying something different. At least now no one can accuse me of not knowing how to draw.’

Sylvie wanders to the window again. The clouds are shifting busily over the sun, throwing the landscape into brightness and gloom and brightness again. ‘Is this what you do with all the women you bring here?’ 

‘What?’

‘The grand tour. The Michael Joyce Experience.’ She is careful to keep her voice light. ‘Come and see my studio, fill in one of my canvases. I guess it works pretty well.’

‘You think I have women out here all the time?’

‘Are you saying you don’t?’ She turns to see him still holding the rag and brush, smiling uncertainly. It’s the first time she has seen him look uncertain, and the sight brings a neat tug of satisfaction. ‘Thought so,’ she says.

The silence between them takes on a new weight and texture. Sylvie finds herself noticing little things, like the smattering of stubble on Michael’s jawline and the way the light hits the frizz of his hair, and then he puts the brush down and comes to stand beside her.

‘I’ll tell you something, since you’re curious,’ he says softly. ‘Do you remember at the protest, when you dropped your keys?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, you didn’t drop them. I took them out of your bag.’

Sylvie laughs in astonishment. ‘No, you didn’t.’

‘I did.’

‘What, so you pickpocketed me? I would’ve noticed.’

‘Well, what can I say? You didn’t. Anyway, I wasn’t pickpocketing—I only stole them so I could give them back. I wanted an excuse to talk to you.’

Sylvie lets the words throb in the air between them. A wild happiness is overtaking her, a sense of swelling anticipation she hasn’t felt in years. The sense of something about to happen. He touches her face, the nip of turpentine on his fingers.

 ‘You’re very beautiful,’ he says.

‘That was my line. I used that on you.’

He laughs. His face is very near; she can see his fringe of eyelashes, the faint dusting of freckles across his skin. Then his mouth on hers is warm and liquid. He slips his hands under her jumper, stroking his fingers against the curve of her waist, and she feels the ache blossom inside her body again, stronger and deeper than before. His hand rising and falling with her breath. She takes his bottom lip between her teeth and bites on it.

When they break apart, he’s smiling again. Not his cat’s smile, but a real one. ‘Stay the night,’ he says softly.

‘Why?’

‘Because I asked you to.’ He kisses her again, his tongue slipping into her mouth.

‘Tempting.’

‘Say yes, then. It’s easy.’

‘You think everything is easy, don’t you?’

He laughs, looking at her through half-closed eyes. She runs her finger down the bridge of his nose, rests it in the dip of his lips. His breath is hot against her skin.

•

The farmhouse is big and solid like a ship, but carved with fine bones. From the outside it doesn’t look particularly large, but inside the vaulted ceilings are six feet high at least, hung with brass chandeliers in the living room and the library. (The library has an impressive collection of books but, as Sylvie will find out later, is hardly ever used except for the telephone and the liquor cabinet.) She feels almost dazed by the house’s beauty, more and more everywhere she looks: the window seat cushioned with worn mulberry velvet, the deep shelves stacked with books and dried flowers in old wine bottles, the herringbone-brick path that winds through beds of lavender and rosemary in the kitchen garden. Mullioned windows open onto the hills in three directions, and to the east lies the deep blue bowl of the sea. 

‘It’s beautiful,’ she says to Michael as they go into the kitchen. ‘Like something out of a book. I didn’t know houses like this even existed out here.’

He leans over to close the window above the sink, fiddling with the stiff latch. ‘She’s a rare old girl,’ he says. ‘The original owners had money at one point, obviously, and we’ve tried to keep it up . . . Mind you, it’s not easy in these old places. We had mice a few years ago and they chewed through the wiring, cost a bloody fortune to replace.’

So this is where his money goes: on the house. And the effort to keep it up, as he’d put it, seems to have worked—the main impression is the burnished heft of old money, its thick walls and heavy doors. The kitchen hutch, polished oak with gleaming brass handles, looks to Sylvie like an antique. But there’s a hint of dilapidation running underneath—or maybe not quite dilapidation but something more playful, as though a band of children have been left in charge of a great house. On the kitchen wall, people have scribbled their names and the dates they stayed at Isaiah, little drawings and messages. Outside the back door is an abandoned wineglass, a dry purple circle clinging to its bottom, and presiding over the downstairs bathroom is a clawfoot tub with all its toenails painted pink.

Michael lights a fire, pours Sylvie a glass of wine. Rain begins to fall gently outside. There in the living room—vaguely womb-like, with its soft pink carpet and red corduroy couch—she would have relented and dropped the hard-to-get act, if not for the others. They drift in one by one, mostly wearing overalls like Michael’s, or faded jeans and thick jumpers. All of them have long hair. None of the women wear make-up. Beside them, Sylvie feels overdressed and showy, uncomfortably aware of her earrings and tight jeans. She pours herself some more wine. Too much to drive home now. 

They play music, sprawl on the rug and open another bottle of wine. Somebody brings out cheese and crackers, a plate of apples sliced into delicate half-moons. There are two apple trees on the farm, explains Aroha—who seems to have taken it upon herself to educate Sylvie—and they harvest the fruit every autumn. ‘We were just out there yesterday picking them,’ she says. ‘They’ll keep for most of the winter now.’

‘I didn’t know people still did that.’

‘Did what?’

‘Well, pick their own apples and keep them over winter. It’s like something out of Anne of Green Gables.’

Aroha laughs, her wire-rimmed glasses flashing in the firelight. When she reaches to cut herself some cheese, Sylvie sees paint stained around her fingers. She wants to ask Aroha about her work, but she’s worried about seeming pushy, and the question—or the answer—has the potential to be awkward. Always the case, unless the artist in question is already famous, like Michael. In the newspaper profile he’d told the journalist that, if you wanted to live at Isaiah, being interested in art was a plus but not a prerequisite.

It’s just about having time and space to work, he said. If you have those things, then the rest is up to you. Not so complicated.

But your own notoriety must be a drawcard for a lot of the people who come out here.

Maybe. I don’t know. Their motivations aren’t my business.

Do you see yourself as a sort of father figure to them?

No. God, no. I don’t see myself as a father to anybody.

‘How many people live here?’ Sylvie asks Aroha. ‘I can count . . . wait a second. Nine. No, eight. Not counting me.’

‘Yeah—there’s six full-timers at the moment, and two backpackers. They’ll be off in the next couple of weeks, once it gets cold.’ She laughs. ‘We get heaps more people in summer. But I’ve only lived here two years myself. Reuben’s been here the longest—five years.’

Sylvie glances at Reuben: a slight man, Michael’s size, with dark hair in a bun and a pointed chin. He gives her a small nod. She asks why he came, and he pauses. ‘I was going through a hard time.’

‘Oh, I didn’t mean to—’

‘It was after my son died. Leukaemia. He was only four.’

He says it neutrally, looking straight at her, but the words seem to suck all the air out of the room. Sylvie works at the silence with a dry mouth. Eventually she manages to say, ‘That’s awful, I’m so sorry.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I didn’t know . . .’

‘No, of course you didn’t. It happens. But his mum and I couldn’t keep it together, so eventually she went back to the North Island and I came out here. There was a sculptor living here at the time, Henare, and he taught me a bit. I started sculpting just to take my mind off things. Now here I am.’

 ‘I’m so sorry,’ Sylvie says again.

He gives her a long look. ‘You’re a mum, are you?’

‘Yes.’

Beside her, Aroha glances up. ‘I didn’t know that. How many kids do you have?’

‘Oh—just my daughter, Alice. She’s fourteen.’

Aroha smiles. In the light, her teeth look shiny and slick. ‘That’s lovely. The two of you must be close.’

Reuben leans over to pour himself another drink. All at once, Sylvie finds herself longing to see Alice, to touch her—her soft dark hair, chin tucked on her knees as she reads, toes curling over the edge of the couch. Why did Sylvie think it was a good idea to leave her alone overnight? She gets up, unsteady with the wine, and tries to marshal her thoughts. If she drank enough water, starting now, would she be okay to drive in an hour? Two? Could she make it along that winding road in the rain and the dark? What would happen to Alice if she didn’t?

She’s halfway to the door, thinking to find some water in the kitchen, when Michael comes up beside her and lays a hand on her arm. ‘Everything all right?’

His voice is gently concerned. Sylvie is suddenly conscious of the unwieldiness of her own life—her life with Alice—and how its demands gnaw at her, spill out over the boundaries of polite adult company. The feeling is of some humiliating biological urge, as if she has vomited or wet her pants. Nothing Michael could understand. None of the other women he’s brought here, she feels sure, have been mothers.

She explains briefly, and he shows her to the phone. In the library she sits at the carved wooden desk and dials the number, listens to it ring once, twice. Three times. Her heart is pounding. Then Alice’s voice on the other end, sounding suspicious: ‘Hello?’ 

‘Darling, hi. It’s me. Are you all right?’

‘Oh.’ Alice’s voice shifts into world-weariness, a certain teenage affect that Sylvie assumes she has picked up from school or TV. ‘Yeah, of course. Why are you ringing?’

‘I just wanted to check on you.’ The curtains in the library have been left open, and outside the rain is coming down in a soft veil. Watching it from where she sits, holding the unfamiliar receiver with Alice’s voice on the other end, Sylvie feels a strange kind of exquisite pain welling inside her: sadness with an edge of pleasure, like the crescendo in a piece of music.

‘I’m fine,’ Alice says. ‘I made myself some pasta with cheese, and now I’m watching TV.’

‘Do you want me to come home? I can if you like.’

‘Are you drunk?’

‘What? No, I’m not drunk.’

‘You sound drunk.’

Sylvie twists the telephone cord around her finger. In truth, she is a little drunk, but she doesn’t like Alice’s accusatory tone. ‘Well, I’m not. Now, brush your teeth before you go to bed, all right? And do it properly. Two minutes.’

Alice makes a noncommittal noise, and then one of exclamation. ‘The ads just finished.’

‘All right. Well, I’ll be back tomorrow, so—’

‘Bye, Sylvie.’

Blink of the dial tone. Sylvie puts the phone down and leans back in her chair, pressing her hands over her eyes.

 After a minute she hears the door creak open, and Michael comes in. ‘All okay?’

‘Fine. Sorry, I just got anxious there for a second. It’s the first time I’ve left her alone.’

Michael smiles. In the dim room, lit only by a lamp on the desk, his face is an uneasy play of light and shadow. ‘You’re staying, then.’

‘For tonight.’

‘Well, you know you can stay longer, if you want.’ He says it casually, half-examining the bookshelf. ‘There’s a spare cabin, big enough for both of you. You’d be welcome to it.’

‘For how long?’

‘For however long you want. We don’t make people sign leases; I’m not interested in being anyone’s landlord.’

Sylvie laughs without really finding it funny. She can hear music playing from the living room, the tide of conversation going in and out. ‘It’s a very generous offer,’ she says. ‘But I’d have to think about it.’

‘Think about what, specifically?’

Sylvie remembers Alice saying that morning, So you don’t even know him. True enough. The little adult, she sometimes calls Alice—for her responsible nature, her abundance of caution. But sitting here with Michael, Sylvie is aware only of the longing to touch him, the ache and rush of blood in her veins. She imagines the door kicked shut, carpet burns on her back. She hasn’t had sex in almost a year, and now the sensations rush back at her: the rawness of touch and gaze, quick dark heat of breath against skin. But then what? Having got what he wanted from her, Michael’s interest would quickly dissolve. Probably the offer itself is not even genuine, just a carrot dangled in front of her. Another one of his well-practised lines. 

He turns from the bookshelf, almost smiling. ‘You’d sleep there tonight, of course.’

‘What?’

‘In the spare cabin. I wouldn’t want you thinking my intentions were anything less than pure.’ He stretches his arms out in front of him; again she thinks of a cat, its satisfied self-containment. ‘It’s really not like that, you know.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like what you’re thinking. You’re a painter, you need a cheap place to live and work, that’s what we’ve got. No ulterior motives.’

Now that the offer is there, and she knows she will accept it, Sylvie realises that of course she doesn’t want to sleep in the spare cabin. Earlier, in the studio, she’d felt that she was directing the situation—that perhaps Michael even enjoyed being directed—but now the dynamic seems to have changed. Maybe he knew it would happen like this. Usually Sylvie is straightforward with men, doesn’t get caught up in this kind of game-playing—but then she’s never really cared about the men themselves, what they think of her. She has not felt herself to be a person with them. Only a woman, with their gaze upon her.

Michael comes around the desk and opens a drawer, begins rattling around inside. Sylvie rolls back in her chair to give him room. She can tell that he enjoys this, the parcelling out of surprises: the way it creates a ready audience, makes everyone wonder what will happen next. She doesn’t mind. She no longer feels sad at the falling rain; rather, it seems to be tugging her towards some swell of rich and satisfying emotion, as if the world is taking its true shape at last. The shape of her real life. She can feel it coming. And from the drawer Michael takes a key on a length of brown string, presses it into her hands, and kisses her softly on the mouth. ‘This is for you,’ he says. 
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ALICE WAITED FOR Sylvie at the passenger pick-up zone. The evening was hot, a dry gusty heat that tightened the skin of her face—Melbourne heat, she thought, although really she hadn’t spent enough time in the city to distinguish its type of heat from any other. Planes roared overhead. A man Alice recognised from the flight—red hair, black backpack—scanned the approaching cars and then fastened his gaze on one, striding towards the kerb with a smile. At the moment of being picked up, everybody left their uncertain transient selves behind; they stopped being passengers and became people in Melbourne, people who’d thrown out a rope to the city and felt it caught.

Alice took out her phone and typed a message to Sylvie: Where are you??? Then erased that and typed: I’m here.

Eventually a silver sedan pulled up to the kerb, and Alice—peering through the windscreen—saw Sylvie’s small face and sheet of pale hair. Relief cut through her irritation. She opened the back door of the car and heaved her suitcase in, ramming it with her knee. From the driver’s seat Sylvie was saying, ‘Sorry, sweetheart, I’m sorry. I thought the flight would be delayed.’

‘Why did you think that?’

 ‘Well, they always are, aren’t they? Don’t mind that stuff in the back, just shove it out of the way.’

Alice got into the passenger seat and let her mother kiss her cheek. Sylvie smelled the same as always: floral soap and turpentine, a stifling rush of home.

‘You look beautiful,’ she said, which was the same thing she always said, and Alice made the same face she always did. Really, Sylvie was the beautiful one, with her pillowy lips and delicate features. She was forty-eight but she dressed like someone Alice’s age: linen dresses, calf-length skirts, short cotton blouses and Blundstones. Sometimes she braided her hair or wore a cropped velvet jacket sewn with tiny pink beads. She turned heads everywhere she went. Even when Alice was little she’d been aware of the effect that Sylvie had on other people, the way the rules of the normal world bent around her beauty.

Alice glanced quickly at herself in the passenger-side mirror. Shaved dark hair, pale skin, dark eyes. It had become clear to her at a young age that she’d drawn the genetic short straw, ended up with her father’s colouring.

Sylvie manoeuvred the car out of the pick-up zone and towards the highway. Outside, Melbourne scrolled past anonymously: random pockets of darkness and nets of light. Sylvie had moved there almost ten years ago—soon after Alice herself had left for university in Sydney—claiming there was nothing keeping her in New Zealand. Alice could see that was true, but she half-wished Sylvie could have found somewhere else to live. It was an awkward distance: too far for any real connection, but close enough that Alice always felt like she ought to be visiting more often. She made the trip once or twice a year. But she’d never got to know Melbourne well, and in fact always felt compelled to mention its various weaknesses to Sylvie: it was cold in winter, she’d pointed out. The beaches were terrible. But Sylvie didn’t care about any of that—she was used to the cold, she didn’t like the ocean anyway, and the Australian art world was in Melbourne, so she was in Melbourne, and had no plans to leave. Five years ago she’d bought a small cottage in Preston and informed Alice that she was intending to die there. 

You’re not even fifty, Alice said. Isn’t it a bit soon to be thinking about all that?

Not necessarily. Besides, you’ve got a degree in English, so I don’t hold out any great hope of you supporting me in my old age. I’ll make my own arrangements, don’t worry about that.

Jesus Christ.

I hear cyanide pills are getting easier to come by.

She’d been laughing as she said it. Sylvie laughed a lot, a habit which people tended to find charming—even Alice found it charming—but which also made it difficult to tell if or when she was being serious. Sometimes people assumed that because Sylvie laughed easily, because she was beautiful, she must be a soft touch. Usually they didn’t labour under that misapprehension for long. Once, back when they lived in New Zealand, a stranger had followed them home from the bus—the sound of his footsteps drawing nearer and nearer, eight-year-old Alice gripping Sylvie’s hand in terror—and then Sylvie had turned and kneed him swiftly in the crotch. That’s what you do, she told Alice later, once they got home. If a man is ever bothering you, that’s where you have to kick him.

In the outer reaches of the city, signs for big-box stores announced their slogans into the blank night. The skyline appeared briefly like a row of jagged teeth. Sylvie was saying that the spare room was all set up, she’d bought new towels and some nice soap. ‘Goat’s milk, actually—I get it from a friend of a friend who lives out in Bendigo. It’s great for dry skin.’ 

‘Thanks.’

‘And there’s bread and muesli for breakfast. And coffee, tea, whatever you like.’

It was strange to witness it first-hand: Sylvie’s transformation into the kind of mother who bought goat’s milk soap and muesli. She had not been that way when Alice was growing up. Not that it was her fault—they hadn’t had any money, they’d moved around and made do. Alice could remember eating dinner while Sylvie sat beside her with a cup of tea or a glass of water, refilling it several times over the meal, claiming she wasn’t hungry. In adulthood the memory brought a twist of guilt. Still, Alice had other memories too, clearer ones: of holding tight to Sylvie’s hand at the school gate and feeling fireworks of pride go off in her chest, because her mother was more glamorous and more beautiful than any mother she’d ever seen.

‘That’s fine,’ she said, putting her window up a little. In Sydney the summer air smelled of flowers and rot, cut with the faint saltwater tang of the sea, but in Melbourne it was dry and smelled mainly of petrol. ‘I’ll be out of your hair soon anyway. I’ve already got a couple of share house interviews lined up.’

‘Oh, really?’

‘Well, I want to get settled somewhere before I start the PhD. It’s only five weeks away.’

She was telling the truth, or half of it. She wanted to get set up before the start of the academic year, it made sense to do it that way, but she was also keen to minimise the amount of time she lived with Sylvie. They weren’t at each other’s throats the way some of Alice’s friends were with their parents, but their visits were always a bit of a strain. Sylvie put a lot of thought in, cooking special meals and planning excursions, but in spite of that—or perhaps because of it—Alice was always aware of her status as a visitor, someone whose presence required an effort. It was difficult to tell whether Sylvie really wanted her there. In Melbourne she seemed to have her life set up exactly the way she’d always wanted, with her work at its centre. She had no encumbrances anymore. 

Sylvie took an exit off the highway, the indicator clicking smartly. ‘Well, I’ll have to introduce you to some people here,’ she said. ‘We could have a dinner or something. I’ll invite some young folks. Oh, speaking of—you won’t believe who they’ve got writing the catalogue essay for this retrospective.’

Alice felt something shift inside her stomach. ‘Who?’

‘Just this girl, about your age. Caroline’s her name.’ She laughed, a short humourless laugh. ‘One of those fans of Michael’s.’

An article in The Guardian, a few months ago now. Alice had clicked mindlessly on the Culture tab and suddenly there he was: a younger Michael, hair tied loosely at the nape of his neck, looking out at her from a grainy photograph. NGV announces Joyce retrospective to run in August. Alice’s mouth had turned dry. She scrolled through the article without reading it, her face tilted half away from the screen, looking for a mention of her own name. Partway through she hit Command-F and searched. When it became clear that it wasn’t there—she wasn’t mentioned at all, and neither was Sylvie—she felt a rush of relief, tinged very slightly with disappointment.

Ever since, she’d been expecting Sylvie to call. But maybe Sylvie had wanted to wait until they were face to face—or, more specifically, until Alice was in a position where she could not hang up the phone or walk away. That was how their conversations about Isaiah usually ended. Sylvie thought it was important to talk about it—she’d even paid for Alice’s therapist in Sydney, an immaculately coiffed woman whose many Persian rugs Alice had spent hours tracing with her eyes—but Alice herself didn’t really see the point. She thought that if Sylvie’s life did have an encumbrance, it was that: the weight of the past, all her memories dragged around like a bundle of waterlogged clothing. Alice had no interest in ending up that way. 

Outside, the streets were changing from industrial to residential, rows of brick cottages behind low fences. Sylvie shifted gears and turned a corner. ‘I’ve met her a handful of times,’ she said. ‘She’s a doctoral student in art history, so we’ve got some friends in common. But I don’t think she’d be more than thirty.’

‘Who?’

‘This Caroline girl I’m telling you about. There’s family money too, of course. I heard her aunt sits on the board of the NGV Foundation . . . Well, just between us, that would explain how she got the gig. She’s hardly an expert; it’s not as though she’s published a book or anything.’

‘Oh.’

‘I can only imagine what she’s going to come up with. So many of these young people think Michael was God’s gift to modern art, don’t they?’

Alice pressed the button again and watched the window hum up to meet its rim. Outside, a fat moon was rising in the darkening sky.

‘Alice?’

‘I’m sure it’ll be fine. No one reads those essays anyway.’

‘Well, some people do.’

‘You do. That doesn’t mean it’s, like, mainstream behaviour.’

 Sylvie drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. ‘I’ve been a bit worried about the whole thing, you know. This retrospective.’

‘You don’t need to worry. Can we leave it?’

‘Well, we don’t have to talk about it now. But—’

‘Sylvie!’

They drove in silence. Outside the suburbs looked dry and withered, the grass spiking brownly by the kerb. It was shaping up to be one of the hottest summers on record. But they said that every year, about every summer—or so it seemed to Alice, who kept track of such things. The therapist in Sydney had said she should try not to worry so much about events she couldn’t control. Alice was generally sceptical on that front, but it was achievable, according to the therapist, with practice. Breathing exercises: in for seven, hold for four, out for eight. Becoming aware of the shape of your tongue inside your mouth. Focusing on very small things, like your own hands, when you began to feel the world sliding out from under you.

The car stopped in front of a cottage: Sylvie’s cottage, with its red roof and iron lacework. A shrub bloomed with pale flowers in the front garden. Sylvie turned off the ignition and leaned her elbows on either side of the steering wheel, massaging her temples. Her fingers were swollen at the knuckles.

‘Listen,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to argue about this.’

‘Let’s not, then.’

‘But I just wanted to say—don’t bite my head off, let me finish—that I know some people at the NGV. I could have a chat to them, and . . . darling, I’m offering to help. You might at least think about it.’

‘I don’t need your help, Sylvie. Really.’

 Alice tried to say it gently. She tried to say it compassionately, sympathetically, in the tone of someone who did not want to have a fight with her mother before they’d even got inside the house. But she knew it didn’t come out sounding that way. Sometimes when she spoke to Sylvie she heard an edge of cruelty in her own voice, like the sudden flash of a knife. It scared her a little; it shamed her. She had never told the therapist in Sydney about it.

She took a breath in for seven, watching tiny insects float and dart in the glow of the headlights. ‘Look, I know how you feel about all that,’ she said. ‘But it’s really not a big deal—and anyway, it’s been so long. Don’t you think . . .’

‘What?’

‘Well, you can’t carry on hating Michael all your life. Can you?’

For a moment Sylvie said nothing, lifting her head to look at the street. Then she cut the headlights and the summer night closed in.

‘I don’t hate him,’ she said. ‘I just wish I never had to think about him again.’




3

BY THE TIME they move out to Isaiah, the countryside is slipping into autumn. The days are overcast and often rainy, water running in rivulets down the hills and misting in the thick dirty coats of the sheep. They look out from their paddocks with expressions of steady forbearance. The land is like that, too, Sylvie thinks: folding into itself, preparing for winter. Even the ocean looks subdued, a smooth expanse. She tries to sell this to Alice as a coming attraction—living near the beach! Swimming every day in summer, if we want to!—but is met with stony silence. Alice does not want to move to Isaiah.

Still, it’s Sylvie’s life, and she can’t let it slip through her fingers in deference to what Alice wants. She’s done enough of that already. Besides, it’ll be good for Alice to be exposed to a different way of living, to learn how to be with other people. Sylvie has often worried that her daughter spends too much time inside her own head. A change will do her good; she might even find that she likes it. Sylvie repeats these things to herself the day they move their last boxes out to Isaiah, a day that—despite it being only the middle of autumn—is marked by snow.

 The first flakes hit the windscreen as they drive out of the city. Only a light sprinkling, more frozen sleet than snow, but it turns the narrow hillside road slick and glassy, the car’s tyres skidding more than once around hairpin bends. ‘Fuck,’ Alice says, gripping the sides of her seat. ‘Are we going to crash?’

A good mother would chide her for her language. But Sylvie feels too terrified to fulfil the role of a good mother just now, with the car skidding underneath them. The contemptible thought fills her mind: What if she dies before she gets to touch Michael again?

‘We’re nearly there,’ she says weakly.

‘I can’t believe this. What if we die?’

‘We’re not going to die.’

They don’t die. But by the time they pull up outside the farmhouse, Sylvie’s arms are trembling and her forehead is damp with sweat. Alice is silently mutinous. Not the most impressive entrance, Sylvie thinks, getting out of the car.

Two figures emerge from the farmhouse, bundled up against the cold in puffer jackets and beanies. ‘What a day for it, hey?’ calls a woman with hennaed dreadlocks straggling from under her hood. (Jen? Jess? Sylvie is no good with names.) ‘Welcome to paradise.’

‘I thought we weren’t going to make it. That road is terrifying.’

‘It’s dangerous when it’s like this,’ Aroha says, coming forward to hug Sylvie. ‘We were worried about you.’

‘Well, here we are.’ Sylvie steps back from Aroha’s embrace. Sylvie looks around, but can’t see Michael. From the passenger seat, Alice glares at her. ‘So I’ll just . . . I suppose I’ll unpack my things. Our things.’

 Their cabin is small and pink, tucked at the edge of the yard. Sylvie feels a burst of affection for its utter ridiculousness, although the snow—which is settling now, beginning to whiten the drab packed earth of the yard—has a way of softening everything. In real snow, the pastel buildings might look all right, apposite even—sweet marshmallow dreams from some impossible childhood. Not hers, nor Alice’s.

Aroha and Jen help with the boxes, going back and forth across the yard until the car is empty. A dog—a weathered grey kelpie whom Aroha calls Buck—trots along at their heels. After some mild prodding, Alice rouses herself to carry her own bags. ‘I can’t believe we’re living in one room,’ she hisses to Sylvie, as they make the final trip into the cabin.

Sylvie has to admit that, on second viewing, the cabin is smaller than she’d remembered. The floor is uneven and the ceiling low. There are no skirting boards or windowsills. But the two big windows have curtains, there’s a bright woven rug on the floor, and another curtain separates the sleeping area from the main room. A second single bed is behind a folding screen.

‘It’ll be all right,’ she says, putting an arm around Alice. ‘We’ve lived in lots of small places before, haven’t we? You can have the bedroom, if you like.’

‘It’s not a bedroom.’

‘You’ll get used to it,’ Jen says cheerfully, stretching her arms across the doorframe so that the weight of her body, leaning forward, is suspended there. (Sylvie catches the cut of tobacco, the lush stink of patchouli oil.) ‘It’s actually really cosy, once you get settled in. Plus there’s less to tidy.’

 Alice goes behind the curtain and draws it sharply across the rod. Sylvie makes an apologetic face at Jen, who shrugs, unconcerned. ‘She’ll come around. Anyway, see you both at dinner.’

‘Let us know if you need anything,’ Aroha says, touching Sylvie’s arm. She is tactful enough not to call goodbye to Alice on her way out, the way Jen does, jumping lightly off the little step and into the yard.

Once they are gone, Sylvie draws a deep breath. Best to start unpacking straight away. Without bothering to ask Alice for help, she arranges their clothes on the rack, their books in the cheap plywood bookshelf. On top she places the framed photograph of six-year-old Alice at the beach (stringy wet hair, dark gap of a missing tooth in her smile) next to the small silver jewellery box that was Sylvie’s own eighteenth birthday present. (A few times she has come close to pawning it. But hasn’t.) And her green glass bowl, and the bookends shaped like owls, and the tiny carved ivory elephant she found at an op shop for two dollars. Sylvie’s love of beautiful things is, for her, one of the minor tragedies of not having much money. She can’t walk past a shop window without lingering. But over the years she’s twisted their lack of possessions into a kind of philosophy, rather than admitting the truth: they don’t have much because they can’t afford much. Even with her job at the aged-care home, she had to track her spending, and now that she’s resigned—handed in her notice before she could talk herself out of it, unable to imagine splitting her life between there and Isaiah—she’ll have to be even more careful. Still, she thinks she can manage. She tithes a small amount for herself and Alice to live at Isaiah, but now they have no rent, no electricity bill, no phone. Almost like disappearing.

Boxes unpacked, she sets up her easel in front of the window and hovers uncertainly before it. What to do? She’d pictured life at Isaiah as a sort of continuous party, people drifting in and out with music and booze and talk, the way they had that first night, but now she sees that this can only have been a fantasy. She doesn’t know if she should go into the main farmhouse, if the others will be there, or if people generally stay in their own cabins. See you at dinner, Jen had said, but what time is that? Is there a set time? Is she already overthinking everything, obsessing about schedules?

She takes her coat from the hook by the door. ‘I’m going out for a bit,’ she calls to Alice. ‘Will you be all right?’

From behind the curtain comes the springy creak of Alice turning over on the mattress. ‘Out? Where?’

‘Just . . . out. I’ll come back and get you before dinner.’

‘Oh, please do.’

Sylvie draws the curtain aside and goes to where Alice is lying, knees to her chest and boots on the bed. She takes one of the boots in her hand. ‘Darling.’

‘Go away.’

‘Listen, I know it’s a big change. I do know that. But if you give it a chance—’

‘Go. Away!’

Sylvie holds the boot in her hand. She’s heard about teenagers and their moods, but Alice has never really been like that—at least, not until now. Sylvie has no reference point for what to do. As a teenager herself, she’d been subject to a recurrent tide of feeling that rose up in her without warning, sharpening all the world’s edges to unbearable points, but now she can hardly remember what it felt like. She does remember that her own mother used to say she was ‘moody’. What a euphemism, she thinks now.

 ‘All right,’ she says carefully. ‘Well, I love you. You know that, don’t you?’

Alice kicks out, hitting Sylvie in the stomach. ‘I hate you.’

Sylvie drops the boot and steps back. She tries to let the words rush over the surface of her mind: Alice is angry, she did not mean it. Teenagers say these things. And a good mother, Sylvie knows, would probably force a conversation at this point, even if only to get shouted at. A good mother would try to uncover the deeper anxieties behind Alice’s anger: the pain of uprooting her young life, the difficulty in coming to see her mother as a sexual being. But Sylvie doesn’t do any of that. She doesn’t even try. Instead, she clatters out the door and hurries towards Michael’s studio with a guilty sense of freedom.

She’d worried that the door would be locked, but it opens easily. A lamp in the corner bathes the little room in soft yellow light. Too dim to paint by. Does he spend time here when he’s not working: reading or drinking or listening to music? Does he invite other people to join him? Who? Sylvie wanders around, picks up the chunk of rose quartz and holds it against her cheek. On the easel is the half-finished painting of the vegetable patch, with her small strokes of paint in the background.

There’s something almost erotic in the thrill of being in Michael’s space without him, the faint ghost of his scent lingering in the air. Since her first visit to Isaiah, more than a month ago now, Sylvie has been dreaming of him almost every night. He appears in the dreams masked, wearing animal skins, but she always knows it’s him. When she wakes she pushes herself against the mattress, bites her lip in the dark.

She puts the quartz back and wanders to the far wall, where a small bulletin board is layered with clippings from magazines and newspapers. Examining them, she sees that they’re all about Michael, going back years. Reviews of his shows, interviews with arts journalists, the profile in the newspaper she’d read the year before. A small shrine to the self. Part of her wants to laugh—it’s so egotistical, so absurdly male—but still, in his position, wouldn’t she do the same thing? 

The door creaks open and she turns to see Michael shrugging off his coat, smiling at her. ‘Hello,’ he says. ‘You made it.’

‘Just about.’

He comes over and kisses her cheek, tiny crystals of snow still clinging to the edge of his woollen beanie. ‘Sorry I wasn’t here when you arrived, I had to go into town and pick some things up. But you got settled in okay? You and Alice?’

‘I did. Alice isn’t exactly thrilled to be here—I should warn you, actually, she’s being a bit of a brat. Don’t take it personally.’

She knows it’s wrong to speak this way, that she shouldn’t ally herself with Michael against Alice, but the words slip off her tongue easily. She thinks of the boot in her stomach, the harsh words. Alice had not wanted her there, that much was obvious.

‘I’m warned,’ he says. ‘So you thought you’d come and poke around my studio?’

His tone is teasing, and she turns back to the bulletin board, her skin warm underneath her clothes. ‘Just admiring the archive you’ve got here.’

‘Mmm. You weren’t supposed to see that.’

‘Yeah, I put things I don’t want people to see up on the wall too. What is it, some kind of confidence-building exercise?’

‘Something like that.’ He tilts his head to one side. ‘I keep it there to remind myself I’m not completely useless. Actually it’s strange, looking at all this.’

 ‘Strange how?’

‘Well, I never feel as though the person they’re talking about is me. I see my name there, my photograph, but I can’t connect it with the sense I have of myself. Sometimes I read those things and think, Oh, he’s done all right, hasn’t he? And I almost catch myself feeling jealous before I realise it’s me.’

Sylvie stares at him. It has never entered her head that artistic success could bring anything other than utter satisfaction, utter glorification in achievement. She wants to say, Do you know what I’d give to have even one article written about my work?

‘What?’ he says. The cat’s smile plays across his face.

‘Nothing. I . . .’ All at once she feels oddly deflated, soured by the bulletin board and the cold night and the cabin where she and Alice had been left alone. ‘It’s just been a weird day. I don’t know if I did the right thing, coming here.’

‘Ah.’

‘It’s so far out of town, such a huge change for Alice . . . And I don’t know what to do with myself. I was hanging around the cabin before feeling like I was at a party where I didn’t know anyone. I’m worried that—’

She puts her face in her hands. She knows she is embarrassing herself badly, but she can’t seem to stop. Her life is marked by nothing but mistakes. She thinks again of Alice on the bed, kicking out with her boot: I hate you.

‘Hey,’ Michael says. ‘What are you worried about?’

‘Everything,’ she says from behind her hands. ‘Being a bad mother. Wasting my life. Not being able to take the opportunity of living out here. It’s so easy for you, all this . . .’ She gestures at the bulletin board. ‘But it’s not like that for me. I’m way out of practice, for one thing.’

 He takes her hand and strokes the fingers slowly. She feels miserably furious with herself. Just like that, she’s punctured the illusion of being capable, sophisticated, a little out of his reach—the illusion of disinterest, in other words, that men seem to need to believe in. (But, on the other hand, how disinterested can she possibly pretend to be? She has just moved herself and her fourteen-year-old daughter out to live on his property.)

‘Well, look,’ Michael says, ‘as far as Alice goes, I can’t be of much help—parenting sounds bloody challenging. I wouldn’t have a clue. But, with the rest of it, yeah, I do get what you mean. I know you think it’s easy for me, but really I’m like anyone else: I’ve got to fight past myself to get anything done. It’s scary.’

‘Yeah.’

‘And I wonder whether . . .’ He pauses, holding her fingers. Her hands are still chapped and red from the cleaning products they used at the aged-care home.

‘What?’

‘Well, I wonder whether it hasn’t all been a bit convenient for you, the single-mother thing—as an excuse not to paint, I mean. Sorry, I know that sounds like I’m blaming you. I’m not—it just occurred to me.’

‘Right.’

‘But now you’re here, anyway. And I think if you want to work, you will.’

Sylvie can’t decide whether to be offended. But he’s still holding her hand, and when he uses it to draw her closer, she doesn’t pull away. He kisses her softly. Her mind empties; she is aware of nothing but the pulsing of her skin and lips. She takes his hand and slides his index finger into her mouth, then into the back of her throat. His face slackens with desire.

 Abruptly he takes his finger from her mouth, puts his hands in his pockets. ‘We should go. Nearly time for dinner.’

Sylvie’s lips feel electric. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand and tries to arrange her mind around his words. ‘What?’

‘Dinner. We eat together every night at seven—I should have said before. We can’t miss it.’

‘Right. Right, okay.’

They leave the studio, Michael locking the door behind them. The snow has stopped but the air is knife-like. Sylvie lets him go ahead to the main house while she goes to the cabin to fetch Alice.

Half of her doesn’t even want to do it, given how Alice has behaved. She thinks of what Aroha said, that first night at Isaiah: The two of you must be close. Of course, a part of Sylvie will always be close to Alice, insofar as her own life is yoked, irrevocably, to Alice’s, and has been since the moment she was born. Nobody else is capable of evoking so much joy in Sylvie. (Or—admittedly—so much frustration.) Alice is a part of her. But in terms of their actual relationship, are they close? After all, Alice now says she hates her. Then again, Sylvie thinks, pushing open the door to the cabin, maybe hatred is a form of closeness; sometimes the only form available.

•

After that, she doesn’t seek Michael out again. She has the sense that he should come to her, should pick up where they left off, but he doesn’t. At mealtimes he includes her in the conversation exactly as much as anyone else. He smiles at her when they pass in the house or the yard, then carries on to wherever he is going. At times she thinks she imagined his finger in her mouth. She spends a lot of time replaying it in her head. While Alice is at school—a school she vocally hates, of course, had made up her mind to hate before she’d even seen it—Sylvie lies on her bed and thinks about him, touches herself until she comes. She knows, of course, that this is a colossal waste of time. If she wanted to work, she would. What excuse does she have? 

At least the chores roster—a holy document at Isaiah—keeps her busy. They all have work to do every day, endless scrubbing and weeding and watering and mending and cooking and cleaning up and putting away. Sylvie’s Monday-morning task of washing the kitchen floor seems like a stopgap measure at best: eight people at Isaiah means the kitchen is always faintly grubby. As she works her sponge over the floorboards, an idle fantasy drifts into her mind: she will be the one to get the kitchen cleaner than it’s ever been before, really clean. The thought sits uneasily until she recognises—too late—her mother’s voice in her head. Then she wants to throw down her sponge, kick over the bucket of dirty water.

She doesn’t see Michael come in. She hears his noise of alarm first, as she’s emptying the bucket over the deep stone sink, and half-jumps around to see him standing in the doorway. ‘God,’ she says. ‘You scared me.’

‘Seems to be a habit of mine.’ He’s wearing a brown wool jersey, a smear of dark blue paint laddering the sleeve. ‘Just don’t put soapy water down the sink; it’s bad for the septic system.’

Sylvie’s cheeks turn warm. All at once she’s conscious of her sweaty face, the grime streaked up her arms. ‘No one told me.’

‘It’s all right, once won’t hurt.’

She doesn’t tell him that she’s been tipping soapy water down the drain all morning. Instead, she puts the bucket on the floor and leans against the sink, watching Michael glance around the room.

‘You’ve done well,’ he says.

 ‘My mother’s influence. She was a fanatical housekeeper, one of those really old-fashioned ones. A dying breed.’

He only nods. Sylvie feels stupid, clumsy; he doesn’t want to hear about her mother. She wipes her forehead with the heel of her hand.

‘I’d say you’re finished,’ he says, and it takes her a second to realise that he’s talking about the kitchen. ‘Place looks good. Why don’t you come to the beach?’

‘It’s freezing.’

‘We won’t swim. Just go for a walk, blow the cobwebs out.’

She splashes her face with cold water from the tap, tries to smooth her hair down. At the door, Michael turns back to retrieve the bucket of dirty water, tips it over the garden bed as they go outside.

‘Isn’t the soap bad for the plants, too?’ Sylvie asks.

‘They’re tough. They can handle it.’

In his small red hatchback, they take the coastal road to the beach, rattling over the railway crossings. The day is overcast, the sky flat and low. Thick fringe of pine trees between hillside and ocean. Signs for a church and a marae. Looking down, Sylvie sees the twin curves of bay, separated by the jagged yellow tooth of headland jutting out into the sea.

Michael parks near the beach and leads her down to the rocks at the northern end, just under the headland. On the flattest slab of rock they sit together and look out at the blue–grey water. It’s too cold even to suggest a swim, but Sylvie wishes she could: she imagines taking off her dirty clothes, letting Michael see the pale lines and curves of her body like a painting. A line should have movement, one of her teachers at Elam used to say. A line should never be still.

 ‘So,’ Michael says, leaning back on his hands. ‘How are you finding it, living out here? I know some people struggle a bit at the start.’

‘Oh, it’s fine. I don’t mind the housework.’

‘Well, I didn’t mean the housework necessarily. But I always knew there had to be rules about that kind of thing; I wasn’t interested in starting a hippie commune. I spent some time once on one of those places up in the North Island—you wouldn’t believe how bleak it was. Never enough to eat.’

It surprises Sylvie to hear him talk like this. She hasn’t thought of him as a hippie exactly, but there are certain elements: no one at Isaiah eats meat, and in the library there are books about astrology and a copy of The Tibetan Book of the Dead. Once or twice she has passed Michael doing yoga in the living room, standing in mountain pose with his eyes closed and hands floating at his sides. He seems totally unselfconscious in those moments, aware of nothing but his breath.

‘Come and join me next time,’ he says, when she mentions it. ‘It’s great for stretching your body. Especially when you’ve been hunched at an easel all day.’

‘I can’t do yoga to save my life. I get bored with all that breathing.’

‘Oh no, you’re missing out. The breathing is the best part; it’s very meditative. In through the nose—out through the mouth.’ He demonstrates.

Sylvie smiles, looking down the beach. The waves flop placidly onto the sand. Now that she has Michael’s full attention, away from the farm and the others, she feels a little shy. A new feeling, being shy around a man. She pulls her hair over one shoulder and begins to braid it.

 ‘You make that look so easy,’ Michael says, watching her. ‘Like magic.’

‘I’ve been doing it since I was eight. My mother taught me by tying three scarves on the back of a chair.’

‘The fanatical housekeeper.’

‘Oh—yes, sorry. I don’t know why I keep bringing her up.’

‘Well, why don’t you tell me about your parents? You’ve never mentioned them before.’

Sylvie twists a hair elastic from her wrist around the end of the braid. ‘Not much to tell. Well, not the up-to-date version, anyway. I haven’t spoken to them in sixteen years.’

‘Because of Alice?’

‘Not exactly.’ She looks down the beach again: piles of ribboned kelp on sand. ‘But I doubt they were too happy about that, either. My father was a pastor, if you can believe it. In the Baptist Church.’

‘That explains the biblical knowledge.’

‘Yes. Well, I’m not religious anymore, but back then . . . It was him, really, the church of my father. I used to watch him deliver his sermon on Sundays and feel so much—I don’t know, love isn’t enough to describe it. Pride, maybe. Awe. It really seemed like a miracle that he was here with us, that I could reach out and touch him, that he was my father and he loved me. In my head I think I had him mixed up with God.’

‘Easy mistake to make.’

‘Yes. And I wasn’t the only one who felt like that—well, not like that exactly, but everyone liked him. He was very magnetic, very warm, he knew how to charm people. But he had—his temper . . .’

She clears her throat, and feels Michael take her hand. Her body remembers the blunt shape of his fingers, the calluses on his palm.

 ‘His temper,’ she says. ‘It’s such a little word, isn’t it—temper. Sounds like a kid throwing a tantrum. But his was something else; it could turn in half a second. I remember once when I was about six, I was getting into the back of the car and I accidentally kicked the driver’s seat on my way in. He turned around and started screaming so hard that spit flew out of his mouth. I told him I didn’t do it on purpose, but he wasn’t listening—he’d already made up his mind. He always thought the worst of me.’

‘Maybe he thought the worst of everyone. Himself included.’

‘Maybe. Yeah.’

Michael runs his thumb over hers. Sylvie is aware only of her hand in his; the rest of her body is blank.

‘What about your mother?’ he asks.

‘Oh, she’d stand up for my sister, but never for me. Anyway, he didn’t really go for my sister—I was the one who always seemed to provoke him. I don’t know why.’

Together they watch the waves hiss and unfurl on the marbled yellow sand. Sylvie can’t say the next thing, which is that she does know why: it was because she was always her father’s girl, his favourite child. If he hadn’t cared, if his attitude towards her had been one of detached benevolence, then she could never have provoked anything in him. It was the other side of love, what he did to her.

Michael is quiet. Sylvie crosses her legs, her ankle bone knocking against the cold rock, and hears her voice carry on: ‘The first time he hit me, it was because I’d left a bit of dried egg on a plate I’d washed. It was just a smear, you could have scraped it off with your fingernail, but he went ballistic. I had no respect for our home, no respect for the things he worked hard to buy for us, and so on. And I was angry too, I thought it was really unfair, so I shouted back at him. And he slapped me across the face.’ 

‘Christ.’

‘It was at breakfast, and I had to stay home from school because the mark wouldn’t fade. And I remember even then, a part of me was pleased because my sister had to go to school and I didn’t. And he bought me a magazine, a block of chocolate, he was so sorry. But then it happened again and he didn’t make such a fuss. And after a while it just became part of life. He said I needed discipline, that was how he put it. He didn’t hit me on the face again, though—he’d learned his lesson there. He used to take me outside and whip me with his belt.’

‘Jesus Christ.’

It’s the first time Sylvie has heard Michael express shock, and a part of her feels almost proud. She had thought it would be difficult, saying these things to him—things she’s never said to anyone—but she’s surprised by how easy it is after all, how the words flow smoothly out of her mouth as if carried by their own momentum. Maybe it’s a story she has been waiting to tell. Above them, a lone seagull wheels in a lazy circle.

‘The worst thing was,’ she says, and stops. A ragged breath of ocean air. ‘The worst thing was—if we were getting along well, and he was in a good mood, he was my favourite person in the world. We were so similar, sympatico, we understood each other . . . I loved him terribly, and honestly a part of me still thought he was God. But when I was a teenager, it got worse. He hated the idea of me having any kind of independence—I wasn’t allowed to get my learner’s permit even though all my friends had theirs, I wasn’t allowed to stay out past eight o’clock at night. If there was a hint of anything between me and a boy—at school, or at church, or even if he thought he saw me looking at a boy on the street—he’d find some way of punishing me later. I was grounded basically all the time. He said he was really worried about me, the kind of person I was turning out to be.’ 

‘But you got away.’

‘Yes. When I was eighteen I just—I don’t know, I’d had enough. My friends were going flatting, getting ready to go to university, and I knew there was no way I’d be allowed. He wanted me to live at home and commute. He even had the degree picked out for me—health sciences. Can you imagine?’

She feels Michael’s smile, the minute relaxation of his body beside hers. ‘No.’

‘Well, me neither. I knew I wanted to go to art school, but needless to say my parents weren’t on board with that. Anyway, I read a lot, because I was grounded so much, and literature is full of plucky girls setting off on journeys, and at a certain point I started to think . . . At first it felt like a fantasy, a joke I had with myself. But then one day I packed a bag. Another day I looked at bus timetables. And then one Sunday, after they’d passed the collection plate around at the ten o’clock service, I stole eighty dollars and bought a bus ticket.’

Michael turns to her with a smile breaking over his face. ‘Bold move.’

‘Well, I agonised over it. I still believed in God, that was the thing, and I prayed and prayed for Him to give me a sign one way or another. But nothing happened. My father always said that was the wrong way to approach religion—expecting God to be like a Magic 8 Ball, saying do this, don’t do that, but it was just—I can’t describe how lonely it made me feel, not hearing from Him. It seemed like the most important crossroad in my life and there was nothing; nothing . . . I mean, I look back on it now and it all makes sense. I had to reject God to reject my father, blah blah.’ 

‘Painful at the time, though.’

‘Yes.’ She heaves air into her lungs. ‘But I went to Auckland and got a job waiting tables, I enrolled at Elam. I wrote to my parents to tell them I was all right. I said I still loved them, I wanted to be in touch, and maybe I could come back for Christmas. My mother wrote back—just the one letter—and told me not to bother coming home. She said I’d broken my father’s heart.’

She feels, rather than hears, Michael let out his breath. ‘They never forgave you?’

‘Do you know Matthew 5:30? If thy right hand offend thee . . .’

He shakes his head.

Sylvie feels very cold, almost to the point of numbness; she blows into the cuffs of her jacket to warm her hands. ‘My father died not too long before I met you,’ she says starkly. It’s the first time she has ever said those words: My father died. ‘I found out from my sister, but I wasn’t invited to the funeral.’

‘And your mother . . .?’

‘Oh, she won’t speak to me. She never sent me another letter, not after that first one.’

There seems nothing else to say. Sylvie looks out to sea. It’s hard to paint a realistic version of the ocean because of its enormous scale, which can’t be captured in a single canvas; for this reason, she has never tried. She thinks about flipping it, making a series of paintings where the ocean is tiny, shrunk to the size of an eyeball or a human heart. But how to show it then as the ocean, and not just a patch of blue on the canvas?

 ‘So you don’t believe in God anymore?’ Michael asks.

‘No. Do you?’

‘Not really. I like the idea, I wish it were real, but in the end I just can’t make myself believe in it. There’s something in me that won’t let me really give myself to God—my ego, I suppose.’ He exhales through his nose, almost a laugh. ‘I envy you, in a way. At least you know what it was to have faith.’

Sylvie can’t quite bring herself to be annoyed by his naivety. He jumps down from the rock, offers her his hand. ‘Come on, I want to show you something.’

She follows him over the slippery rocks, gripping his hand tightly. Halfway down the headland he shows her a small cave tucked into the cliff, shielded from the wind. ‘At high tide it’s cut off,’ he says, ‘but when the tide is low, like now, you can get in. And out.’

Inside the cave, Sylvie looks above her head at the dark glistening rock, molluscs clinging like pale scabs. Outside, the ocean rocks and sighs. She can feel Michael beside her, and his hand in her hair comes like a release.

It’s not a comfortable place to fuck. She ends up half-standing against the cave wall, one leg bent, clutching at Michael’s back; she thinks later that it must have been cold and the rocks sharp, but at the time she doesn’t feel it. His mouth and hands; the waves rush and withdraw, rush and withdraw. Warmth rises and spreads in her body. He unbuttons her shirt roughly and holds her nipple between his teeth, just on the edge of pain but not over it, and she hears herself make a sound she hasn’t made before.

When it’s over she has the sense of returning to herself, but changed: a foreigner in her own body. She buttons her shirt dazedly. And Michael has changed too, or changed in her eyes: when he came she saw him as a man like other men, a puppet on the long strings of desire. She relishes it, this new side of him. It makes her feel very tender towards him. 

He dresses quickly, zipping his fly with nimble fingers. Glancing out of the cave mouth, he says, ‘Oh, look at that.’

Sylvie follows his gaze. The tide has come in faster than she’d thought possible: water is beginning to creep inside, darkening the sand. ‘Fuck.’

He strides out into the water, even though he’s only wearing cheap tennis shoes. ‘Let’s go!’ he calls, and Sylvie splashes after him. The water rushes into her shoes, so cold she gasps. She can feel the current tugging at her legs, trying to draw her into the sea. The water is quickly knee-deep; if they’d left it much longer, they would have had to swim. Ahead of her, Michael strides onwards.

When they reach the shore Sylvie is gasping, shivering. He smiles at her. ‘You okay?’

Her face feels unsteady. He puts his arms around her, and she rests her cheek on his warm chest, listening to the drum of his heartbeat. ‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘That was scary.’

It’s the first time she has said anything like that to a man. Michael’s arms tighten around her; she feels his breath against her ear. ‘It’s all right,’ he says. ‘You’re safe now.’

They take the narrow road back to Isaiah. Sylvie watches his profile as he drives, hands resting lightly on the wheel. His car is old, still has a tape deck. The floor rattles under her feet as they mount the crest of the hill.

‘Speaking of religion,’ she says, ‘you seem like a bit of a Jesus figure yourself, you know.’

‘Do I?’

 ‘In a way. Don’t you think Isaiah represents a kind of faith, almost like religion? Don’t you think a lot of people here are trying to live out some bigger principle, or—I don’t know—belief about the world?’

It comes to her, even as she speaks, that she can’t really count herself among his disciples. Her own reasons for coming to Isaiah were purely selfish: she wanted to work, and she wanted him. She had no bigger principle than her own desire. But it strikes her that this is not such a bad thing—after all, she lost her religion a long time ago. She doesn’t believe in any life except this one.

Back at Isaiah they wander from the carport to the yard. Sylvie’s body feels very sensitive: even the brush of hair on her face sparks off fireworks of nerves. ‘Well,’ she says, ‘see you at dinner, I guess.’

‘See you then. And do you want to stay with me tonight? In my room?’

His smile is a little sheepish, and she laughs, feeling a rush of affection for him. ‘There you go. All it took was a comparison to Jesus.’

‘Is that a yes or a no?’

‘Yes. Yes, of course it’s a yes.’

He goes to his studio and she walks across the yard to the cabin, her body humming. It’s just past midday; Alice won’t be home for hours. Sitting at the small desk she’s set up in the corner, Sylvie takes a pencil and flips to a blank page in her sketchpad. Without thinking directly about what she is doing, she begins to sketch the foundations of a new painting: the geometric pattern of a tiled kitchen floor, dust and crumbs spotting its surface. An ant with her mother’s face crawls between the tiles.
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ALICE MET CAROLINE—THE girl of about her age, the unpublished art historian writing Michael’s catalogue essay—at a dinner party at the dragging tail end of summer. It wasn’t Sylvie’s party, but a friend of hers’; Alice had not even wanted to come, but Sylvie insisted. She seemed to think that Alice was going to slot into a subset of her social group, a Melbourne art world social group, despite the fact that Alice had never displayed any interest in art. Or maybe Sylvie just wanted to get her out of the house. It was true that Alice hadn’t been doing much except lying around reading and refreshing Instagram, scrolling through pictures and stories posted by her friends in Sydney. Her screen glowed with golden biscuity cliffs, bougainvillea tumbling down walls. The bite of blue water against sand.

At the dinner party, she sat by herself. The table had been set up under a pergola twirled with jasmine, tea lights flickering in tiny glass bowls. It was pretty, and Alice might have enjoyed it if she hadn’t been the only person there under forty. Sylvie’s friends made no particular effort to include her. They all shook her hand politely, they said how nice it was to finally meet her, and then they fell into conversation with each other about people and things she’d never heard of. It was strange, she thought, to be back in the same situation after all these years: the only child at a table of adults. 

As they were sitting down to eat, there was a faint flurry of activity inside the house, and then the glass sliding door opened and a young woman came out. She was tall, with milky brown eyes and high cheekbones, and her straight blonde hair swung just above her shoulders. When she smiled, Alice saw that her left front tooth was a little crooked, but on her the imperfection was charming—better, in fact, than having straight teeth. The woman greeted the table at large, apologised for being late. ‘Traffic,’ she said.

Sylvie’s friend Barbara, whose house it was, got to her feet and began fussing over extra chairs. Sylvie leaned over to Alice and said, ‘That’s the girl I was telling you about.’

‘Who?’

‘Caroline. The Joyce expert, quote-unquote. I didn’t know she was going to be here.’

Alice sipped her water and said nothing. Barbara brought out a chair and placed it opposite Alice, and Caroline managed to sit down in it, unearth a bottle of wine from the ice bucket on the table, and greet everyone around her in one fluid motion. Alice shook the slim hand offered to her. It was a hot night—had been hot for weeks, the same dry heat that she could definitively categorise, now, as Melbourne heat—but Caroline’s skin was cool and firm. In comparison, Alice felt a little dishevelled. She hooked the strap of her dress over her shoulder to straighten it.

‘It’s so nice to finally meet you,’ Caroline said. Her voice was low and a little musical, half-amused, as if the whole conversation were verging on a private joke between her and Alice. ‘I was hoping you’d be here.’ 

‘Right. You, um’—Alice tried to think of a polite way to phrase it—‘you knew I was going to be in Melbourne?’

‘Oh, Barbara told me. She said Sylvie mentioned it a while ago.’

At the sound of her name, Sylvie turned and gave Caroline a stiff smile. ‘How are you, Caroline?’

‘I’m really well, thanks.’

She said it lightly, as if she were not aware of any animosity Sylvie might harbour towards her and wouldn’t have found it troubling even if she had been. Her bracelets tinkled as she filled her own wineglass and then Alice’s. Alice was generally not much of a drinker—she’d refused wine with dinner every night at Sylvie’s house, and she could feel Sylvie, now, waiting for her to demur—but she said nothing. She avoided Sylvie’s gaze as she brought the glass to her lips.

Dinner was grilled lamb cutlets, which Alice moved carefully to the side of her plate, and a salad with fennel and blood orange, which she ate.

‘You don’t like lamb?’ Caroline asked, watching her.

‘I’m vegetarian.’

‘Oh. Well, I’ll have yours.’ Caroline reached over and took the cutlet from Alice’s plate. ‘We should all be eating less meat, though, isn’t that what they say?’ She wiped the grease from her lips with a linen napkin. ‘To avoid total planetary collapse?’

Alice nodded. She’d read about methane emissions and land clearing for livestock agriculture, she could quote statistics on it, but in truth her vegetarianism was a hangover from living at Isaiah. The fact of this made her slightly ashamed. She’d tried to start eating meat again once they left, had spent months buying ham sandwiches and sausage rolls, but even the smell made her gag. Meat tasted wrong to her, or perhaps it just tasted like what it was: the flesh of a dead thing. 

She let Caroline top up her wine again and listened to her talk about her PhD, which was on modernism in New Zealand in the second half of the twentieth century. She enjoyed the research, she told Alice, and she’d met a lot of interesting people through the program. ‘You know, the art world’s like anything else. You just have to make the right connections.’

Alice decided not to mention the aunt who apparently sat on the board of the NGV Foundation. ‘Makes sense,’ she said. ‘Congratulations, by the way. On the essay.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I’m sure you’ll do a great job.’

The crooked front tooth made its appearance again. ‘What about you, though? Sylvie said you’re a PhD student too?’

‘Yeah, in English. I haven’t started yet.’

‘What’s your research on?’

‘Well, I’m looking at cli-fi—um, climate fiction. Dystopian narratives . . .’ Alice sipped the wine, which was very cold and left a bright feeling in her mouth. ‘I’m not really sure how to describe it. I’ve been thinking about just saying I’m doing my PhD on the end of the world.’

Caroline laughed. ‘I like that.’

‘It’s kind of a depressing subject.’

‘Well, that’s how you know it’s interesting.’

‘Is your research depressing? I guess there’s something kind of inherently depressing about the past, isn’t there.’

Caroline smiled, leaning back in her chair, as if this particular type of depression had little to do with her. ‘Maybe so,’ she said. ‘But don’t you think that’s why people are interested in it? There’s a kind of pleasure in feeling sad about things you’ll never have, or never get back again . . . À la recherche du temps perdu, and so on. I think that’s part of the reason why people go to retrospectives.’ 

Alice could sense Sylvie listening, and now she turned towards them, her smile a pocket of gleaming teeth. ‘It’s certainly a big job you’ve got.’

‘Well, I feel lucky to have the chance.’ Caroline’s tone was relaxed and entirely without irony, as if she were a supremely confident former private schoolgirl in her first job interview. ‘I’m hoping to do it justice. You know, it’s such a great opportunity.’

‘I’m sure you won’t have any trouble leveraging it.’

Alice watched the candle in the middle of the table flickering steadily, a glassy pool of wax spreading from its flame. She hated it when Sylvie got into a mood like this, and she hated even more that she herself could not stand up to it, did not know how to handle it and so said nothing. She wondered what would happen if she put her hand on the table and said, Just stop. It’s not Caroline’s fault, what happened.

Caroline speared an orange wedge with her fork. ‘That’s not really why I’m doing it.’

‘No, of course not. It just seems to me that—look, this isn’t a criticism, but women your age are all very ambitious, aren’t they? Very concerned about success and failure, achieving certain things by certain ages, and so on. Maybe it’s just late capitalism.’

‘Everything’s late capitalism,’ Alice said.

Sylvie laughed. The candlelight caught and gleamed on her necklace, a thin gold chain slithering over her collarbone. ‘You’re probably right. What do I know? I’m an old woman these days. Actually I’m glad you turned up’—she gestured with her glass at Caroline—‘just to bring the average age down. I was worried Alice wouldn’t have anyone to talk to.’ 

Caroline smiled and gave some glib response, lightly flattering, which Alice didn’t really hear. She felt put off by Sylvie’s comment, which seemed to have placed her into the category of the friendless misfit in need of Caroline’s beneficence—but it was ridiculous to feel like that, and more ridiculous still to allow herself, at the age of twenty-seven, to have her emotional state dictated by her mother. When Caroline got up and said she was going out for a cigarette, Alice waited a minute and then followed her.

She could feel Sylvie’s eyes on her back as she went into the house, but she kept going, down the hallway lined with bookshelves and out to the front deck. ‘Hi,’ she said, leaning on the balustrade beside Caroline.

‘Hi.’

The summer air brushed lightly against Alice’s shoulders, smelling of tobacco and jasmine. ‘Can I have a cigarette?’

If Caroline was surprised, she didn’t show it. She shook a cigarette out of her pack and handed it to Alice with a lighter, politely ignored her cough on the first inhale. ‘How are you liking Melbourne so far?’ she asked. ‘You’re probably sick of that question, aren’t you?’

‘No, it’s . . . Well, it’s pretty hot at the moment, isn’t it? I miss going to the beach.’

‘You can go to the beach here. At St Kilda, or Port Melbourne . . .’ Caroline stopped, half-smiling. ‘Why are you making that face?’

‘Well, those aren’t real beaches. I know Melbourne people can be precious about their city, but—have you ever been to a beach in Sydney?’

 ‘No. I don’t actually like swimming.’

‘What? How can anyone not like swimming?’

‘All that water getting up your nose. What’s the point, when you could sit and have a nice drink or a meal somewhere? Besides, the beach is so . . .’ She made a dissatisfied gesture, the neon tip of her cigarette streaking through the darkness. ‘All that harsh light. People go on about how beautiful it is, but I’ve always found it really ugly.’

Alice laughed. She wanted to say something like, You seem like a real aesthete, but that seemed too bold an observation to make about someone she’d just met. She drew on her cigarette and held her breath, letting the smoke sting her lungs. From the patio she heard the rising tide of group laughter, and over it a man’s voice—excited, half-drunk—saying, As soon as I put it into my mouth I wanted to spit it out again. It didn’t just taste bad, it tasted wrong.

‘Besides,’ Caroline said, ‘I have a bit of trouble with swimming—with anything physical, actually. I was in a pretty serious accident as a kid.’

‘Really?’

‘Well, so they tell me. I don’t remember it. I was three years old, we were on this busy road, and a car turned left as we were crossing and pretty much ploughed straight into me. Mum had my brother in the pram and she couldn’t grab me in time.’

‘Fuck.’

‘Yeah. Mum said I was thrown up onto the windscreen and the glass cracked and then I fell back on the road . . . She thought I was dead. But I just ended up with a concussion and a few broken ribs. And my right leg was badly shattered, that was the main thing. I had to have a lot of surgeries on it.’

‘And you don’t remember it at all?’

 ‘No. You’d think I would, but the only thing I remember is being in hospital afterwards and someone bringing me a bunch of grapes. And I ate them all and had a really upset stomach.’

Alice tried to imagine it: the rush of cars, squealing brakes and cracking glass, and the small body hitting the road. The mother’s blood running cold. Even though Caroline couldn’t remember it, Alice could see how the experience of having been seriously ill was reflected in her personality—she had the aura of having spent many years being fussed over by adults, set apart from the ordinary world of children. Around her, too, clung a faint sense of recklessness, as if she went through life believing that nothing truly mattered. Alice had always envied people like that.

‘Listen,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry about before—with Sylvie, and—’

‘Not your fault.’

‘Well, it’s not yours either. She gets sensitive about these things—she doesn’t like it when other people talk about Michael, or write about him. I think she wants to be the expert in the field.’

‘She doesn’t have a lot of nice things to say about him, though, does she?’

‘No, but . . . Oh, I don’t know. It’s complicated for her, this whole retrospective thing.’

‘Yeah.’ The tip of Caroline’s cigarette stirred and smouldered as she tapped it over the balustrade. ‘Well, I haven’t given up on winning her over. Maybe you could put in a good word for me.’

‘I don’t think my opinion counts for much with her.’

‘Really? Every time I’ve talked to her, she’s always brought you up—her daughter who’s read, like, every book under the sun. She was so thrilled about you moving here.’

 Alice’s first reaction was to disbelieve this. Sylvie had always demonstrated a polite interest in Alice’s life, but certainly she’d never given the impression that she bragged about Alice to her friends, or particularly cared whether they lived in neighbouring suburbs or neighbouring states. She had her own life. It hadn’t always been that way—during the years after Don left, when it was just the two of them, they’d been close. Not that Alice had thought of it in those terms. As a child, she didn’t have a relationship with Sylvie so much as she just had Sylvie, all of her: a presence as simple and immutable as the sky. But that changed, of course, when they moved to Isaiah.

•

It was morning and the sky outside the cabin window was blue. Sylvie sat on her bed, and Alice sat behind, brushing her hair: it snapped and gleamed in the light, a length of pale silk. It was something they’d always done together. When she was smaller, Alice had loved to bury her face in the freshly brushed hair, to breathe in Sylvie’s shampoo and the smell of her scalp. Sometimes she’d pretended that the hair was hers. Now Sylvie was singing to herself, a song Alice didn’t recognise—something about going across a bridge and over a mountain. She had a nice voice. Alice had never heard her sing around the house before, when the two of them lived alone.

Sylvie turned, took the brush from Alice’s hands. ‘All right,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Time to get ready for school.’

‘I don’t want to.’

‘Well, want to or not, that bus is coming in twenty minutes. Come on, get dressed.’

 Alice wandered over to her own bed and flopped onto the mattress. ‘No.’

Sylvie picked up Alice’s school blouse from where it lay crumpled on the floor. ‘You know,’ she said brightly, ‘there’s a clothes rack just there, with these amazing inventions called clothes hangers. You can use them to hang things up when you’re not wearing them.’

Alice turned on her side and looked at the wall. She could hear Sylvie moving around the room, picking up clothes: kilt and jersey and underwear. Things that may or may not have been clean. These days Sylvie seemed to expect Alice to take care of her own laundry, as if they were just two flatmates, and if Alice didn’t do it, she didn’t seem particularly fussed. Sylvie’s own clothes, even her hair and skin, smelled of something distinct and unplaceable these days: something softly ripe and animal, cut through with the bite of turpentine.

‘Time to get dressed,’ Sylvie said.

There was a strain in her voice. Alice was a little afraid of that strain, but at the same time she was pleased by it; she wondered how far she could push it. By the window, dust motes floated in a band of light.

‘Darling, can you meet me halfway?’ The bed sagged with Sylvie’s weight at the end of it. ‘I know it’s a big change for you, living out here—’

‘Oh my God. Can you not?’

‘What?’

‘Don’t talk like that. It’s not a “big change”, it’s . . . Jesus Christ, Sylvie.’

‘What?’

 ‘I hate it here. I just want to go home.’

Sylvie rubbed Alice’s shoulder. Alice waited for her to say something like, Oh, sweetheart, or, Poor thing, but she said nothing. Alice felt tears building in her throat. ‘I hate it,’ she said again.

‘Well, I’m sorry to hear that. But you know, this part of your life isn’t forever. Actually, it’ll be over very quickly, and before you know it you’ll be—’

‘You’re not listening.’ Alice heard her own voice crack; a part of her was embarrassed, but another part of her relished the dramatic touch. ‘I hate that school, it’s awful there. No one even talks to me at lunch. And living out here in the middle of fucking nowhere . . .’

‘Language.’

‘Sylvie!’

‘Come on, that’s enough. Get up now and get dressed.’

Her voice meant business. Alice dragged herself off the bed and began putting on her uniform, moving as slowly as possible; her eyes were hot and blurred with tears. She hated herself for obeying. She hated Sylvie for standing there and watching, with (she knew without looking) her arms folded and mouth in a straight line. She found a pair of tights under the bed and sat on the bed to roll them up her legs.

‘I’m getting dressed,’ she said. ‘Can you not look?’

Sylvie’s laugh was thin. ‘I’m your mother. I can assure you I’ve seen it all before.’

‘I don’t care. Don’t look at me, or else I’m not doing it.’

Sylvie sighed and turned away. Sitting on the bed, Alice buttoned her blouse with a tight face. The rest of the day unfurled itself in her mind: the school bus full of boisterous shouting and laughter, kids who’d known each other since they were born. Kids from good farming families, going back generations in the region, who all regarded Isaiah as halfway between a hippie commune and a sex cult. They had names for Alice. She sat alone at the front of the bus and tried to look as though she didn’t care. Classes were a respite insofar as she wasn’t expected to interact with anyone, except when they had to partner up and no one wanted to be her partner. Lunchtimes were an exercise in humiliation. She sat hunched by herself on the ground, jersey pulled over her knees, and read. She knew by their faces that the teachers felt sorry for her. And then home to the cabin where Sylvie was not there, or else was there too much—singing, mooning around, taking up space with her paintings. She was so absorbed in Michael, in her work, that she hardly even seemed to notice Alice. She shoved her into a corner, the only place she would fit. 

It was so exhausting, pretending not to care. By the end of the day, Alice’s face felt frozen in an expression of cold superiority. Sometimes she looked in the mirror and was shocked by it.

Sylvie brought Alice’s school shoes over to the bed. ‘There you go,’ she said. ‘That wasn’t too hard, was it?’

‘Easy for you to say.’

‘All right, well. Your hair needs a brush.’

She reached out with the hairbrush, but Alice jerked away. ‘Don’t.’

‘It’s a rat’s nest. You need to do something with it.’

‘I’ll brush it myself. Don’t touch me.’

‘Alice—’

‘I mean it, don’t. If you touch me I’ll scream.’

Sylvie rolled her eyes and handed over the brush. With quick strokes Alice ran it through her hair, tugging hard at the roots, and when she had finished she threw the brush at Sylvie’s head. 

She hadn’t meant to hit her. She hadn’t really been aiming at all, had just thrown without thinking, and it was only in the moment of impact—and then the next moment, the brush falling to the floor with a crack that seemed stupidly loud—that she realised what she’d done. For a few seconds they just looked at each other. A small red mark was blossoming, already, on Sylvie’s forehead. And Alice had the sprinting thought that neither of them knew how to react, that she had pushed them into some new territory where the old rules did not apply—like realising, in a dream, that you could fly or breathe underwater.

She took her schoolbag from its hook near the door and ran out. Into the yard, past the house and down the driveway to wait for the bus. Her breath came fast in the thin morning air. At the road she slowed and glanced back up the driveway, but no one was coming after her.

The bus heaved down the road and stopped. Nobody looked at Alice, nobody spoke to her: it was like any other morning. But even once she was sitting in her usual spot up the front—out of the way of the others, who jostled and shouted behind her—the crack of the hairbrush hitting the floor kept replaying in her mind. She’d never done anything like that before. It was violence, technically. She had the sense that she ought to feel bad about it, and maybe a part of her did, but another part was sickly satisfied, because she knew Sylvie would be angry, and there would be consequences. A big talk, extra chores. But then again, maybe—the thought came to Alice coldly, like a hole opening in her mind, as the bus rounded a bend in the road—there would be none of that, because maybe Sylvie didn’t really care after all. She hadn’t reacted because she didn’t think it was worth reacting to. Perhaps it was nothing to her: just a childish tantrum, a hunk of plastic hitting wood. 

•

After the dinner party, back in Sylvie’s spare room, Alice looked again at the article about the retrospective. She had looked at it a number of times now, although always—for reasons that were not entirely clear to her—in an incognito browser. The grainy photograph of Michael no longer delivered the same gut-punch; instead she felt a tired kind of grief, like something wearing away at a spot on her skin. So why keep returning to it? Looking at old photographs was the kind of thing Sylvie did; the kind of thing Alice usually went out of her way to avoid. But maybe Caroline was right, and there was a certain pleasure in feeling sad about the past.

Caroline. Was it her presence that was making Alice feel so unsettled? Although she still thought Sylvie’s animosity was unfair, it was admittedly strange to have an outsider’s eye trained so keenly on one’s own past. For years, Isaiah and everything that happened there had been kept underground, as it were, between Alice and Sylvie. Now Caroline was holding it up to the light. What would she see?

Alice closed the browser and rubbed her hands over her face. She concentrated on her breath: in for seven. Hold for four. Out for eight. Barbara had served coffee and cake after the meal, and the taste of coffee still lingered now in Alice’s mouth, harsh and warm. Even after so many years, it always made her think of Michael: she’d drunk her first ever cup of coffee in his studio, forcing it down in an effort to seem grown-up. The taste was disgusting to her, but of course he hadn’t noticed. He never noticed those things about other people. And she’d been happy to play along; she’d wanted, more than anything, for him to believe in the image she was creating. 
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AS IF THEIR tryst in the cave has set some seasonal rhythm in motion, the weather at Isaiah begins to turn decisively towards winter. The days grow shorter and the landscape dulls, except for the gorse spilling in a blaze across the hillside. But Sylvie hardly notices the weather; she spends all day at work now in her cabin. The kitchen-floor painting, begun the day Michael took her to the cave, has come to life and taken her in its grip. Thinking about it at night makes her too excited to sleep, and in the morning she wakes and scribbles down all her ideas before they fade. She brings in the furniture of the room and makes the proportions deliberately off, unsettling to the eye. She mixes the colours until they turn muddy and flesh-toned, slightly wrong versions of themselves. When she stands back and looks at the painting she can’t quite believe that it really exists, that it belongs to her. Where did it come from?

Even Alice can’t help displaying some rare interest, hanging over Sylvie’s chair one morning as she mixes paint. ‘What’s it meant to be about, anyway?’ she asks.

‘It’s about a woman trapped in a strange religion.’

‘Are you going to finish it?’

‘I think so.’

 Alice squints at the canvas, and Sylvie fights the urge to cover it with her arms. ‘Come on, hurry up,’ she says briskly. ‘You don’t want to miss the bus.’

After Alice has left, Sylvie touches brush to paint with a sense of luxurious anticipation. The pleasure of having the whole day to work stretches out in front of her. She’d been falsely modest with Alice—she knows she’ll finish this painting, knows it’s worthwhile. She feels it in her bones: a certain electricity humming through them. At work, she has the sense that she’s just the vessel for something much larger, something she can’t understand but which works through her anyway, giving itself to her like a gift. It’s the closest she has ever felt to God.

•

For the midwinter solstice, there’s a party at Isaiah, an annual tradition. By late afternoon the wooden ribs of a bonfire are stacked in the yard, and in the kitchen Sylvie wraps foil around kumara and potatoes. ‘We used to have the fire on the beach,’ Jen explains, emptying a bottle of vodka into an etched-glass punch bowl, ‘but it got really cold down there. Worse than up here. And one time this girl got really drunk and wandered off onto the headland and then she got, like, lost? Somehow?’

Sylvie glances up from the potatoes. ‘Lost? What happened to her?’

‘Well, she was okay in the end. Some people walking their dog found her in the morning.’

‘Wasn’t she half frozen by then?’

‘Yeah.’ Jen stirs the punch, the ladle clinking musically in the bowl. ‘I think she had hypothermia or something . . . I don’t know, I wasn’t there. But I heard her lips were all blue.’

 Sylvie says nothing, tearing a sheet of foil from the roll. Something in the story has disturbed her, even though Jen told it lightly. The girl’s stumbling path, dark waves crashing like ink below the cliff. Nobody noticing she was gone. If it had snowed that night, she might not have survived. Whenever Sylvie hears stories like these with bad endings—on the radio, in the newspaper—she feels a pit open up in the bottom of her stomach. She thinks not of the girl but of the girl’s mother, and then the impossible thought: how would she go on living if something like that happened to Alice? It feels like a paradox, a contradiction in terms—like trying to imagine the end of the world.

She’d thought the party guests would be cut from the same cloth as the residents of Isaiah—hippies and drifters, mostly—but she’s surprised by how many young art-world types turn up. Most of them are students at the polytechnic in town, who’ve driven out together in a convoy, but a handful of Elam students have actually flown down from Auckland for the occasion. Talking to one of them by the bonfire, glass of punch in hand, Sylvie expresses surprise that they’d bother to come so far.

‘Oh, I’ve been looking forward to it for ages,’ says the girl. Firelight dances and flickers in the shiny lenses of her eyes. ‘Everyone knows about it. My friend came last year and she was like, You have to come. You won’t believe what it’s like out there.’

‘And is it living up to your expectations?’

‘Oh, yeah.’ The girl’s smile is wide, her pupils blackly huge. She’s on something, Sylvie realises. ‘It’s amazing. Have you been out here before?’

‘I live here.’

‘No way. That’s so cool.’

 Sylvie shrugs noncommittally. She is behaving more like Alice than herself—Alice, who sometimes doesn’t seem to understand that conversation is supposed to be a two-way exchange—but she can’t help it. It’s been a long time since she was at a party with people younger than her. And it makes her feel old, being there among them but outside their frame of experience, and feeling—she can admit it—a tiny kick of disapproval at their recklessness, the drugs taken on a rural property where they know no one nearby. Have they thought about the consequences? Do they care? Again she thinks of some far-off mother, the phone call piercing through the night.

She turns to see Michael coming up behind them, holding a glass in one hand and a bottle of vodka in the other. ‘Hello,’ he says, smiling at Sylvie and then at the girl. ‘I’m freshening people’s drinks. That’s what it’s called, isn’t it? Freshening?’

The girl giggles, holding her glass out, and Michael tips vodka into it. The glass had been almost empty, and he fills it more than halfway. He asks her whether she’s having a good time and she giggles again, her smile working nervously.

Oh, grow up, Sylvie thinks. Out loud she says, ‘Our friend here flew down from Auckland.’

‘Lillian.’ The girl seems to regain some self-possession and holds her hand out for Michael to shake. ‘It’s so great to meet you. I’m a huge fan.’

‘That’s kind of you.’ He offers the vodka to Sylvie, who shakes her head. ‘And what do you do, Lillian?’

‘Well, I’m a student right now. Obviously. But I guess I’d really like to—I mean, I want to focus on sculpture. But, like, sculpture from found objects? Rubbish and stuff?’

‘That sounds very interesting.’

 ‘I think it’s kind of cool to use materials in ways they weren’t meant to be used. It’s like you get to push the object beyond . . .’ She trails off, giggling again. ‘God, sorry. Never mind.’

Sylvie walks away. Outside the back door Reuben is smoking a cigarette; he lifts a hand to her, and she leans against the house beside him. ‘Christ,’ she says, jutting her chin at Lillian. ‘What a performance.’

‘Happens all the time.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, whenever we have a party, there’s always girls like that hanging around. Or if Michael goes away for an opening or something, he’ll sometimes bring one of them back. They stay a few weeks, then they’re off.’

‘Oh.’

‘Sorry.’

He doesn’t sound sorry. In fact, he sounds almost grimly pleased to be telling her. Schadenfreude, maybe. Apart from a very quiet German called Wolfgang, Reuben is the only other man living permanently at Isaiah, and Sylvie has to assume that he feels some sexual competitiveness with Michael. Girls like that hanging around. The world of men—Sylvie doesn’t really understand it, even now, and it frightens her to think of Alice having to navigate it soon. She remembers the night, years ago, when a stranger followed the two of them home from the bus. When Sylvie realised what was happening, terror blossomed so large in her mind that she could hardly think. Eventually, a block from their house, she turned and kneed the man in the balls, clutched Alice’s hand and bolted home. She was shaking so hard that it took her three attempts to unlock the door. And Alice was round-eyed and confused, saying, Sylvie? What did that man want?

 Reuben stubs his cigarette out and says he’ll see her later. Sylvie watches as he stands aside at the back door for a small figure in a thick jacket, and as the figure comes closer she recognises it as Alice. Her daughter’s breath makes clouds of mist as she says, ‘Hi.’

‘Hello. Are you—’ Sylvie stops, squints at Alice in the half-light of the bonfire. ‘Where did you get that jacket?’

‘This guy in there gave it to me. Tom? Or something. He said I looked cold.’

‘How old is Tom?’

‘I don’t know. Like, thirty? Everyone here is old.’

Sylvie laughs. Alice puts the hood of the jacket up, wraps her arms around her torso. Across the yard, Aroha is loading more kindling onto the bonfire, poking at the embers to make the flames spring up and lick the wood.

‘What are you doing out here by yourself, anyway?’ Alice asks. ‘I thought you’d be loving this.’

‘Well, I was just talking to Reuben. Then he went back inside.’

‘Everyone here is pretty weird about Michael, hey.’ From the edge of her hood, Sylvie can see Alice’s breath puffing out like thick smoke. ‘It’s like he’s some kind of celebrity.’

‘I told you he was famous in the art world.’

‘Still weird.’ She pauses, tugging the sleeves of Tom’s jacket over her hands. ‘Also, I thought famous people would have a lot of famous friends. But he doesn’t, does he?’

Sylvie says nothing. Her first instinct is to deny, to assume Alice doesn’t know what she’s talking about, but another part of her is caught uneasily by the truth in her words. It’s true that no one at the party, and for that matter none of the others who live at Isaiah, are as successful as Michael. Most of their careers are stalling to non-existent. Of course, people like Reuben make art for their own reasons, not because they want to be successful. And people like Jen just want a place to live, a picturesque setting in which to smoke a lot of weed. But what about people like Sylvie? Does she fit, ultimately, into the same category as Lillian—a girl hanging around Michael? 

‘Well, be that as it may,’ she says, ‘you’ve seen how much it’s helped me, living here. I could hardly paint at all before we came.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Darling, you know—don’t you—that Michael and I are together now.’

A silence. Sylvie cranes her neck, but the hood of the jacket hides Alice’s face.

‘Darling?’

‘Yeah. Honestly, I saw that coming.’

‘You’re very wise.’

‘Well, the whole moving-out-to-live-on-his-commune thing wasn’t exactly playing hard to get.’

Sylvie folds her lips together. Part of her wants to laugh—it’s such a worldly thing to say, so consciously adult—but she doesn’t want to offend Alice. The smallest things seem to offend Alice these days. ‘Okay,’ she says. ‘Well, I know it hasn’t been easy for you, coming out here. I sympathise with that, I do. And I know it’s just been us for years, so of course it seems strange.’

‘Okay.’

‘But I’m happy, so that’s good, isn’t it? Can you be happy for me?’

‘Sure.’

‘I’ll be spending a bit more time in the house with him, so you’ll have the cabin to yourself. That’ll be better for you, don’t you think?’

Alice stares at her mutely. At moments like these Sylvie feels a kind of desperation, a sense that things would be all right if she could only make Alice understand how deeply and utterly she loves her; how that love is the major fact of her life, uneclipsed by anything. Mixed in with this is an acute feeling of exasperation, of wanting to say, Do you have to be such a brat? 

She smooths her coat down: a fussy little motion, purely to give her hands something to do. ‘Anyway. I wanted to let you know, so . . . Listen, it’s past ten. You need to be getting to bed soon.’

‘Okay.’

‘Give Tom his jacket back before you go.’

Alice goes inside. As she leaves, it occurs to Sylvie that perhaps she should have made sure that Alice wasn’t drinking any of the booze flowing freely around the party. At her age, Sylvie would certainly have taken the opportunity. But really she doesn’t need to worry about these things with Alice, her good daughter. Some kernel of common sense has been apparent in her since she was small. It has occurred to Sylvie—several times, and not entirely without bitterness—that her own mother would approve of Alice wholeheartedly.

She goes back into the house and finds Michael in the kitchen mixing gin with pineapple juice. No sign of Lillian anywhere. She puts her arms around him, kisses his neck.

‘Hello,’ he says. ‘What’s all this for?’

‘Nothing. Just saying hi.’

He turns and kisses her. She can taste the sting of gin and pineapple on his lips, and suddenly she’s almost deliriously happy about everything, all the shapes fitting together: the kitchen, the music, the graze of Michael’s stubble against her mouth. She’s drunk, of course, but now she begins to think of the future, as if this present moment were a bead on a string with many more beads to come after it. One day they’ll say, Do you remember the winter solstice party? And that girl going on about her sculptures? They won’t be able to recall her name. 

And what else might happen? Sylvie sees time spiralling out before the two of them, loosening like the peel from fruit, and perhaps—perhaps—a baby, her second and final chance at motherhood. It’s a thought she has not allowed herself sober, but now her mind latches onto it. She can almost see him: a little boy this time, a son like a smaller version of Michael. Why not? The next step, surely, for two people as happy as themselves: to bring their happiness into the world, give their love a form.

‘What are you thinking about?’ Michael asks.

‘Nothing.’

He smiles, turns back to the drinks. Through the kitchen windows, the light from the bonfire jumps and trembles on the walls; outside people are dancing around it, shouting and laughing. But Sylvie is caught now in imagining newborn lips pouted in sleep. The whorl of hair at the back of the head, like the eye of a hurricane. She remembers this from Alice. She and Alice have always been locked into a certain mirroring, like a set of Russian dolls—daughter stacked inside mother, on and on, back through the generations—but a son, she sees, would allow her to break free of all that. A child to mark her new life. Michael’s child. In that moment it seems perfect, almost cosmically destined: another bead coming down the string.
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A WEEK BEFORE the research term started, Alice moved into the second bedroom of a ground-floor flat in North Melbourne. The building was 1970s blond brick, and the high-rise next door blocked off most of the natural light, giving the whole flat—with its dingy carpets and popcorn ceilings—a muted, underwater feeling. The larger bedroom was occupied by a woman called Mona, who worked in marketing and had an extensive collection of herbal teas. Alice was not to help herself to these without asking first. There was also an expensive Japanese ceramic bowl which could not be placed in the dishwasher. Mona recited these rules on the morning Alice moved in, half-looking at her phone as she talked. ‘We can go over all the house stuff tonight, anyway,’ she said. ‘Right now I have to go—I have a date in half an hour.’

‘Oh, cool. Have fun.’

‘I don’t really like him. But it’s better than sitting at home.’ She frowned at the screen. ‘I have to tell you, if you’re looking for acceptable straight men in Melbourne, it’s a pretty small pool.’

Alice nodded, looking around the kitchen. The surfaces were cluttered with unopened mail, and the muesli-crusted bowls in the sink looked as though they’d been there for days. Would it be impolite to start cleaning before she’d properly moved in? 

‘Are you on the apps?’ Mona asked.

‘What? Oh—yeah.’

It was true, in the broadest sense of the term. Alice hadn’t deleted any of her dating apps, but since arriving in Melbourne she had more or less stopped opening them. The last time she’d logged in she had matched with a man called Chris, who sent her a message reading, u have a beautiful smile, and she’d unmatched immediately with a bad taste in her mouth. In Sydney she’d had sex casually, when the opportunity arose, never seeing anybody for more than a few months. She was vague about the details of her life, her childhood; certainly she never mentioned Isaiah. It sounded too much like a cult when she tried to explain it out loud. Anyway, none of the people she knew in Sydney would have recognised Michael’s name—it was a specific kind of fame, art-world fame, which rarely bled over into the real world. Except when galleries decided to host major retrospectives.

‘Well, then you know how it is,’ Mona said wearily. ‘Anyway, my Uber’s here. See you later, Alice.’

She clattered out the screen door, passing Sylvie on her way in with a box. Sylvie looked sweaty and disgruntled; there was a smudge of grime on her cheek and she’d been in a bad mood all morning, finding fault with various aspects of Alice’s packing technique. It was almost March but still hot, a warm gusty wind coming off the plains, and in the car they’d heard the stutter and wail of sirens. The end of fire season could still be dangerous, according to the radio. Authorities were monitoring the situation closely.

‘You can have a break, if you like,’ Alice said, stepping forward to take the box. ‘Put your feet up for a bit.’

 Sylvie laughed tersely. ‘You know, I’m only forty-eight.’

‘I know, I didn’t—’

‘I’m not about to expire in the heat.’

She went back out to the car. Alice carried the box into her new room and added it to the stack under the window. BOOKS, according to the black Texta on the sides. She didn’t know why she’d bothered labelling them—her books were the only things she’d had shipped to Sylvie’s house; everything else had been given away. Not that there had been much to give. Even after ten years in Sydney, Alice had accrued very little in the way of possessions. She’d never owned a car, had moved house every two years at least. Where are you from? people sometimes asked, when she met them at house parties or at the pub. Here, she said, and they looked as though they didn’t believe her.

Sylvie came in with another box and dropped it heavily beside the first, nudged it into place with her foot. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Are you happy with the place?’

‘I’m happy.’

‘It’s a small room, isn’t it?’

‘It’ll look bigger once I get more furniture.’

Sylvie hummed. Alice could smell her sweat: a warm tangy smell, not unpleasant. It was odd to be in such close physical proximity to Sylvie again. It brought back to Alice the years they’d spent living in each other’s pockets, sometimes sleeping in the same bed, never closing any doors. Sylvie’s body had been as familiar to Alice then as her own: she knew the smell of Sylvie’s sweat, her breath, her shampoo. She knew when she was getting sick, when she had her period. When they moved to Isaiah, the biggest change had come not from living together in one small cabin—Alice was used to that—but from the fact that they really hardly lived together at all. Sylvie had another life then, with Michael. And with her work. In the cabin, Alice had often felt like a child playing a strange life-size version of house, forgotten by the adults. 

‘Well, listen,’ Sylvie said, sitting down on the edge of the queen-sized mattress that Mona’s last housemate had left behind. ‘Now you’ve found a place, I want to give you some money to get set up. I know you haven’t got much, and—’

‘You don’t have to do that.’

‘I know I don’t have to, but I want to. And I’m flush now, after last year—Maria says she’s hardly ever sold a series so quickly.’

The previous year Sylvie had shown a series of watercolours, six in total, featuring a blue-lipped girl wandering nude through a tangled forest. Moss dripped from the trees. Large predatory birds circled overhead. The girl’s face was blank, in some paintings defiant. Alice had looked at the photographs of the show—which ran in the arts section of The Age alongside a rave review—for a long time. They made her feel the way she had as a child, holding Sylvie’s hand outside the school gates and wanting everyone to notice how special and beautiful her mother was; only this time someone had noticed, and it made Alice feel almost jealous. She’d never wanted to share Sylvie with anyone else. The critic had referred to Sylvie as ‘highly underrated’, which seemed to Alice like a somewhat backhanded compliment, but which had pleased Sylvie. Passing by her studio in the house in Preston, Alice had seen the newspaper cutting stuck up on the wall.

She sat down beside Sylvie, took a pack of ibuprofen from her pocket and popped two pills out of their foil. ‘Period pain,’ she said, in response to Sylvie’s questioning look.

‘I thought you were on the pill.’

 ‘I am.’

‘Well, you know you can skip periods on it.’

‘Yeah, I know.’ She closed her eyes, and Sylvie laid a cool hand on her forehead.

‘You’re hot.’

‘It’s boiling out there.’

‘Dry heat. You’ll get used to it.’ She paused. ‘Will you be all right here, darling? Seems a bit lonely, just you and all your books.’

‘Don’t worry about me.’

‘No, I suppose I shouldn’t. You’re such a competent person. Much more so than I was at your age.’

‘At my age you had a seven-year-old.’

‘Strange, isn’t it? I never felt remotely qualified. Life’s like that—you look around one day and realise you’re doing a passable impression of a grown-up, but you never really feel that way on the inside.’

‘I’m sleeping on a second-hand mattress on the floor. I don’t know if I’m doing a passable impression of a grown-up.’

Sylvie laughed. Alice opened her eyes to see her mother rummaging in her handbag, taking out an envelope. ‘You can use this to buy a bed, then,’ she said, pressing it into Alice’s hand. ‘Or whatever you like. But it should help you out for a while, at least.’

Alice shoved the envelope into her pocket without looking at it. She felt irritated, grateful. ‘Well, thanks,’ she said. ‘Family money, hey?’

‘What?’

‘It’s—oh, it doesn’t matter. It’s just what you said about Caroline, when you were first telling me about her.’

Sylvie laughed again. ‘Her family money wouldn’t fit in an envelope, I can tell you that much.’

 Alice got up and wandered over to the window, which looked out onto the smooth grey wall of the building next door. What would happen if the flat caught fire? Would she be able to escape through this window? There were minimum standards about these things, surely, but Alice had been a renter long enough to know that minimum standards didn’t mean anything. It was cooler there, on the eastern side of the building, but she could still feel the heat pulsing at the edges of her skin.

She leaned her head against the window and placed one hand on her lower belly. The pain was receding now, but what she hadn’t told Sylvie was that she’d never once skipped a period in eight years on the pill—or that it was an improvement, by her standards, to be taking painkillers at all. For years she had not allowed herself things like that. Once she’d had the flu for a week, had been feverish and coughing green mucus, but still she hadn’t taken anything. One of her housemates had realised what was happening and been at first concerned, then frustrated, then apoplectic. Alice couldn’t explain it. It was just one of her things, like cleaning the skirting boards and reading every single article The Guardian ran on climate change. Rituals like that lived inside her like glass; they needed to be kept and handled carefully. They would break under the weight of other people’s regard.

Behind her she heard Sylvie standing up, the purposeful jingle of her keys. It would be a relief, probably, for her to have the house in Preston to herself again. The question of whether she lived there entirely alone—whether she had lovers and, if so, who they might be—was one that Alice avoided broaching even in her own mind. From childhood she remembered Sylvie being involved with men occasionally—they’d stayed overnight, and Alice wasn’t supposed to know about them—but none of them had ever made repeat appearances. Alice had been glad about that. Now it occurred to her that maybe it had been a selfish instinct, but at the time, the very idea of Sylvie having a partner seemed to suggest a world where Alice could not go, a language she didn’t understand. And Sylvie slipping into it so easily; shedding her motherhood, perhaps eagerly, to become somebody else. 
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SUMMER BRINGS TWO new arrivals at Isaiah: George and Ian, both nineteen. Ian is tall and dark-haired, standing with the awkwardness of someone who hasn’t quite learned to operate the machinery of his adult body; George is smaller, pale and red-headed with a shy smile. When he first appears, tapping at the kitchen door in the blue light of a summer morning, the curl and ripple of his shoulder-length hair gives him a Titian look. Sylvie thinks, This boy would be good to paint. Maybe he’ll sit for Michael.

The tang of coffee, cool morning air drifting through the open door. Michael will never paint George, as it turns out, or not in paintings that Sylvie ever sees.

The two boys have hitchhiked out to Isaiah. They’ve heard that it’s a good place to stay, or to ‘crash’, as George puts it. Everyone at the table smiles at his teenage dialect, including Michael. ‘Of course,’ he says, getting up to shake their hands. ‘You’re both welcome to stay as long as you like.’

Sylvie thinks it won’t be very long. Most visitors to Isaiah have a lot of enthusiasm for the idea of living communally off the land, and somewhat less enthusiasm for the extensive manual labour that this turns out to entail. George, with his slight frame and small white hands, seems a particularly unlikely candidate, and Ian hardly looks any more promising. His arms are long and very thin, as if the bones inside could snap like twigs. 

Michael pours them coffee, offers milk and sugar. ‘There’s one empty cabin at the moment, but it only has a single bed,’ he says. ‘We could move a spare mattress in, if one of you doesn’t mind sleeping on the floor.’

‘No, we couldn’t,’ Aroha says. ‘That’s in Sylvie and Alice’s cabin now, remember?’

‘You can take it,’ Sylvie says. ‘I don’t really sleep there anymore.’

‘No, that’s all right,’ Michael says. ‘Look, why don’t one of you boys take the cabin, and the other can stay in one of the spare bedrooms upstairs? Not as private, but it’s comfortable, and you can use the bathroom up there if you like.’

Sylvie is surprised by this. For more than six months now, she’s been the only resident of Isaiah—apart from Michael—to spend time in the upstairs part of the house. She’s stayed in his room every night, apart from a handful of nights when he was sleeping badly and wanted to be alone. He was going through one of his insomniac periods, he told her. It happened from time to time. The only thing was to wait it out. And it worked—the insomnia passed, the way he’d told her it would, and she moved back in. Now that it’s summer they sleep every night with the windows open, salt air drifting in from the sea.

‘Thanks,’ George says, stirring sugar into his coffee. ‘I’ll stay in the house, Ian can take the cabin. I don’t mind.’

A shadow of displeasure crosses Ian’s face: clearly, Sylvie thinks, this is not the arrangement he had in mind. But George is already telling the story of the truck driver who dropped them on the main road, how he talked all the way from Dunedin about his theories on the 9/11 attacks, and everyone is smiling. Sylvie finds it a little jarring to be reminded of such things. They don’t get the newspaper at Isaiah, and her knowledge of current events has shrunk to the headlines she reads while waiting in line at the post office or the supermarket. The two wars in the Middle East are ongoing, she knows that much. Civilian death tolls rising. 

‘It’s the first real sign of summer,’ Aroha says to Sylvie later that day, as they hang out the washing. ‘High turnover time of year.’ Young people on break from university, she explains, or travelling through the region, come drifting out to Isaiah. It’s easier than fruit-picking; cheaper and more beautiful than a backpackers in town. For the kids who know something about art—or whose parents know something about art—Michael is another drawcard. ‘Don’t think that was the case with those two, though,’ Aroha says. ‘They didn’t have that hero-worship thing going on.’

Sylvie agrees. In the kitchen that morning, Michael had mentioned offhand the piece he was working on, and neither George nor Ian displayed any interest. Sylvie thought she could detect a tiny bit of disappointment in Michael’s face as he registered their nonchalance: the magician whose prize trick has elicited a yawn.

‘How long do people normally stay?’ she asks Aroha. ‘Summer people, I mean.’

‘Oh, not long. Couple of weeks; maybe a month if they’re really keen.’

Though other hitchhikers come and go, George and Ian stay two weeks, three weeks, five weeks. But as their visit stretches on, Ian’s enthusiasm begins to wane—he does his chores sloppily, often arrives late to meals. Sylvie hears him complaining to George about the lack of TV and internet. She feels quite sure that he would not be here except for George, who has taken to life on the farm with a vigour and interest that surprises everyone. He does such a thorough job cleaning the bathrooms that they joke at the dinner table about giving it to him every week, and he laughs. ‘I wouldn’t mind,’ he says. 

Weighing in from his place at the head of the table, Michael says no. ‘We share the work, it’s part of the ethos out here. We don’t believe in special privileges.’ He smiles at George. ‘In other words, the chores roster is the only thing keeping this place together.’

Laughter lifts through the group. George joins in, knows it’s not at his expense. He is much less sensitive than other teenagers—or maybe Sylvie is just used to Alice, the way she tucks into herself against the world. Then again, George is not exactly forthcoming either. He always joins in the conversation, but never volunteers much about himself. Maybe he’s said more to Michael during the walks they take together on the beach; they come in pink and windblown, sand trailing from their shoes.

An opportunity presents itself one morning, while Michael is occupied mending a fence on the other side of the farm. George is washing the kitchen windows, and Sylvie steps into the room, clears her throat.

She expects George to jump, but he only looks up from the bucket with a polite smile.

‘Hi,’ he says. ‘Sorry, am I in your way?’

‘No, no. I just came to tell you not to put the soapy water down the drain when you’re finished—it damages the septic system. I wasn’t sure if anyone had told you.’

‘Oh, thanks,’ George says. ‘That’s good to know.’ If he was already au fait with the septic system, he doesn’t say so. That’s the kind of person he is, Sylvie thinks—sweet, tactful. Always thinking of other people’s feelings. He is dressed that morning in an old pair of Michael’s overalls, rolled at the ankles, and his feet are bare on the scarred wooden floor. 

She offers to give him a hand washing the windows. At first there is some polite back-and-forth about whether such a sacrifice is really in order, but eventually the offer is accepted. ‘Everyone here is so nice,’ George says.

It’s a silly little word, but Sylvie tolerates it with a smile. (And in fact, it’s not unwelcome to have a young person praising her niceness. Certainly it’s not a sentiment that Alice would ever express.) As they work, she asks a few gentle questions about George’s life before he came to Isaiah, nothing too personal. George and Ian are not from Dunedin, it turns out, but from Nelson. They both left school the year before. Neither got along with their parents, nor were they able to fit themselves to the patterns of small-town life. It all sounds very familiar to Sylvie. At least this is something Alice will never have to deal with, and really Alice has no idea how lucky she is: to have Sylvie’s love on a silver platter, offered and offered no matter how many times she refuses it.

‘Anyway, we’ve been kind of drifting around,’ George says. ‘We did some fruit-picking for a while, and then we couch-surfed with a friend of Ian’s brother in Dunedin. Then we came here. It’s been good.’

‘You don’t miss your parents?’

George glances at her as he reaches up to wipe a high window, arching his pale feet. For the first time, Sylvie sees the shadow of an adult in the teenage face. ‘No,’ he says simply.

Sylvie dips her sponge into the bucket. Outside, a bird is tossing its liquid notes into the clear morning. ‘You know, I left home when I was your age, too.’

 ‘Really?’

‘Yes. Things weren’t very good between me and my parents, and so I—well, I had to leave. I had no other choice.’ She squeezes the sponge, thick with soap, over the windowpane. ‘My father’s dead now.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘No, it’s all right. Thank you.’ She can hear her own voice faltering; she has never been good at accepting sympathy. ‘I don’t mention that as a cautionary tale, by that way. You can work out for yourself what to do with your parents.’

George drops his sponge into the bucket and sits cross-legged on the floor, facing Sylvie. She finds herself a little taken aback by the gesture, its confident openness. Not how she’d thought young people behaved. He asks if she has any siblings and she tells him about her sister, Rachel, who lives in Auckland now.

‘You’re in touch with her?’ George asks.

Sylvie gives him a quick look. But he couldn’t know: the letter arrived before he did, almost two months ago now. How Rachel got the address Sylvie will never know. But that’s Rachel: endlessly organised, endlessly capable. (Endlessly intrusive.) Sylvie has not replied to the letter, but admittedly she hasn’t thrown it away either. She keeps it between the pages of a book beside her bed.

‘Sort of,’ she says. ‘She actually wrote to me recently; she wants me to come up to Auckland and see her. Something about our father’s will . . . I assumed I’d been written out a long time ago. But I might be wrong.’

‘Are you going to go?’

‘I don’t know.’

Sylvie last saw her sister eight years ago, when Rachel was in Dunedin for a wedding. They arranged to have dinner. Sylvie had no money for a babysitter, and—not wanting to admit this to Rachel—she brought Alice along to the restaurant. This turned out to be a very bad decision. Alice kicked the table, whined while Sylvie and Rachel tried to talk, complained of being hungry but didn’t want anything on the menu. The waiter stared at them with naked disapproval. Rachel pretended not to notice, but Sylvie knew she must be feeling sorry for her, and later on she speculated miserably about the reports that might reach their parents. Sylvie’s really thrown her life away. It’s worse than we thought. And of course Rachel had insisted on paying; she’d tried to be so polite about it. Let me, she’d said, holding up her hand when Sylvie reached for her wallet. I want to.

She explains some of this to George, but he says she should go anyway. ‘I mean, if she’s inviting you, that means she wants to make up, right? What do you have to lose?’

‘I don’t know. My dignity?’

‘Oh, as if.’

Sylvie laughs. He’s flattering her, she knows that, but she’s not above being flattered. ‘Well, thanks. But Rachel doesn’t really approve of me—she always followed our parents’ line there. She thinks I should have got a degree and a proper job. And she’s always, you know, “polite” about my painting’—her fingers hook at the air—‘but you can tell she thinks it’s a waste of time.’

She says it casually, as if she doesn’t care. She has spent years telling herself that she doesn’t care. Perhaps a part of her even used to believe that Rachel was right, that her own work was nothing more than a fantasy; but things have changed over the past six months. She’s finished the kitchen-floor painting and two others, has plans for an eventual series of six. Domestic scenes with small features brought out in sharp detail: crumbs on carpet, fringes on a curtain, sunlight slicing through blinds. Even Michael—she could tell—was impressed when she showed him. She is calling the series Child’s Eye.

‘Well, I think it’s really cool that you’re an artist,’ George says dreamily. ‘I can’t do anything creative; I’m just boring.’

‘I’m sure that’s not true. What interests you? Music, literature, art, film . . . I mean, what would you do if money wasn’t an issue?’

George tips clean water down the glass. The view of the garden blurs, wavers, and re-establishes itself. ‘I don’t know if anything interests me,’ he says. ‘No, that sounds bad—I like music and movies and everything. But I’m not into it on, like, a professional level.’

‘So what do you think you’ll do later on? Go to university?’

‘Yeah, maybe. I was thinking about doing business—it sounds pretty easy.’

Business. Sylvie tries to hide her distaste, making a noncommittal noise as she bends over the bucket of soapy water. But a part of her is a little pleased, relieved even, that George is so unlike the rest of them at Isaiah. He won’t last long. He and Ian will go back where they came from, or onwards to some other life. That’s how it should be anyway, with the young.

Another part of Sylvie feels smug in the knowledge that Alice, a voracious reader since the age of six, is so much more cerebral than this teenage hitchhiker. Alice would never describe herself as boring, or say that nothing interested her. Sylvie feels a rush of affection for her complicated daughter. She’d thought before that maybe Alice could learn from George how to be lighter and more social, but now she thinks it would almost be a shame. I must find Alice, she thinks, rinsing her sponge. I must find her after this and give her a kiss, if she’ll let me.

 A brief silence while they wash and rinse. Through the open door Sylvie can hear Wolfgang and Jen in the vegetable garden, discussing whether to harvest the lettuce. Then, crumpling dry newspaper in his fist, George asks whether she and Michael . . . he says his name shyly. ‘You’re together, right?’

Despite herself, Sylvie feels her cheeks flush. ‘That’s right.’

The newspaper squeaks on the glass. George’s face is turned studiously away, and suddenly Sylvie realises that the question was asked in envy. A little thrill, then, to be so envied; she isn’t above that either. She sees herself through George’s eyes, and the picture is satisfying: she has her painting, she has Michael. Love and work. And of course she has Alice.

After the windows are finished, Sylvie wanders through the yard to Alice’s cabin, already looking forward to the kiss she’ll give her daughter—but Alice isn’t there, and her unmade bed is cold. It’s a school day, Sylvie realises vaguely, and Alice has been gone for hours.

•

A few days later, after dinner in the blue summer twilight, Michael takes Sylvie’s hand and asks if she wants to go for a walk. Now that the weather is warmer and the days are long, the two of them often drive to the beach at night to walk along the sand, up to where the rock formations twist from the sea like giant’s teeth. Just above them is the headland where the girl from the winter solstice party got lost. Looking up at its looming mass one night, Sylvie felt the familiar pit open in her stomach, but she didn’t say anything to Michael. She leaned her cheek against his arm and pointed out a glittering ship in the distant harbour.

 Tonight they stay on the farm, walk out to the ridge at its western edge. Michael sprawls on the dry grass, propping one foot on the opposite knee, and twists the cap off a bottle of wine. Sylvie watches as he divides it between two mugs. She loves to watch him at work on little things, like cleaning his paintbrushes or patting seeds into the damp earth of the vegetable patch: it suggests a diligence that she finds oddly tender. She hasn’t mentioned to him the idea of their having a child together, but at these moments she finds herself wondering what he would be like as a father.

Drinking the wine, she gives him a version of her conversation with George: his uncertainty about the future, his plan to study business. Michael doesn’t laugh the way she’d hoped he would.

‘He’s young,’ he says absently. ‘No one really knows what they’re doing at that age, do they?’

‘You’ll talk him out of it, then.’

‘I’ll do my best. The world certainly doesn’t need any more business graduates.’

Sylvie stretches her legs on the grass, studying the shape of her pale toes in the indigo half-light. ‘I’m sure he’ll listen to you,’ she says. ‘He seems to have a bit of a crush, don’t you think?’

Michael hums, reaches over to pour more wine into his mug.

Sylvie presses on: ‘He asked me, you know, whether you and I were together. I think he was hoping I’d say no.’

She keeps her tone nonchalant, but Michael doesn’t react. His stillness gives her a cold feeling in her stomach. She says his name, and when he looks up at her, his face isn’t his own.

She swallows her heart down. The world rearranges itself: George’s question had been asked not in envy, but in an attempt at tact. How stupid she’d been not to see it. ‘Right,’ she says blankly. 

‘Yeah. Look, I’ve been wanting to tell you . . . I’m sorry.’

Sylvie says nothing. If he has been wanting to tell her, why hasn’t he told her? He is not a man for whom language won’t come. She twists a blade of grass between her fingertips, shreds it with her nails.

‘You knew I liked men as well as women,’ he says gently. ‘Didn’t you?’

In truth, Sylvie did know—nothing has ever been said directly, but the knowledge has been simmering underneath her consciousness for some time. She thinks of the way Michael looked at George the morning he and Ian first came to Isaiah—the warmth, the eagerness to welcome and impress. It seems very obvious now. Her throat brims with questions, but the one that forms in her mouth is: ‘Did you take him to the cave?’

‘Of course not. No, I’d never do that.’

‘Well, what have you done? Have you . . .’

‘No, no. Look, it hasn’t gone very far, don’t worry about that.’

Over the hills, dusk is beginning to drift in like smoke. Not very far—what can that possibly mean? Sylvie understands sex between men in theory, but it’s so far removed from her frame of reference that she has trouble really believing in it. And she’s old enough that the shadow of danger still hangs over the act. Still, the bitter image comes before she can stop it: George’s pink mouth open in silent pleasure.

Beside her, Michael puts a hand tentatively on her arm. ‘Listen, George is sweet, but I don’t see it as a serious thing. He’s just experimenting, working himself out, and I happen to be there. It’s not a threat to you and me.’

 Sylvie’s laugh chokes itself out harshly. ‘How can it not be a threat to you and me?’

‘Because it’s not. I love you, but I can still spend time with other people, can’t I? Love isn’t finite, it’s not something that has to be locked up and guarded. You have Alice, you love her, but you wouldn’t say, Okay, that’s it, no more children for me because I’ve used up all my love on this one. Would you?’

‘Why are you talking about love? I thought you said it wasn’t serious.’

‘It’s not. I’m just saying, it’s the principle of the thing.’

‘So you want to . . .’

He’s looking at her with a mild expression. ‘Do you mind?’

Sylvie drops her gaze. She knows that most sexual relationships at Isaiah are not exclusive; it was often the same with her old friends at art school, and in theory she agrees with it. Clinging on to someone meant fear, meant trying to control them. It meant making a person into an object. She knows all about that from her own family. But George is so young, she points out to Michael. ‘He’s really just a boy.’

‘He’s nineteen. That’s an adult.’

Briefly, with the edge of her mind, Sylvie thinks that another standard could be drawn: George is only a little older than Alice. ‘Well, what about the boyfriend? Ian?’

‘No, he’s not the boyfriend. There’s nothing going on there.’

Sylvie is less sure about that, but she has no particular desire to get involved in whatever drama is playing out between George and his not-boyfriend. Except she is involved; Michael’s made her involved, against her will. She stares out at the view and says nothing. It rained earlier, and in the fading light the hills look wrinkled and damp, like watercolour versions of themselves.

 Michael touches her cheek. ‘I know these things are hard.’

‘Do you?’

‘Sure. I had to train myself out of that way of thinking, too—that if you love someone it means you own them. But owning another person is impossible anyway, so you may as well free yourself from the fantasy. It’s better for everyone.’

Sylvie watches a sheep making its steady single-minded way across the hillside. A lot of what he is saying makes sense. She came to Isaiah because she wanted a different life, and so far it’s been easy—pleasurable, even—but she couldn’t expect it to be that way forever. And this is such a little thing, in context: sex, bodies coming together in motion. That’s all it is. She thinks of the well-meaning lecture she’s delivered to Alice so many times since they moved to the farm: Change is always hard, but I think you’ll look back on this experience as a really important part of growing up.

‘Okay,’ she says.

‘Okay?’

‘Okay, you can stay in his room whenever you like. I won’t mind.’

A look of consternation flickers across Michael’s face, so briefly that she hardly notices it. But then he kisses her with feeling, his hand cupping her cheek. ‘Thank you.’

‘Mmm.’

‘Like I said, I know it’s not easy. It’s never easy to give up control.’

She returns his kiss. But later, when he is lying beside her and breathing his slow sleep breaths, her mind keeps returning to the look that crossed his face. She’d said that he could spend the night in George’s room whenever he liked, and he’d seemed confused, even disappointed. It’s only as she’s dropping off to sleep that the meaning clicks into place: he’d meant for George to come to his room, and for Sylvie to spend those nights in the cabin with Alice. Even as the realisation comes to her, she knows she’ll never ask Michael about it, because she’s too afraid that he’ll say she was right. She prefers to think that she is being unfair to him. 
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THE END OF summer came as a relief. At the university, Alice had a desk in an open-plan office and a laminated name tag stuck up in her cubicle; the other students smiled at her and said hello when she came in every morning. She met with her supervisor and took down the titles of books, and then she went to the library and checked them all out in a stack. She was planning to read every single one. Sometimes, walking to campus in the morning or home in the afternoon, she fantasised idly about becoming the most successful PhD student the department had ever seen, writing a thesis on dystopian narratives in contemporary Australian climate fiction that would somehow make her famous. It seemed possible. The other students complained about how lazy they felt, how hard it was to motivate themselves when all they had was empty time, but Alice didn’t feel that way. She set an alarm for seven o’clock every morning and got out of bed as soon as it rang.

She didn’t socialise much with the others. There were a couple of drinks events at the start of the research term, but she felt too shy and uncertain to go, and then—almost before she realised it—social configurations coalesced, and she was an outsider. They all knew each other and she didn’t. She spent a lot of time alone, eating lunch by herself on one of the wide green lawns spread around campus and watching people who seemed to belong there: knots of giggling undergraduates, academics in dark clothes and chunky resin jewellery. 

In the library one afternoon she stood at the checkout machine and watched a woman kneel to collect a book from the holds shelf, the hem of her dress brushing the floor. The dress was vintage 1970s pink cotton with red stripes: the kind of thing that would have looked like a fancy-dress costume on anyone else, but which the woman managed to pull off by virtue of being tall and blonde. When she straightened up, Alice saw—her limbs turning suddenly, unpleasantly loose—that she had Caroline’s figure, Caroline’s face.

She stepped away from the machine and reached out to touch Caroline’s arm as she passed by. ‘Hi.’

Caroline turned, looking briefly surprised and then—to Alice’s relief—pleased. ‘Oh, hi,’ she said. ‘How are you?’

‘Good. Yeah, okay.’

‘How’s the PhD going?’

‘Fine so far. I’m just reading a lot at the moment.’

‘What are you reading?’

The encounter was beginning to take on the quality of a job interview, or a rapid-fire Q&A segment on a radio show. Alice opened her bag to display the books she’d just checked out: Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor. Learning to Die in the Anthropocene. The Mushroom at the End of the World.

Caroline laughed and said it looked cheerful. Zipping her bag closed, Alice decided not to explain that reading about the imminent destruction of life on earth brought her a strange kind of solace. It was the end of the world, it was the worst thing anyone could imagine, but here they were writing about it, bearing witness at least. They were refusing to look away. At other times she thought this was the most cowardly position imaginable. She was risking nothing, sacrificing nothing. If she really cared about the future she’d be locking herself to a coal train. 

Caroline reached up to reposition her bag on her shoulder. A clump of honey-brown hair frizzed under her armpit. ‘Do you feel like getting a coffee?’

‘Now?’

‘Well, yeah. Unless you’re busy with all the reading.’

Alice said no, she could get to that later. She didn’t really trust herself to successfully pull off the interaction, but she hadn’t had a proper conversation with anyone all day, and probably wouldn’t the following day either, and the alternative was going home and hovering awkwardly in her bedroom while she waited for Mona to finish in the kitchen. Mona seemed to consider the kitchen her own personal domain. The one time Alice had tried to cook dinner first, Mona had hung around with her arms crossed and a look of thinly concealed irritation on her face. The next day, there had been a conversation about how much they each depleted the household stock of olive oil.

Caroline suggested they get their coffees to take away, so they could sit on the lawn and she could smoke, which Alice agreed to even though she was sure it was a smoke-free campus. Sitting cross-legged on the grass, Caroline asked the usual questions about Alice’s PhD, about her supervisor: a woman called Deborah, whom Alice liked. ‘She seems really nice so far,’ she said, sipping her coffee.

‘Yeah, they always do at the beginning. Honeymoon period. By the end you’ll be lucky if you’re still speaking to each other.’

‘Is that how things are with your supervisor?’

 Caroline made a face, looking off into the distance. It was late afternoon on a clear day, and the light fell thick and golden on her skin. ‘We have our differences,’ she said. ‘He wants things done a certain way, and I think most of his other students just agree because it’s easier, but I don’t really operate that way. Good thing I only have a year to go.’

‘What made you decide to do the PhD in the first place?’

‘Oh—well, it’s a bit embarrassing.’ She didn’t look embarrassed. ‘When I was younger I wanted to be an artist myself.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, if you can believe it. I actually went to art school for a couple of semesters, which might have been a good idea if I’d had any talent at all, but eventually I decided that writing about art was the next best thing.’ She paused, drew on her cigarette. ‘And obviously a PhD on modernism comes with so many great career opportunities.’

‘People never get tired of pointing that out,’ Alice said. ‘When I say I’m studying English they’re like, Oh, have you thought about what you’re going to use that for? Like it really might have never occurred to me before.’

‘You should tell them you’re planning to work your way into upper management at the literature factory. Or, alternatively, that they should mind their own business.’

Alice laughed, although Caroline didn’t. ‘Well, I actually haven’t thought much about it,’ she said. ‘I’ll see what happens once I finish.’

‘Would you want to stay in Melbourne, do you think?’

‘I don’t know . . . Honestly, I haven’t really got a feel for the city yet. And this place I’m living—it’s okay, but my housemate is kind of a lot.’

‘Oh, yeah?’

 Alice explained about Mona, her various rules and her succession of Tinder dates. She claimed to hate them all, but the shared wall between her bedroom and Alice’s didn’t leave much to the imagination. There was nothing Alice could say about it. She had taken to spending the evenings with earphones in, working or watching torrented TV shows on her laptop. The previous night she’d looked up the doctoral prizes in English and decided to win one of them.

‘Well, I’ll keep an eye out for you,’ Caroline said. ‘But honestly, the rental market here is fucked, same as Sydney. Same as everywhere, I guess.’

‘Yeah. A truth universally acknowledged.’

Caroline smiled, stubbing out her cigarette, and drew her knees up to her chest. ‘It’s getting cold in the afternoons now, isn’t it? That’s the other thing about Melbourne—the winter doesn’t mess around. You should get yourself a good coat.’

‘Yeah, I can’t get a handle on the weather here. Like, last week it was so fucking hot, and then there was that fifteen-degree day out of nowhere. Sydney’s way more consistent.’

‘Wait a few months, then it’ll be consistent enough. Melbourne winters remind me of Europe, actually.’ Caroline took a thoughtful sip of coffee. ‘Wow, that sounded a lot less pretentious in my head.’

‘Did it really?’

There was a brief pause, during which Alice worried that she’d overstepped the mark. She was never quite sure when it was appropriate to let down her guard by teasing someone, and when it would cause offence; she’d thought that Caroline, with her armpit hair and cigarettes, would be receptive to it. She didn’t seem like the other women PhD students Alice knew, most of whom were compulsive high achievers with straight teeth and perfect academic records dating all the way back to high school. Something in Alice disliked those girls as much as she envied them: how safe they all were. 

‘Touché,’ Caroline said, laughing. Alice had forgotten what a nice laugh she had; how it loosened her face, which was otherwise a little severe, along unexpected lines. ‘Still, you’d be used to cold weather yourself, wouldn’t you? After growing up in New Zealand.’

She wasn’t wrong. Even years later, the cold was Alice’s most visceral memory of Isaiah—the way it sliced her face, made her ears ache. Hard silver mornings when it hurt to breathe. Fish-white flesh in the shower block. She’d worn her coat and beanie even inside the cabin. At first she’d waited for Sylvie to acknowledge that the situation was untenable, that they couldn’t possibly live like this, but Sylvie hadn’t even seemed to notice. She was in love, she was happy, and that was all that mattered. Can you be happy for me? Alice remembered her asking once, when the subject of Michael came up. Or maybe it was, Don’t you want me to be happy? And Alice had swallowed hard, not knowing what to say. It had seemed to her like such a strange question.

‘Not really,’ she said to Caroline. ‘I mean, that was a long time ago.’

‘But you remember it. Don’t you?’

The grass was itchy under Alice’s palms. Suddenly she had the urge to do something wild and physical—sprint away, or throw herself into the nearest body of water. Melbourne, she thought, was such a dry city. Flat and orderly, full of cerebral people who wanted only to know things. No place for the body in such a city. She remembered the beach she used to swim at in Sydney: a forty-minute bus ride from the underfunded literacy organisation where she’d worked as an underpaid project officer, but she’d tried to go most days after work. Swimming was the only way she knew to get out of her own head. Without it she felt restless, trapped. The first crash of cold water came like a blow, carrying away all her thoughts. 

Once, when Sylvie visited Sydney in the summer, Alice had taken her to the beach. Curve of golden sand and blue-green waves rolling steadily in to shore, tipped cleanly white like toothpaste. Sylvie wore an old swimsuit of Alice’s and rubbed sunscreen into her bare legs. I feel so Australian, she said, laughing from under her huge black sunhat.

Let’s go for a swim.

Oh, that’s all right. You go.

No, come on, you’ll love it. The water’s gorgeous.

But Sylvie didn’t want to swim, not even in the ocean pool. She just wanted to read, she kept saying, and eventually Alice left her to it and went into the sea by herself, wading up to her waist. The water churned and swelled. Of course, she knew why Sylvie didn’t swim anymore, why she didn’t even own a swimsuit, why she had moved to a place without any real beaches. Alice was certain that from the shore Sylvie would be watching, and under the heat of her gaze she swam out a little further, throwing herself under the waves, surfacing and then diving under, again and again, until her lips were tight with salt and she was thirsty.

‘I don’t know,’ she said now to Caroline. ‘I read once that every time you remember something, you’re only remembering the last time you thought of it. And your mind can make up all kinds of details, fill in the blanks any old way. Memories don’t really mean anything. It’s why eyewitnesses in court cases are so notoriously unreliable.’

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel like you were on trial.’

 ‘I—’ Alice stopped. The conversation had slipped, somehow, out of her grasp. ‘I wasn’t saying that. I just don’t know if I have anything to contribute to the retrospective, or . . . this whole project of remembering Michael. I don’t think I’ll even go to the show once it opens.’

‘Really?’

Alice shrugged. She could tell Caroline was surprised, and she felt a little pleased at having the power to surprise her. ‘I mean, it’s in the past,’ she said. ‘We all know what happened. Why would I go back?’
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AT FIRST, THEIR new arrangement works surprisingly well. Sylvie is almost glad to have the bed to herself, some nights: the luxury of stretching out across the mattress, reading for as long as she likes. If she doesn’t think too much about what is actually happening in George’s room down the hall, then she can even take a certain pleasure in feeling herself so enlightened. Michael still spends most nights with her, and once or twice a week he’ll draw her aside after dinner—or after one of their night walks to the beach, or after a group of them have been playing cards in the living room—and tell her he’s staying with George that night.

‘I’ll see you in the morning?’ he always says, posing it as a question.

‘See you then,’ she says, letting him draw her face up to be kissed. The rough edge of his stubble still leaves her with the slight burn of a rash. Whenever it fades, he returns it to her.

Everyone at Isaiah knows, of course. Gossip like that is at a premium. Nobody says anything to Sylvie directly, but she catches threads of whispers behind her back, conversations that trail off when she enters the room. She decides not to care. The only dissenter to the new state of affairs is Ian, who sits in silence at mealtimes and practically glares at his plate, but relations between Sylvie and George remain cordial. They smile at each other when they pass in the yard, make small talk whenever their chores overlap. She senses in George a new maturity, a way of standing with his shoulders back, and this strikes her as a good thing. If Michael has given that to George, if he’s helped him, then she is glad. 

On a clear blue afternoon in summer, Sylvie takes the opportunity to explain things to Alice as they walk along the beach. The mirrored sand gleams. Sylvie finds it easier to speak with her gaze to the front, although of course Alice doesn’t really need an explanation—she’d picked up on the situation already, or some version of it, and is adamant that she doesn’t want to know. ‘What you and Michael do is your own business,’ she says.

‘Well, I just didn’t want you to be worried. Or confused, or to think that we—’

‘It’s fine. You don’t have to tell me anything else, really.’

‘All right but—look, maybe this is a good time to ask. Do they have sex ed classes at your school?’

‘Sylvie!’

‘Sorry.’ Sylvie holds up her hands. ‘I just want to make sure that you know how to . . . that you aren’t . . . Don’t take any stupid risks, that’s all.’

‘Don’t have unprotected sex, you mean? Is that what you’re trying to say?’

‘Well—no, I know you won’t. You’re sensible. But I just want you to think about it, take it seriously, all right? Because it’s not a game, Alice. Some things are very hard to undo once you’ve done them.’

 Alice gives her an inscrutable look and goes back to kicking the scattered beads of kelp along the tideline. The hunched black body of a crab scuttles across the sand.

‘Listen,’ Sylvie says, taking a deep breath. ‘I know it’s awkward, talking about all this. But nothing’s really changed between me and Michael, that’s the main thing—and anyway, he only spends the odd night with George. Most of the time it’s the same as before.’

‘Sure, but you know George is always in and out of his studio.’

Sylvie tries to arrange her face as though this were not news to her, much less painful news. As far as she knows, Michael has a strict policy of no interruptions during the day. When his studio door was closed you did not knock. But has he ever actually told her that? Or has he just failed to invite her, and so she assumed he didn’t want anyone?

Alice steps on a bauble of kelp and bursts it with a crack. ‘Sorry. I thought you knew.’

‘What do you mean—always in and out?’

‘Just, like, during the day. I’ve seen him going in heaps of times, or coming out . . . I don’t know, Sylvie, you join the dots.’

You join the dots. Is it considered acceptable, in the wider world, for a teenager to be so casually cruel to her mother? Is it fair? For a moment Sylvie wants to take Alice by the shoulders and shake her. Or maybe embrace her. An impulse left over from Alice’s childhood, when physicality between the two of them came so naturally, seemed almost an extension of their long-ago togetherness in one body. Alice’s twitching kicks from the inside, her squirming and rippling, and later her arms wrapped around Sylvie’s leg, sticky hands on Sylvie’s cheeks. The weight of her head. The smell of her hair. These days Sylvie tries not to think about it too much—it only brings an ache, a hunger that can’t be fed. Alice has shrunk away from casual touch ever since they moved to Isaiah. 

(But hadn’t Sylvie, in truth, also found the clinginess oppressive? Hadn’t she been relieved every time she had the chance to leave Alice with a neighbour for a few hours, walk down the street unencumbered? Hadn’t she once sat in a cafe and almost wept with the relief of not being touched?)

‘Sylvie?’

‘Yes, all right.’ Sylvie gathers her hair and pulls it back against the wind. ‘I see what you’re saying, but that’s fine too.’

‘Is it?’

‘We’re all grown-ups here, Alice. I can’t tell Michael what to do, I’m not his mother.’

Still, she finds herself turning over the information in her mind throughout the following days. Always in and out of his studio. Is it possible that Alice misunderstood, saw George coming or going from some other part of the farm? Sylvie tries to line up possibilities as she cleans out the chicken hutch and lays down fresh straw. In any case, what could she do—throw open the door to catch them in the act? They wouldn’t technically be doing anything wrong: she’s given her permission, if it was ever hers to give, so it’s all above board. All between grown-ups, as she’d said to Alice.

In the kitchen, she lays the fresh eggs carefully in their willow-patterned bowl and washes her hands. Then, before she can change her mind, she slips out the back and around the side of the house to Michael’s studio. As she edges up to the door, which stands a little ajar, she can already hear George’s voice.

It takes her a moment to understand the scene, or the slice of it she can see through the doorway: Michael at his easel, brush in hand, and George beside him. They’re both looking at the painting that Michael is working on. It’s one Sylvie hasn’t seen before: a thick band of blue covers the bottom quarter of the canvas, and above that a band of brown, then another of green. The top quarter of the canvas is blank white space. It looks very much like one of Michael’s earlier paintings—he must be returning to abstracts, his old form. 

Michael touches his brush to the palette and paints a tentative stroke of grey across the top of the canvas. ‘What do you think?’

George tilts his head to one side. ‘I thought you were going to do it in blue.’

‘This is just the underpaint. Its job is to make a good base, and then I’ll go over it with the blue later. It’ll make the colour much richer—you’ll see.’

George makes a sceptical sound.

‘What?’ Michael says, amusement in his voice. ‘You don’t believe me?’

‘I don’t see why you can’t just paint it blue.’

His familiar laugh flows warmly through the studio. ‘You young people are so impatient,’ he says, and he takes George’s hand and raises it briefly to his lips.

Sylvie turns away, tears stinging her eyes. It’s not the gesture that cuts her, although she wishes she hadn’t seen it, but the way Michael was speaking to George. It reminds her of the first day she came to his studio: how he’d talked about his work, encouraged her to put a few brushstrokes in the corner of his canvas. He’d even let her name the painting, so a part of it would always belong to her. Daughter of Zion. But as she walks back towards the house, another part of her mind thinks, in shadow, that he hadn’t let her do anything. Nor had he asked. It happened quite another way: she quoted the verse, and he took it.

 •

The following week, Sylvie writes to Rachel and says she’ll come to Auckland. Maybe it’ll be good to get away from Isaiah for a few days, give Michael the chance to miss her. Maybe it’ll be good for him to see that she has her own life too. Relaying the plan as she and Michael get dressed one morning, she plays it up as a more familial visit than it is, implying a closeness between her and Rachel that hasn’t existed in decades. She doesn’t mention the issue of her father’s will.

‘Well, I think it’s a good idea,’ Michael says. ‘Are you going to stay with her?’

‘Oh, her place is small, and she’s got her fiancé there, so . . . no, I’ll just book a hotel.’

‘Do you want to use my credit card?’

Sylvie pretends to be occupied with buttoning her blouse. At Isaiah, where everyone eats the same meals and wears the same worn-out clothes and rotates the same chores between them, it’s easy to forget that some people have money and others don’t. Or, more specifically, that Michael has money and the rest of them don’t. Now that their cost of living is so low, Sylvie’s single-parent benefit is just enough that she doesn’t have to get a job like some of the others—milking or shearing on nearby farms, driving into Central Otago in the summer to pick fruit. But would it ever come to that, if her benefit was cut off or wasn’t enough? Or does she live now on Michael’s beneficence? And what about George—what would Michael do for him? It’s the kind of thinking that she knows she is not supposed to indulge in: competitiveness, hierarchies, control. Unfashionable at Isaiah, where no one is supposed to own anything.

 In the end she says yes, thank you. Very generous. Michael pats at his pockets casually, his attention already shifting away. ‘Must have left my wallet in the library,’ he says. ‘I’ll find it for you after breakfast.’

It’s Jen’s turn to wash the dishes that morning, Sylvie’s turn to dry. Once they’re finished, she hangs the damp tea towel over the back of a chair and goes down the hallway to the library, thinking to find the credit card herself, but she stops at the sound of Michael’s voice. He’s on the phone, she realises. Hovering just outside the door—telling herself she’ll turn and go back soon, any second now—she hears him say, ‘Yeah, I understand, David.’ A pause. ‘Of course, but—’

Another pause. David is Michael’s gallerist—the man who gave him his first-ever solo show, when he was just out of art school in the eighties. He comes out to Isaiah a few times a year to see what Michael’s working on. The last time, he’d arrived while Michael was out, and Sylvie had been given the task of entertaining him in the living room. He sat smoking boredly and tapping his little finger against his glass of whisky, his signet ring striking time while she tried to think of the right questions to ask. I paint too, she’d ventured at one point, and he’d replied, Do you. When Michael finally arrived, David got to his feet, his face suddenly full of warmth, and Sylvie felt herself dismissed.

‘A couple of months,’ Michael is saying now. ‘At most. I know you wanted it sooner, but I’m not a trained monkey, I can’t . . . Yeah, okay. Okay. Look, I’m sorry if you were relying on that, but—’

A longer pause. Sylvie feels the brimming shock of understanding: David is asking Michael for work he hasn’t done. And from the defensiveness in Michael’s voice, Sylvie can tell that it isn’t the first time. She thinks of George in Michael’s studio, hanging around asking stupid questions. Distracting him. Why is Michael allowing this to go on? He’s throwing his success away, and for what? What can George offer that makes him so reckless? 

On the phone Michael is making assenting noises, wrapping-up noises, and Sylvie turns to leave. It’s youth, she thinks, going back down the hallway: it’s an encounter with youth that is making Michael behave like this. Fleeting and second-hand, but heady enough to make him think that he himself might be able to swim against the current, slip the knots of time. All men are susceptible to this, she knows, but Michael especially. The ordinary rules have never applied to him.

•

The day before Sylvie leaves for Auckland, Alice drops a bombshell. She wanders in for Sunday lunch—always leisurely and wine-soaked at Isaiah, often stretching until three or four in the afternoon—with all her hair shaved off. The effect is so startling that for a second Sylvie can only see a stranger slipping into Alice’s chair. When she realises the truth, her throat closes up: Alice has always had such lovely hair, thick and dark even as a newborn. Sylvie had been inordinately proud of it, had pitied the other mothers with their ugly bald babies. Now Alice’s head is covered in short dark bristles, and when she turns, her forehead gleams with the cool indifference of a polished stone.

Jen is the first to speak. ‘Wow!’ she says, leaning forward in her chair. ‘Your hair looks great!’

‘Thanks.’ Alice’s tone is modest but pleased, her smile tucking itself away.

‘How’d you do it?’

‘With the electric shaver thing. It wasn’t hard.’

 Sylvie wants to cry. What has Alice done with the discarded hair—thrown it away? Shaken it out into the yard for the birds to take and use in their nests? She’s filled with an absurd urge to find it and hold it to her cheek, as she still sometimes does with the whorl of locks saved in an envelope from Alice’s first haircut.

‘Darling!’ she says in a strangled voice.

Alice meets her eye coolly. ‘Yes?’

‘You didn’t tell me you were going to do this.’

Alice shrugs, reaching across the table to serve herself some salad. The shrug says, quite clearly: I don’t have to tell you anything.

‘Well,’ Sylvie says, fortifying herself with a large mouthful of white wine. ‘It looks lovely. Very grown-up. It suits you.’

‘Thanks.’

The conversation moves on. Sylvie joins in, but over the course of the meal, she can’t stop herself from darting glances at the new version of Alice. She sees that her initial judgement, although offered automatically, was right—the haircut does make Alice look lovely. Her dark eyes stand out deer-like in her delicate face. Her mouth is wide and sensitive. She’s left childhood, and even gawky adolescence, behind—she is beautiful now in the way of a young woman. The realisation brings Sylvie a rush of complicated pride, complicated fear.

After lunch, melancholy and a little drunk, Sylvie goes upstairs and lies down. All at once the reality of going away—even just to Auckland—hits her squarely, like running into a wall. She hasn’t travelled by herself since before Alice was born. For a moment she thinks of inviting Alice to come, attempting some closing of the distance that’s opened up between them, but she knows Alice would say no. And maybe the distance is needed after all. She thinks of Alice hurling the hairbrush, the fear and unhappiness in her face. Sylvie had been too shocked at the time to say anything, and later she’d decided not to mention it again—silence seemed like a small peace offering, or at least a defusing of tension. She’d gone for a long walk and lectured herself on not taking it to heart. Girls of fifteen, she knows, are supposed to grow away from their mothers and reject them. It’s the natural way of things, not personal. 

But how can it be fair, such a painful rite of passage? How can it be right? Lying there with her head aching from the wine, Sylvie remembers her father, his adage whenever she complained of some hurt or injustice. We have to trust in God’s will, he’d say. He knows, better than we do, what we need.
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ALICE GAVE CAROLINE her phone number after they had coffee, and the following week, she texted: Hey, was good to see you the other day. My housemate is actually having a birthday party next weekend if you’re free/want to come. No pressure obviously, esp given you don’t know him, but you’d be welcome anyway. Lmk and I’ll pass on details etc

Alice let the message sit for a few hours while she did laundry and vacuumed her room. Social calculations: she would know nobody at the party except Caroline, and she would either have to stay attached to her for the whole evening, which would be humiliating, or attempt to socialise with strangers, which would be exhausting and probably unsuccessful. Turning off the vacuum cleaner, she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror opposite: bloodless face, dark smudges under her eyes. She wasn’t sleeping well on the floor mattress. Lying down on it every night gave her a depressing feeling of transience, as if she were not really living in her room but only passing through. She’d hoped this feeling might disappear—or be different—once she lived in Melbourne.

Alice: Thanks, I’d love to come

Alice: The elusive housemate. I thought he was too busy selling his soul as a corporate lawyer to indulge in things like birthday parties??

 Caroline: Taking a break from the soul-selling for one evening only

Caroline: I mean, it should be an ok party

Caroline: Corporate lawyers = tons of coke at least

Alice ‘ha ha’ reacted to the last message, but didn’t respond. Truthfully, it made her a little nervous—she didn’t do drugs, but she didn’t want to come off as stuffy or disapproving in front of Caroline. And it wasn’t a moral stance; it was more that living at Isaiah had cured her of any curiosity on that front. People there all smoked weed in the same casual way as other adults drank coffee; and then there were the parties where harder stuff was obviously going around. And Michael. Alice had seen enough to know that she wasn’t interested in whatever oblivion they were all chasing—although she envied, in a way, people of her own age who hadn’t come to that realisation yet themselves. She wished she found it easier to open up, to skirt the edges of danger without ever thinking of falling in.

•

Caroline’s house turned out to be a weatherboard cottage not dissimilar, on the outside, to Sylvie’s: paling fence, delicate lacework trim. Inside it was full of people, but Alice spotted Caroline immediately, standing by the fireplace in a fashionably asymmetrical white blouse. ‘Hello!’ she said, coming towards Alice with her hands held out. ‘I’m so glad you made it. Did you find the place all right?’

Alice decided not to mention the tram and two trains she’d taken, one of which had turned out to be going in the wrong direction. To her, Melbourne still seemed very large and lacking in coherent geography. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Thanks for inviting me, by the way. This is a really nice house.’

 She wasn’t just being polite. Through the crowd she could see polished floors and tall bookshelves, the long dip and glide of a leather chair by the window. A structured pendant light hung from the ceiling, and thick art books were stacked on the bottom shelf of the glass coffee table. Alice had never seen a house like this inhabited by people her age, and standing there among all its curated charm, she realised the truth of what Sylvie had said: Caroline had money, she was rich. She could afford to buy as much beauty as she wanted.

‘Well, thanks,’ Caroline said. ‘Jamil pays more rent than me, he’s got the bigger room. But listen, do you want a drink? There’s champagne in the kitchen, if you like champagne.’

Alice allowed herself to be led into the kitchen and poured a flute of champagne, bubbles foaming thickly over the rim.

‘Cheers,’ Caroline said, holding up her own flute.

‘What are we cheersing to?’

‘Oh—to Jamil, I guess, seeing as it’s his birthday. He’s around here somewhere.’

‘I’m not sure that toast passes the Bechdel test.’

Caroline laughed. Alice felt a flush of pleasure at having produced the laugh, which seemed genuine and not just well-mannered. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘To our careers, then. To literary analysis and art criticism . . . Oh my God, I sound so fucking pretentious. Here’s to me shutting up, how’s that?’

They clinked glasses and drank. A group of people appeared in the kitchen then and started filling their own glasses and talking to Caroline about the cake, which someone else was bringing later on, and whether they should try to put thirty-three candles on it or whether that would constitute a fire hazard. Alice looked away, down the narrow arched hallway filled with bodies and light and noise. She was reminded—and it was strange, because she never usually thought about these things—of the midwinter solstice party at Isaiah: the towering bonfire, the house swarming with all of Michael’s acolytes, and herself hovering, ignored or unseen, at the edge of the party. Apart from the man who’d given her his jacket. She couldn’t remember his name now, just the vague sense of tobacco and height, a smile, and his rough hands lifting her hair over the collar. She’d let him do it because she hadn’t known how to say no. It had surprised her, even then, that Sylvie had not seemed to care. 

She accepted a top-up of her drink, talked for a while with a woman called Annalise about the relative benefits of Melbourne versus Sydney. (This was a conversation, she’d realised, that people in Melbourne loved to have.) Annalise nodded and smiled at everything Alice said. She was charming, like Caroline, but there was something more polished about her charm, as if she’d been to finishing school or learned about deportment from a book. Caroline seemed as though she’d read the same book and then forgotten most of what it said. She smoked too much to be truly refined. Still, she looked as if she was enjoying herself, leaning against the kitchen bench and talking animatedly to a man with a thick red beard. Alice watched them and sipped the champagne, which tasted the way she thought champagne ought to taste: dry and light, bubbles bursting on her tongue.

Annalise followed Alice’s gaze, made a sound of gentle approval. ‘It’s nice to see Caro out and about again, isn’t it?’

‘Oh. Yeah.’

‘I’ve been a bit worried about her. You know, a bunch of us went to the Dandenongs last month, and I invited her, but she didn’t want to come, so . . .’

 ‘Right. Well—’

‘I guess it’s understandable, though. After last year.’

Caroline didn’t seem to be aware that they were looking at her. It felt vaguely traitorous to be talking about her behind her back, but Alice didn’t want to admit to not knowing her the way other people did, so she just nodded. Then a woman with a bleached pixie cut stuck her head around the kitchen doorway and reported the arrival of cake, and Annalise gave a thrilled gasp and hurried out.

Everyone followed except Caroline, who fetched the champagne from the fridge and refilled Alice’s flute, then her own. ‘Sounds like Jamil’s in for some cake,’ she said.

‘Yeah. My least favourite part of the traditional birthday party.’

‘You don’t like cake?’

‘No, I—’

‘Or are you afraid of fire?’

Alice laughed. ‘No. Just the part where everyone looks at the person and sings; I find that pretty painful. My primary school used to sing “Happy Birthday” to any kid who was having a birthday, like at assembly, and it always made me cry.’

The crooked front tooth flashed in Caroline’s mouth. ‘That’s cute.’

‘It was embarrassing.’

‘Well, if you want to avoid the traumatic memories, I’m going outside for a cigarette. You’re welcome to come.’

Alice followed her out the back door, propelled by the loose, bubbling energy that seemed to have taken over her limbs. Around the side of the house, they smoked companionably in the semi-dark. Caroline had brushed her hair that night, but the roots were still growing out, and it hung lank and a little greasy around her shoulders. Alice was pleased that she herself had dressed deliberately down, in jeans and a black sweater, and had not even bothered to put on mascara. There seemed a kind of kinship in the fact that she and Caroline were the only women at the party not wearing make-up. 

‘What are you thinking about?’ Caroline asked.

It had begun to rain lightly, and Alice stretched her hand out beyond the eaves to feel the pinpricks of water on her palm. ‘Your house is a lot nicer than I thought it would be.’

‘What were you picturing?’

‘I wasn’t—it’s just, you know, you’re a PhD student. So I thought you’d be living somewhere less . . . Sorry. Maybe that’s rude of me.’

‘No, it’s okay.’ Caroline exhaled a cloud of smoke into the darkness; it floated in front of them and disappeared. ‘To tell you the truth, my parents help me out.’

‘Oh.’

‘It’s kind of humiliating, but you’re right—there’s no way I could afford it on the stipend, even with tutoring. And they know how it is with freelancing and all the rest of it—so, yeah, I get an allowance from them.’ She paused. ‘They’re actually obscenely rich.’

‘Well, it’s wealth redistribution, then. You’re using it for a good cause.’

‘Ha. Look, I’m well aware that if I had a spine, I’d tell them to stop, but that’s my own problem.’

They smoked for a while in silence, listening to the noise of the party behind them. Alice had thought that getting Caroline to admit to being wealthy—to having the kind of privilege that she herself had never had—would be satisfying, but really it just felt a little grubby. Clearly it bothered Caroline much more than it had ever bothered Alice herself; and anyway, what gave her the moral high ground? She’d taken Sylvie’s envelope of cash. Before that, too, there had been the money from Michael. 

She put her hand against the house. Inside the music had been turned up, and she could feel the bass jumping in her palm. ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘I already knew. Sylvie told me your family had money.’

‘Ah. Well, I’m sure she holds that against me too.’

‘She . . . Oh, look, I know it seems personal, but it’s really not. She just feels like she’s being forgotten in all this. She doesn’t know what you’re going to write, and I guess she’s scared. It’s weird for her, like I said.’

‘And it’s not for you?’

‘I don’t have strong feelings about it.’

She could feel Caroline looking at her, but she kept her gaze forward, watching the rain float down in a drizzly veil.

‘Okay,’ Caroline said after a minute. ‘But, speaking of, I feel like I should tell you that Sylvie rang me the other day. She must have got my phone number from someone, and she wanted to talk about the retrospective, my essay and everything . . .’

‘And everything?’

‘Specifically about you.’

Alice closed her eyes briefly. She didn’t want to be having this conversation, and she thought briefly about leaving, just getting her bag from the kitchen and walking out, but she knew she wouldn’t do that: it would cause too much drama and generate the need for subsequent apologetic text messages. She imagined calling Sylvie, yelling at her over the phone, but she knew she wouldn’t do that either. She would go quietly home after the party and make herself some toast. Read her apocalypse books. Go to sleep.

 ‘I think she meant well,’ Caroline said. ‘In regard to you, that is. She’s just worried that you might . . . Well, I’m sure you’re familiar with her argument. She thinks Michael took advantage of you. Like you were too young to know what you were really doing.’

‘That’s ridiculous.’

‘So you don’t think so?’

Alice dropped her cigarette butt and ground it under her heel. ‘What exactly did she say?’

‘You know, she was trying to tell me that Michael was a terrible person, exploitative and manipulative and so on. She was being kind of patronising. But—look, I’ll be honest—even before she rang, I was wondering how to approach all this in the essay. And I was thinking . . .’ She cleared her throat. ‘Well, I was wondering if you wanted to be involved—like, give your take on the whole thing. I’m sure you’ve got a lot to say.’

‘Me?’

Caroline gave her a funny look, and all at once Alice regretted her parrot-like response, her fumbling uncertainty, her failure to be—or at least to impersonate—the kind of person Caroline clearly hoped she was. Someone with a lot to say. But what could Alice tell her about Michael, about Isaiah? Even now her memories were scattershot. In Sydney she’d been able to put them away for the most part, but in Melbourne they seemed to have filled out and gained substance, reaching their fingers into the edges of her mind. It was the retrospective, maybe. Or the weather: the muted grey light and the way the rain came and went most days. That was, after all, the reason Alice had moved to Sydney in the first place: because the hard bright sun and the sparkling blue water looked so different from Isaiah, as though it belonged to a whole other world.

 ‘Obviously you don’t have to say yes,’ Caroline said. ‘You don’t have to say anything right now, if you want to take some time to think about it. But just so you know, I floated the idea with the NGV people the other day and they were all really keen.’

‘Right.’

‘No pressure, though. It’s your decision.’ She looked at Alice and laughed. The laugh was a little self-conscious, and Alice felt a small burst of affection at the self-consciousness, which she had never seen before in Caroline but which seemed to soften her in a new way. ‘Is this going to make things weird?’

‘Well, is that why you invited me tonight? Because you wanted to ask me about—about this?’

Caroline looked surprised. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Listen, I know how it looks—and I know what Sylvie thinks of me, like what she said at that dinner party about my leveraging the opportunity. She thinks I’m a climber. But I want to do a good job with this essay. An honest job. And I think that means pushing back against some of the stories people like to tell about Michael. It’s really easy to tell those stories, it’s certainly fashionable, but I don’t think it’s the whole truth, and I think we do everyone a disservice by falling back on it. That’s all I’m saying.’

The whole truth. Alice felt exhausted, suddenly, by the prospect: she thought of it as an unwieldy slithering creature, thrashing its many limbs around and breaking things. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Let me think about it.’

‘All right.’

‘I will think about it, though—I’m not just saying that.’

‘I appreciate it.’ Caroline paused, crossing and then uncrossing her arms. ‘I should say, too, that it doesn’t change how I think of you. Even putting all that aside, you seem cool. I’m glad I’m getting to know you.’ 

They leaned against the house, not looking at one another. The rain was picking up, turning the concrete dark and glossy. The weather forecast had not mentioned this possibility, and Alice hadn’t brought a coat or an umbrella, but they said it would be like this more and more often; that this was the way of the future now. Conditions you could not predict, circumstances that changed and swung wildly without warning. The end of the world, some people said. Signs of a coming apocalypse. Extreme weather.
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SYLVIE ARRIVES IN Auckland on a Monday afternoon. Taking the bus from the airport into the city centre, she finds herself a little overwhelmed by all the people, the noise, the tall buildings thrusting into a sky cushioned by clouds. She’s so used now to the open space of the countryside. At the hotel, she has to repeat her name twice before the receptionist understands her. For a few miserable seconds, as his fingers tap across the keyboard, Sylvie is certain that the booking made with Michael’s credit card did not go through—she’ll have to find a hostel, or call Rachel in disgrace. Then the receptionist nods and hands her a key card. She takes the elevator with her heart skipping in her throat.

When she calls Isaiah, Michael picks up on the second ring. ‘It’s so good to hear your voice,’ he says. ‘I miss you already.’

‘I miss you, too.’

‘I wish you hadn’t gone.’

‘Well, it’s my sister. I couldn’t not go, after everything . . .’ She can hear the whine in her own voice. For a moment she sees herself through his eyes: narcissistic, obsessed with the sad story of her own childhood. My sister. Mine, mine, mine.

 ‘I know, my love. Don’t listen to me, I’m being purely selfish.’ In the background she hears a car door slam, indistinct voices, and he says, ‘Ah, Reuben’s just come in with the shopping. I’d better go and help unload.’

Sylvie asks to speak to Alice, who must be home from school by now, but Michael says he hasn’t seen her. She might have gone for a walk. Sylvie feels a tug of apprehension at the thought of Alice wandering alone through the countryside, but of course that’s unreasonable: Alice is fifteen now, walks by herself all the time. Sylvie must not make a fuss.

‘Will you tell her I called, when she comes back?’ she asks. ‘Tell her I love her, I’m thinking of her.’

‘I will.’

They exchange declarations of love and hang up. Sylvie lies on her back on the hotel bed and feels his absence like a burn across her whole body.

To distract herself, she goes down to the bar and orders a glass of wine. She has a book but can’t read it. Nearly six o’clock—at Isaiah they’ll be drifting into the farmhouse, hanging around in the living room before dinner. Wolfgang might play the piano. Monday is Aroha’s night to cook—she always makes something bland and lentil-based, but now Sylvie finds herself longing for it. Everything on the hotel menu sounds nauseatingly rich. Outside the window, the city dissolves behind the flat blur of rain.

As she is finishing her second glass of wine, a man appears before her. His name is either John or James, she forgets which almost immediately, but he offers to buy her another drink and she lets him. She isn’t quite sure why. It feels like the kind of impulsive thing to do in a city where she knows no one; the kind of thing she might have done all the time, but for Alice. 

John-or-James brings her the wine and a small basket of bread, a dish of olives. ‘In case you were hungry,’ he says. ‘I noticed you didn’t have anything to eat.’

‘How long have you been watching me?’

‘Since you came in.’

‘Really?’

‘What can I say? You caught my eye.’

She laughs. Drinking the wine, eating the bread and olives, she lets him lead her along in a careful getting-to-know-you conversation, the kind she is out of practice with. She tells him that she lives in the South Island with her daughter and some friends. She’s in Auckland to see her sister. He says he’s there for work but doesn’t offer any details of his own life, and Sylvie doesn’t ask. She suspects he is married. Men do this all the time, after all—seeking out unfamiliar women in unfamiliar cities, under the pretence of work. Wedding ring left discreetly in the hotel drawer. She thinks briefly of the man’s wife, alone perhaps with their children at the witching hour before dinner and bath—the time when Sylvie herself, during Alice’s early childhood, had come closest to true despair. The exhaustion of the day mounting, and the child’s emotions beginning to frazzle, and the hours stretching on endlessly before bedtime, and the heavy realisation that it was only you there, nobody else was coming to help; and it would be only you again the next day, and the day after that.

‘Another one?’ John-or-James asks. He is smiling at her, already standing up to go to the bar.

Sylvie pretends to fuss with the clasp of her bag. Would it be so bad to have her own adventure? There certainly couldn’t be any technical argument against it. But the idea of John-or-James putting his mouth on hers, fumbling at her in the dimly lit hotel room—it makes her feel sick. She shakes her head. ‘Thanks, but I’ve had too much already. I’d better get some sleep.’ 

‘Are you sure?’

‘Very. Thank you.’

She doesn’t know what she is thanking him for, but he nods curtly, as if it were the least she could do. They say goodnight and she makes her way towards the bank of lifts, feels his eyes on her as she presses the button.

As soon as the doors close behind her, all energy leaves her body. She feels untethered, adrift in a world of strangers—the only people she cares about, Michael and Alice, are so far away that it is hard to really believe in their existence. In the mirrored lift, she catches sight of her own face: lipstick caked at the edges of her mouth, wrinkles fanning under her eyes. This is how she looks now, she realises—she’s being slowly taken over by time, she is no longer young. She will never be young again. She remembers Alice’s quiet beauty and turns away from the mirror.

•

The next morning, the taxi drops Sylvie outside a suburban block of flats. Squat 1960s brick: the kind of place she can’t imagine anyone choosing to live, and yet here they are. She stands uncertainly for a moment before the plastic honeycomb of the buzzer. The street is still dark from an early rain, leaves plastered to the footpath like scraps of wet paper.

Upstairs, Rachel is waiting at the door of number three, one foot over the threshold. She comes towards Sylvie and hugs her hard, in a rush, and Sylvie feels the breath knocked out of her. Eight years since they last saw one another. Rachel seems to have grown wider and thicker since then, and Sylvie’s mind falters uneasily between recognition and confusion, her sister and a stranger. ‘God,’ she says, stepping back. ‘Wow. Hello.’ 

‘Oh, Lolo.’ Rachel’s eyes are bright with tears, her smile trembling on her face. ‘It’s so good to see you.’

Lolo was Rachel’s baby name for Sylvie, the name she used ever since she first learned to talk. Sylvie can’t remember how it came about—hasn’t, in fact, thought of it in years—but hearing it now in Rachel’s voice brings the hot rush and press of tears. Coiled spring in her throat. She laughs a little and wipes her eyes with one hand, holding on to her sister’s with the other. ‘You too.’

‘You look beautiful. Just like I remember you.’

Sylvie thinks of dry skin under hard fluorescent light, mascara smudged into wrinkles. Out loud she says, ‘That’s sweet of you. But I’ll be thirty-seven next year, I can’t believe it.’

‘I know, I know. I’ll be thirty-five.’

In the small flat, Rachel busies herself making tea while Sylvie sits on the couch. The living room gives the sense of having been painstakingly arranged, all the furniture placed at right angles and the coffee table primly in the centre of the rug. Rachel had been like that with her doll’s house too—fussing over the arrangements, laying a tiny tablecloth over a tiny table. Sylvie remembers how she herself had knocked over the doll’s house furniture more than once, making Rachel cry, and been punished for it. Why had she done it, indulged herself in that sudden bright jolt of cruelty? Because she wanted to. Because she could.

‘You’ve just missed Simon,’ Rachel says, setting down a tray of tea and biscuits. ‘He went out, said he’d give us some space. Catch up on work.’

 ‘What does he do again? I know you told me last time . . .’

‘He’s a meteorologist.’

‘That’s right.’

A silence falls. Sylvie lifts her tea to her lips, but even before she takes the first sip, she can smell the chemical thinness of skim milk: disgusting to her now, after months of fresh milk at Isaiah. She forces a swallow, concentrating on the tendrils of steam drifting upwards from the mug. Maybe she could paint something like this as the final piece in her Child’s Eye series—a picture capturing the quality of steam, its silent presence in a room.

Opposite her, Rachel smooths her hair nervously. ‘I’m glad you came,’ she says. ‘I know it might not have been convenient . . .’

‘No, I was happy to. It’s good to see you.’

‘Well, now you’re here . . . Listen, I want to give you some money, Lolo. From Dad’s will.’

‘Oh. That’s—’

‘He left me ten grand, so I want to give you half.’

Sylvie’s head fizzes. Of course she’d expected something along these lines—Rachel loves nothing more than to be altruistic, to do the right thing by those less fortunate—but she had never thought it would be so much. Five thousand dollars is a fortune to her. (Briefly, almost before she can help it, she thinks about how much it would be to Michael. Probably nothing.)

‘That’s generous of you,’ she says. ‘Very generous. Thank you.’

‘Well, I thought . . .’ Rachel is twisting her fingers in her lap, half-looking at Sylvie. She seems suddenly shy, the way she had often been when they were young. ‘I thought you probably needed it more than me. With Alice, and everything. And he never told me not to give it to you—he didn’t say one way or the other—so . . .’

‘What does Mum think?’

 ‘I haven’t mentioned it to her.’

Sylvie nods. She isn’t surprised, so she doesn’t know why she is disappointed, or why she can feel between her heart and stomach the sharp stone that materialises whenever she thinks about her mother. ‘Okay,’ she says, reaching for a biscuit. ‘It’s very thoughtful, I’m touched. Thank you.’

‘I’m happy to give it to you.’ Rachel pauses. ‘How are you, anyway? With . . . everything?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, the place I wrote to you at—is that where you’re living? Some kind of farm? I looked it up and it seemed rural.’

Sylvie’s tea is too disgusting to go on with; she puts it on the coffee table and sees Rachel’s eyes flick towards the stack of coasters. ‘It’s rural, yeah,’ she says. ‘It used to be a dairy farm, but now . . . Oh, it’s just this place, it’s owned by an artist. Michael Joyce. He’s quite well known.’

‘Is that right? I don’t really keep up with art, I’m afraid.’

‘That’s okay. Yeah. Well, he owns the land, but a lot of people live out there. Everyone pays what they can afford. We all share the work . . . It’s a gorgeous place, you’d love it. So much space and air.’

‘And it’s all right for Alice, living out there?’

‘It’s fine. She takes herself off to school every day on the bus, she’s got chores and responsibilities like everyone else . . . You know, it’s good for her. Learning to live a bit more on her own.’

‘Like you.’

The biscuit scrapes at the back of Sylvie’s throat. She’d forgotten this about Rachel—her talent for the small conversational barb, the blade buried in a feather mattress. ‘Not exactly.’

‘You lived on your own at eighteen.’

 ‘Okay, but I had to. Come on, you know what he was like.’

Silence. From next door Sylvie can hear the muted babble of TV, jarring to her after so long without it. She wonders whether they still show the footage of the falling towers every night, and whether anyone still feels anything, watching it happen.

‘All right,’ Rachel says. ‘Let’s leave it.’

‘Leave what?’

‘It doesn’t matter, Sylvie; let’s talk about something else. Have you got a photo of Alice?’

‘No, hang on. What were you trying to say just then? About me?’

Rachel pinches the bridge of her nose between her fingers. ‘If you’re going to force it, then I think . . .’

‘What do you think? Come on, spit it out.’

‘Well, I think you can be a bit self-centred in the way you see the world. As if nobody else’s perspective could possibly mean anything. Like when you ran away from home: that was so scary and shocking—it was the worst thing that had ever happened to me, actually. But I don’t think you even thought about that.’

Sylvie looks past Rachel at an ornamental dolphin on the bookshelf, made of clear glass streaked blue down its middle. It is unbelievably, mind-bogglingly ugly. How could anybody own something like that? How could they go to a shop, pick it out, pay actual money for it and display it in their house? For a moment she thinks about stealing it and bringing it home to Michael: This was in my sister’s flat. Can you believe it?

‘At first I thought you were dead,’ Rachel says. ‘Or kidnapped or something. Mum and Dad wouldn’t give me a straight answer. For a while I convinced myself that I was going to be the one to find you, and I’d look for you everywhere I went—like walking to school, going to the shops with Mum, everywhere. I really thought I was going to crack the case and then you’d come home and everyone would be so grateful.’ She laughs unhappily. ‘It took me ages to realise you didn’t want to be found.’ 

Sylvie can’t deny it, as much as she might like to. It’s true that, at age eighteen, she did not think of anyone else when she packed her bag, when she shoved the notes and coins from the collection plate into her wallet and walked to the bus station, trying not to run because it would look suspicious, trying to clench through the shaking in her arms and legs. She only wanted to get away. How could Rachel understand that? How could Rachel—who was never hit, who never had to stay home from school because of a mark on her face, who never lost her taste for chocolate, suddenly and completely, after being bribed with it once—know the first thing about it?

Out loud she says, ‘All right, I see what you’re saying. I’m sorry.’

‘You could have left me a note or something. Just so I knew you were alive.’

‘Okay, I should have. But—do you really think it wasn’t justified? My leaving?’

Rachel purses her lips and looks off to the side. It’s one of their mother’s expressions, one Sylvie hated for its evasiveness—still hates now, as it turns out. She waits, saying nothing. Drums her fingers on the side of the couch.

‘I know you had a hard time at home,’ Rachel says finally. ‘Harder than me. But you know, Sylvie . . . I think you and Dad both played your parts in that.’

‘Is that right.’

‘Yes, it is right, actually. You’d come home upset about something, or just in a bad mood, and you’d start doing little things to irk him. Just to get a reaction out of him. Then when he lost his temper you’d get to cry and play the victim, and it’d be this big drama. And then he’d apologise, and say how much he loved you, and so on. You know, he never did anything like that with me.’ 

‘Well, you—’

‘I used to feel like he didn’t care whether I lived or died.’

‘Rachel, of course he did. He was just . . .’

‘What?’

Sylvie shakes her head. Even after almost nine months spent on Child’s Eye, painting her mother as the ant-woman carrying crumbs, she has still never painted her father. She would not know where to begin. Tiredly she says, ‘I don’t know.’

‘You don’t know.’

‘I don’t have to know, Rachel. He’s dead.’

The visit ends amicably enough. Rachel promises to send a cheque once the inheritance clears her bank account, and she gives Sylvie a book and a few trinkets—hair scrunchies, a tube of bubble bath—that she’s set aside for Alice. (Sylvie, tucking the gifts into her bag, decides not to mention Alice’s new haircut.) They exchange phone numbers, promise to catch up more often. ‘Send me a photo,’ Rachel says. ‘Of your . . . you know. The place where you’re living.’

‘Yes, I will.’

‘And what did you say his name was? The artist?’

‘Michael Joyce.’

‘Michael Joyce.’ Rachel repeats the name slowly, her face clouding over. ‘All right, I’ll have to remember that. I’ll have to look him up.’

On her flight home that afternoon, Sylvie stares out at the mountain ranges pleated and crumpled below the plane. She is still running over the visit in her mind. She shouldn’t have been hesitant to ask, not with her own sister, but . . . thirty-five next year. Doesn’t she want a child? Isn’t she panicked, feeling the chance slip through her fingers, like trying to grab at a fistful of water? But maybe she isn’t. Maybe she’s content in her adult doll’s house with her ugly glass dolphin and her meteorologist, whom Sylvie can’t even begin to imagine. (Who could care that much about the weather?) But to never be a mother: it’s the worst thing Sylvie can think of, life’s purpose cut off at its heart. A pure dead end. She leans her head against the window and watches the plane track over the long wriggling shape of a river running between the hills. From above it looks flat, like a wavy line drawn on paper: the way Alice used to draw the ocean, when she was a child. 
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ALICE WOKE TO weak light coming in through the window; from where she lay on her mattress, the sky was a clean white square. She wasn’t hungover—she’d left Caroline’s party at around midnight and, once home, drunk several glasses of water in quick succession—but she felt tired and washed out. There were no new messages on her phone. She wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but Annalise’s comment from the previous night—after last year—kept echoing uneasily in her mind.

What had happened to Caroline last year? It was difficult to imagine anything that she wouldn’t take immediately in her stride, like the accident: a smashed leg that she’d simply relearned to walk on. But whatever it was, she was keeping it to herself. Alice thought of her exhaling smoke, doling out her little revelations: she’d been to art school, her parents were wealthy. Sylvie had been in touch with her. And her idea for the essay, which was less a request than an announcement of the role Alice was to play, after all, in the retrospective. She already knew she’d do it. She had no hope of saying no to Caroline.

She got up and stripped off her cotton T-shirt and underwear, took a clean pair of jeans and a jumper from her wardrobe. Pausing for a moment in front of the full-length mirror, she skimmed her gaze over her body: pale and soft, not much to fasten the hook of desire to. Small scoop of breasts and stomach. Ring of a tan line—a burn line really, she never got properly tan—at her neck. Nipples puckering a little in the chill. 

The whole truth, Caroline had said. As if it were that easy.

Sitting down on the edge of the mattress, Alice reached for her phone again. When she began typing her own name into the search engine, it auto-suggested:

alice in wonderland

alice springs

alice michael joyce

She hit search on the third option. Within half a second, dozens of versions of the same image peppered her screen. Alice, oil on canvas, 109.4 cm x 72.8 cm. Still well-known—even a little bit famous—in the art world. The painting itself had been acquired by a collector in New York for a healthy sum, a small percentage of which had eventually trickled down to Alice and paid for her to go to university in Sydney, but there wasn’t any left now. And the money had been her only tenuous connection with the painting—she’d never seen it in person, not the whole thing. They’d left Isaiah before it was finished.

She clicked on the first thumbnail to enlarge it. Even now, almost twelve years after the fact, she had to force herself to look directly at Alice—it brought a hot rush of something, some complicated mix of pride and horror. Like a mirror into the past. In for seven, hold for four. Ochre, sepia, chromium oxide green. But a distorted mirror, never quite how she remembered it. Out for eight. In thick, squarish brushstrokes Michael had captured the delicacy of Alice’s young face, the light catching on her cheekbones and her full lower lip. But maybe it was her own memory that was wrong. She had no way of knowing. The girl in the painting lay on her side with her head propped on one hand, looking directly at the artist, or at the viewer. She’d been a few weeks shy of her sixteenth birthday then. And in the painting she faced outwards—Alice remembered Michael’s instruction of how to stack her hips—so that anybody looking could see her small white breasts, the blotch of dark hair between her legs. 




PART 2
CHILD’S EYE
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SYLVIE WAS AWAY: she’d gone to Auckland to see her sister. Alice had no recollection of the sister (Rachel—the name floated back abstractly, like the tail end of a scarf) except for a hazy memory from childhood, a restaurant with a starched white tablecloth. Tension in the air. Sylvie had been on edge even beforehand, had stalked into the restaurant holding Alice’s hand too tightly. Alice did not remember anything of Rachel herself. But now Sylvie had gone to see her, even though her face as she’d said goodbye had been anxious, her voice like a pencil sharpened to breaking point. Alice suspected it had to do with Michael, the way Sylvie’s gaze had taken to following him around any room he was in.

It was a Monday, the day Sylvie went away. After school Alice cleaned out the chicken coop and read a novel on her bed. By that point she was used to hanging around Isaiah by herself. She’d never really got to know the other adults there—they didn’t treat her unkindly, but they showed no interest in her, and she was always aware of her position as an inconvenient appendage of Sylvie’s. Nobody else at Isaiah had children. Since they’d lived there, Alice had begun to realise—for the first time, the background knowledge of her own life coalescing into meaning—that Sylvie had really been very young when Alice was born. Too young, maybe. What was it she’d said to Alice on the beach? Some things are very hard to undo once you’ve done them.

She got up and shoved her feet into her gumboots. It was a cold grey day, the bite of autumn in the air, but she had the half-thought of taking the dog, Buck, out for a walk; it helped sometimes to get out of the cabin. She went down the side of the farmhouse and called, clapped her hands.

Buck didn’t come. Behind her, she heard the door of Michael’s studio open, and she turned to see him standing in the doorway.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Hi.’

‘Hello. I thought I heard someone.’

‘I was just looking for Buck.’

‘I think Reuben took him into town.’ He stepped aside, tilted his head into the studio. ‘You can come in, if you like.’

Alice felt her mouth open stupidly. She hadn’t been angling for an invitation; if anything, she was a little intimidated by the idea of going into Michael’s studio and being expected to make conversation. She shook her head. ‘It’s okay.’

‘Come on, you’ll freeze out there. I’ll make you a cup of coffee.’

She went in. It was hardly any warmer inside than out, and her breath made a thin ghost of steam in the air. She perched awkwardly on a three-legged stool. Michael went outside to fill the kettle from the tap at the side of the farmhouse, and through the window Alice watched his frizzy hair, a shade or two lighter than Sylvie’s, tearing and ruffling in the wind. Maybe Sylvie had asked him to keep an eye on her. But that wouldn’t be like Sylvie—she’d never tried to prompt much of a relationship between Michael and Alice, and Alice had the sense that she thought of him—of Isaiah itself—as something that belonged primarily to her. Alice just happened to be there. 

Michael came back and set the kettle on to boil, spooned instant coffee into two mugs. Alice had never had coffee before, but she didn’t plan on telling him that, and in fact he didn’t seem to expect her to speak at all. He handed her a mug and she took a careful sip, mouth twisting at the bitterness. She swallowed it down and forced another. How did adults drink this stuff every single morning? Maybe it was like wine, which she’d drunk half a stolen glass of at the midwinter solstice party, and when you got older you became used to it—liked it, even, or became dependent on it. She couldn’t imagine ever being like that.

At his desk, Michael was slicing an apple into segments with his pocketknife. He offered her one and she took it, glad for something that didn’t taste of coffee. It was one of the farm apples, from the trees that grew in the western paddock: small and sweet, pink skin streaked with green. She thanked him, and he said, ‘You’re welcome.’

He shifted forward in his chair with his elbows on his knees, mug held in both hands. He was looking at her intently. For a brief clarifying moment, Alice was sure she had something on her face—something that had been there all day, maybe, and that people had been laughing at behind her back—and humiliation rose up hotly. Her hand darted to the skin around her mouth.

‘You all right?’ Michael asked.

‘Oh. Sorry, I thought . . . You were looking at me. I thought I had something on my face.’

‘No, not at all. I’m sorry.’

The coffee had soured Alice’s mouth, but she took another sip just for something to do. She’d known it would happen, this descent into discomfort. Often she felt that she would never be able to unlock the secret to a normal interaction. Other people knew the codes, or to them it wasn’t even a question of codes—they simply knew, the ability was there and they never had to think about it. Like being fluent in a language she knew she would never speak. 

‘Listen,’ Michael said, ‘to tell you the truth, I was just admiring your new haircut. I think it looks really good.’

A huge burst of pleasure—heat, uncertainty, self-regard—blossomed inside Alice’s chest. She ran a hand over her head to feel the close spike of stubble against her palm. At school that day her haircut had cemented, beyond any possible doubt or mitigation, her status as an outcast: it was now widely speculated that she liked girls. She was surprised by how little she cared. She wasn’t sure whether shaving her head had made her look prettier—in fact, she suspected not—but she knew it made her look older. Even Sylvie had said so.

‘Thanks,’ she said.

‘Really, I’m not just saying that. It suits you very well. Brings out your cheekbones.’

She nodded at her lap. It was thrilling, of course, to hear him say these things—she had cheekbones! They’d been brought out!—but it was also a little awkward, especially coming from someone she didn’t know very well. She fidgeted with the tab of her jacket zipper, pushing her fingernail between its two leather straps.

‘Actually,’ Michael said, ‘I had a thought yesterday, when I first saw it.’

‘What?’

‘Tell me if you think this is a silly idea. But I was just thinking, looking at you . . . I wondered whether you’d be willing to sit for me. For a portrait.’

 Alice looked up at him, so surprised that she forgot to be embarrassed. ‘A portrait?’

‘It’s just an idea, but there’s something really interesting about the shape of your head, and your face . . . Look, I don’t usually paint with models. I used to be one myself, actually, but that was about a thousand years ago, so I’d be figuring it out as we went along.’

‘Oh.’

‘But if it works out—you might already know, I’m supposed to have this show in New York next year. A pretty important gallery, and it’s all been a bit . . . Well, it’s not worth going into now. But I need a few good paintings for it, big new paintings, and I was thinking your portrait could be one of them.’

‘Oh.’

‘Say no, though, if you don’t want to. Say no even if you’re not sure. I don’t want to pressure you, Alice, really.’

It was the first time she could remember him saying her name. He said it neutrally, easily, as if it were the name of any other person he knew. A person with an interestingly shaped head. Could she be an artist’s model? She’d never considered the idea before. A few times Sylvie had made charcoal or pencil studies of her, but Alice had never liked the way they turned out, and anyway the process was always tense and difficult: Alice got bored, didn’t want to stay still, and Sylvie grew frustrated. If she was honest, Alice didn’t really like it when Sylvie drew or painted. It was childish, she knew it was, but still she resented the look of concentration that came over Sylvie’s face when she worked: the absence descending. Her mother going away from her.

But that had happened in real life now, hadn’t it? She and Sylvie could hardly even be said to live together anymore.

 ‘You don’t have to decide right away,’ Michael said. ‘I know you might need some time to think about it. And of course, I’d also . . .’

‘What?’

He shifted in his seat. ‘Well, artists’ models usually get paid.’

‘You’d pay me?’

‘I’m not sure what the going rate is, but I’d be happy to give you a commission on the sale price. I think that would work out quite nicely for you.’ He paused. ‘I mean, it’s a bit of a rough gig, isn’t it, living out here at your age? Not as if you can get a job at the local video shop like other kids.’

Alice took another small sip of coffee. She hardly noticed the bitterness. She glanced around the studio: canvases stacked against the wall, the delicate frame of the easel. Bottle of turpentine on the floor. For the first time she thought of these things not as the irritating clutter of artists—the things that Sylvie took up space with, the things that were always getting underfoot in their supposedly shared cabin—but as part of Michael’s professional world, the world of a real artist. A famous one.

‘What would you call it?’ she asked.

‘What would I call what?’

‘The painting. Wouldn’t it need a name?’

‘Oh, yes. I usually decide on that once it’s finished.’

Alice turned the cup of coffee in her hands. She could feel the caffeine hitting her bloodstream, her heart tripping like a rabbit’s.

‘If you paint me,’ she said, ‘I want you to name it after me.’

‘Your full name?’

‘No, not my full name. Just Alice. I want, you know . . . Well, I want to get the credit. I don’t want people thinking it was just anyone.’

 He met her eye. Outside, she heard a car rattling up the driveway: it would be Reuben, back from town with the shopping. Michael shifted again in his chair, the soft edges of his hair catching the light.

‘All right,’ he said.

‘All right?’

‘That seems fair enough.’

She was pleased with his tone, which was straightforward and even businesslike. He got up then, said he would have to go and help unload the shopping, but Alice could stay and finish her coffee if she liked. She watched him lope towards the house with his hands in his pockets. It occurred to her that she’d just got a job, her first-ever job, and it was certainly more glamorous and better paid than jobs other people her age had. They were cashiers or farmhands or dishwashers: shit work; work you just had to turn up and perform like a robot. Sitting for Michael was something else. Actually, Alice thought, it was the kind of thing that might happen to Sylvie—it seemed to have the aura of beauty and exceptionalism that she cultivated, the sense of rising above the ordinary world. Except he hadn’t asked Sylvie to sit for him. He’d asked Alice.
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SYLVIE HAD HALF-HOPED that Michael would be waiting for her in the arrivals lounge, but of course the airport is too long a drive from Isaiah. She hurries past the other passengers and out to where her car waits in the long-term parking bay. The air in Dunedin is thin after Auckland’s humidity, and smells faintly of cow manure. Everything seems shrunken down. She thinks again of the falling towers, and how little impact it has had on anything, here in this tiny make-believe city tucked away at the edge of the world. Almost slipping off the map. Why did they even bother marching, that day in town? What did they think it would achieve?

She drives back to Isaiah with the radio chattering softly in the background. The door to the farmhouse is closed, no one around in the yard, and fear worms its way into Sylvie’s stomach as she gets out of the car. She imagines an alien abduction, poison in the water supply. Or they might have just gone off and left her. But when she goes inside, the door creaking loud in the quiet kitchen, she sees a note in Michael’s spidery handwriting on the table: Gone to the beach. Back soon x

Sylvie lets her hand drop from her suitcase. Gone to the beach. On the phone he’d said how much he missed her, but now he has gone to the beach. Well, but the others probably wanted to go, and it wouldn’t be fair to expect him to say no. The scene reconfigures itself: Sylvie has been off in Auckland, seeing her sister and flirting with anonymous men in hotel bars, and Michael has been left at the farm. Plans for his next show are up in the air. He has felt abandoned, maybe a little lonely. Why shouldn’t he go to the beach? 

Arguing the case in her head makes Sylvie feel, all at once, very tired. The thought of going back to the cabin and dealing with Alice and her shaved head is far too much. She’ll go upstairs and sleep for a while, she decides, and when Michael comes back she’ll be rested and feel better. She hoists her suitcase up the stairs and it thumps against every step, the sound echoing loudly through the silent house.

But when she goes into the bedroom, she knows immediately—she realises that part of her has been expecting it all along—that George has been there. It hits her across the face. The smell of him is everywhere, threads of red hair on the pillowcase; Michael hasn’t even bothered to wash the sheets. For some reason this is what hurts the most: if only he’d bothered. If only he’d pretended to care.

Sylvie sits on the bed and lets her head hang forward, tears dotting her faded blue jeans. She sees herself as if in the world’s most pathetic photograph, crying in the bedroom where he’s betrayed her. (Betrayed her—the phrase echoes through her mind, cruel in its cliché.) She is jealous. She has to admit that now. But who knew that jealousy could contain so much sadness? Sadness not only at the loss of Michael, but at the loss of herself, at what she’s become instead. Before this happened she’d thought of herself as capable, but now she sees that he’s stripped all that away. Is this what love is? An image comes of the raw, pinkish wood inside the logs they split for kindling. Logs to be stacked on the fire. Logs to be burned. And what an idiot she’d been, bragging to Rachel about the beautiful place she lives in, the well-known artist. You’d love it, she’d said, her own voice echoing stupidly now in her mind. So much space and air.

The others come back eventually, clamour of voices and footsteps thudding on the floor. In the kitchen, Sylvie hears George’s laugh. She lies very still on her back.

When Michael comes into the bedroom, she catches the scent of salt on his skin. She’s lying on the bare mattress, sheets churning in the washing machine downstairs, and it’s this he comments on first: ‘What have you done with the sheets?’

Sylvie stays on her back, staring at the ceiling. Art Deco sculpting, a pattern of repeating corners and curves. ‘I didn’t want to smell him.’

He sits down heavily on the edge of the mattress. ‘I’m sorry. I should have washed them before you came back.’

‘Maybe you shouldn’t have fucked him in here in the first place.’

The words radiate in the air between them. Sylvie knows, of course, that Michael failed to wash the sheets on purpose, whether consciously or not. He wanted to send her a message: It’s never easy to give up control. But why does she have to be the one to give up control? She is always giving things up. She gave up her life to be with him.

When she says this—angrily, through tears—he shakes his head. ‘If you gave anything up, it was only because you wanted to,’ he says. ‘You told me your life before wasn’t worth much.’

She had said that, had felt it to be true at the time. And deep down she still feels it to be true: she looks back and thinks of the cold grubby cottage they’d lived in, her job wiping shit and listening to stories about the long dead. Days on a loop. Men, when she met them, were obviously unremarkable, or else they showed promise that quickly disappeared. She’d been lonely. She’d felt like a failure. And meeting Michael had been like holding a match to the tinderbox of that life: the pleasure of watching it go up in flames. 

‘I just don’t think it’s right,’ she says, recovering herself a little. Slime of tears and snot streak the back of her hand. ‘It’s cruel to do this to me while I’m away, behind my back.’

‘No, that’s true. I can see your point there.’

She looks up at him, hope flaring stupidly in her chest, but he continues. ‘It’d be better if you stayed in your own cabin from now on, don’t you think? And George in his room, and me in here. That way no one will feel like their territory’s being intruded on.’

Pain radiates through Sylvie’s body; it seems to have its origin somewhere behind her ribs. ‘Oh,’ she says weakly.

‘It’s just fairer. Don’t you think?’

She struggles with this argument, feels there’s a hole in it somewhere but doesn’t know where. Michael has always had a particular kind of logic that twists and flips like a fish: just when she thinks she has it in her grasp, it wriggles away. He is watching her impassively, no trace of anything on his face. For a moment she flashes back to the man in the hotel bar, and how quickly he’d withdrawn his benevolence when she made it clear that she would not give him what he wanted. Were men the same everywhere? Did they all have this coldness at their core, this small god that ruled over them?

‘Sylvie?’

‘Yes. No, I see what you’re saying.’

 He gives a little nod, as if to make it official. She stares around the bedroom that isn’t hers anymore. No need to bother unpacking. (She hasn’t, in any case—maybe a part of her knew this was coming.) ‘All right,’ she says in a strangled voice. ‘All right, then.’

He seems to soften a little, reaches out to brush the hair from her face. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Are you?’

‘Well, I know it’s hard. Really, I do. But it’s better this way.’

Your mantra for living, Sylvie thinks.

Dragging her suitcase across the yard to Alice’s cabin feels like a punishment that she has to endure, numbly, in anticipation of the much greater punishment waiting inside. She imagines she can already feel the scorn radiating. Alice is reading in front of the heater, and as Sylvie hauls her suitcase over the threshold, she looks up from her book. ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Hi.’

‘Hello.’

‘When did you get back?’

‘A few hours ago. I . . .’ Sylvie pushes the hair back from her face. ‘Listen, I’m going to stay here for a while. Is that all right with you?’

A small silence. Sylvie waits miserably for the acid comment, but Alice only folds the corner of her page down and looks up at Sylvie with her newly adult face. ‘Of course,’ she says. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

Sylvie struggles to keep her mouth from quivering. The thing is, she really would like a cup of tea; she hasn’t eaten or drunk anything since before the plane. ‘Yes,’ she manages to say. ‘Yes, thank you.’

Alice boils the small kettle and makes tea for them both. Black, because they can’t have milk in the cabin, because they can’t have a fridge, because it would drive up the electricity bill. It strikes Sylvie that they’re all living like lodgers in a particularly strange boarding house. How has she, a woman of thirty-six—a mother!—allowed her life to turn out this way? 

Alice sets two mugs of tea down on the low table in front of the heater.

‘Thank you,’ Sylvie says again. And then: ‘Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t get to speak to you while I was in Auckland. I called from the hotel, but Michael said you weren’t here.’

Alice looks up in mild surprise. Without the softening of hair, even her expressions seem more refined. ‘That’s okay. I wasn’t expecting you to call.’

‘Well, I asked him to give you my love. Did he tell you?’

‘He didn’t mention it.’

Sylvie feels a cold fury overtake her. Had Michael even been listening, when she’d asked him to pass the message on to Alice? Does he ever listen when she speaks to him? No, of course not—he was thinking of his own life, the only life he can see. He was probably already planning his tryst with George. The mug of tea rocks and trembles in her hands.

In the other chair, Alice tucks her feet underneath her and reaches for her book. ‘We’re reading To Kill a Mockingbird in English this term.’

Sylvie struggles to slot the words into place. It strikes her that it’s unusual for Alice to volunteer a piece of information without being asked, but the day has been full of unusual occurrences. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Oh, yes—I used to have a copy of that. God knows where it went.’

‘I could read some to you, if you want? I’m only up to the fourth chapter.’

 ‘Darling . . .’

‘It’ll help. You always used to read to me when I was upset about something, don’t you remember? When I was little.’

Sylvie does remember this. She used to let Alice come into her bed and curl against her, the weight of her head on Sylvie’s chest, while Sylvie read out loud from The Railway Children or Anne of Green Gables. Books from her own old-fashioned childhood. Much of the time, especially when Alice was small, Sylvie harboured a vague anxiety about the validity of her own motherhood—although she had no doubts about the depth of her maternal feeling for Alice, she never knew whether she was performing it in the right way. What right did she have to claim the authority of a mother? She was hardly more than a child herself. But when she read out loud, the anxiety dissolved, as if the magic of Alice’s listening—her belief—enveloped them both. Sylvie often thought then of her own father, the weight of his voice booming out from the pulpit every Sunday.

Alice begins to read, and Sylvie leans her head back against the chair and half-listens to the flow of words. Alice has a good reading voice: she puts emphasis in the right places and never hesitates or stumbles, even on the long sentences. What a surprising young person she is turning out to be. Sitting there and listening to Alice’s clear voice, set against the sound of the wind ticking through the trees outside, Sylvie finds it difficult not to feel a little envious of her daughter. She is young, she is beautiful, and the future of the world—whatever it looks like—belongs to her. She comes forward now to claim it. She has never made any terrible mistakes, and she is in such full possession of her own life: clean and unmarked, like a fresh sheet of paper.




15

SITTING AT THE kitchen table with her laptop, Alice read about a new coalmine planned in Central Queensland. The mining and burning of coal from the project was likely to result in an estimated 4.7 billion tonnes of greenhouse gas emissions, the article said, and dredge over a million cubic metres of sea floor on the Great Barrier Reef. It was described as the ‘ice breaker’ for mining coal in the Galilee Basin, the burning of which would result in an addition 705 million tonnes of carbon dioxide being released into the atmosphere each year. The Queensland premier gave her full support to the project.

‘What’s the matter?’ Mona asked, coming into the kitchen. ‘Did something happen?’

‘No. Just reading about Adani.’

‘Jesus, I thought something really bad was going on. You looked like you were about to cry.’

Alice considered saying that 705 million tonnes of carbon dioxide would fall under most people’s definitions of ‘really bad’, but decided against it. She took another sip of coffee and closed the article.

 Mona was gathering her things, stuffing her feet into a pair of brown leather boots. She’d been out the previous night and she looked tired. Listlessly she said, ‘I hate my job.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Maybe I should quit, just do what you’re doing. At least I wouldn’t have to go into work every day. How much do you get paid?’

‘Well, I get a stipend—twenty-six grand a year.’

Mona stopped in the middle of buttoning her coat and stared at Alice. ‘Twenty-six grand,’ she said. ‘A year.’

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s insane. Why would anyone do that?’

‘Um . . .’ Alice tried to think of the answer. ‘Well, I guess if there’s something you’re really interested in, then the money isn’t—’

‘Is this what you’re interested in?’ Mona squinted at the book next to Alice’s laptop. ‘The Great Derangement?’

‘Well . . .’

‘Why do you torture yourself with this stuff, anyway? I mean, it’d be one thing if you were actually getting paid, but for twenty-six grand a year . . .’

Alice turned the book over and got up to wash the breakfast dishes. It was sometimes difficult not to let Mona get to her. Apart from anything else, Mona’s constant socialising and dating made Alice feel staid by comparison—but maybe that was just Mona’s way of masking loneliness, of trying to find a way around or underneath whatever she was feeling. Didn’t everybody do that? Remembering something good that had happened in the past. Looking forward to something in the future. Watching TV. Drinking. Instagram. And what did you do when none of it worked? All at once, Alice thought of Michael saying, Girls do better at that sort of thing.

What sort of thing? she’d said.

Living in the world. Living with other people.

She pressed her wet hands to her temples. It was happening more and more, little things coming back to her: the pattern of paint chips on the wall beside her bed in the cabin, or the itchy fuzz the pumpkin plants always left on her palms. She’d wake with a start from dreams she could not quite remember, the thread dissolving in her mind—never a clear scene but a feeling, a presence almost, not of Michael but of the place itself, the sea and hills and sky. She thought of Caroline saying, But you remember it. Don’t you?

She was rinsing a bowl when Sylvie came in, wearing an indigo shirtdress over cuffed jeans. ‘Hello,’ she said, kissing Alice’s cheek. ‘Are you ready to go?’

‘Nearly. Do you want a coffee or something?’

Sylvie held up a takeaway coffee cup, its lid stained with pink lipstick. ‘Got one on my way over.’

‘You should get a keep cup.’

‘Oh, I had one of those. Kept losing it.’

‘You know those takeaway ones aren’t recyclable.’

Sylvie glanced at her watch. ‘Darling, the world isn’t going to fall apart because I get my coffee in a takeaway cup.’

‘I didn’t say it was.’

‘Well, good. Come on, I need to get to the airport by ten.’

Alice took her time drying the bowl. She knew how she sounded, she knew what Sylvie—like Mona—thought of her environmental preoccupations, but she wasn’t sorry. It struck her as a terrible and tragic bit of irony that the people who were actively trying to avert the end of the world were the ones who got laughed at, the Cassandras whom nobody wanted to sit next to at dinner parties. Somebody had to care, that much was obvious. Where would they be if nobody cared? 

In the car Alice drove slowly and carefully, holding her breath as they went over the tram tracks. It was always nerve-wracking, driving in a city that wasn’t your own. Sylvie drummed her fingers on the passenger doorhandle. ‘I hate flying,’ she said.

‘You’ll be fine. What is it, a two-hour flight?’

‘Lots of things can go wrong in two hours.’ She started in her seat and turned to Alice. ‘Did I tell you about locking the back door? There’s a trick to it—you have to pull the handle while you’re turning the key. Otherwise—’

‘Yeah, you told me.’

‘I did. Sorry.’ She let out a breath. ‘It’s just travelling, being away from home . . . The whole thing puts me on edge. I haven’t been sleeping too well, either.’

They stopped at a red light, and Alice looked over at Sylvie. In the grey wash of daylight, fatigue showed on her face, fine lines spiderwebbing under her eyes. She was going to Brisbane, where a friend of hers had a show opening. Alice had agreed to house-sit, but now she was beginning to regret it—she didn’t want to be pulled into Sylvie’s undertow. The house in Preston always gave her a strange feeling. Part of it had to do with the quotidian debris of Sylvie’s existence—the dishcloths and clothes hangers and tubes of toothpaste, those oddly intimate mementoes of her life and the way it carried on when Alice wasn’t there—and part of it had to do with all the other things in her possession. The photographs of Alice as a child, and of Isaiah, framed and hanging on the living room wall. Alice with Buck on the steps of the farmhouse. Aroha and Sylvie laughing with their arms around one another. A cluster of shadowy figures on the beach. Hanging above the photographs was a painting from Sylvie’s first proper series—Child’s Eye—which she’d kept despite interest from several buyers. She’d even held on to the things they’d had back then: the green glass bowl, the tiny ivory elephant. It seemed to Alice like living in a museum. 

She reached across the gearbox to take Sylvie’s hand. Careful to keep the edge out of her voice, she said, ‘Caroline mentioned you rang her.’

A brief silence. Then Sylvie said, ‘Are you angry?’

‘I’m not angry. But don’t you think . . .’ Alice tried to choose her words cautiously. ‘You know Caroline’s not going to do a hatchet job on anyone.’

‘It’s not about that.’

‘What’s it about, then? I mean, it sounded as if you tried to tell her that I was the victim of some dastardly child pornography plot.’

Sylvie’s laugh was brittle. ‘Not quite. I just thought it was important that she understand—for the purposes of her essay, which will have my name in it, and yours, and which a lot of people will read—that you were young at the time. Very young. And that I wouldn’t have let you do it if I had known.’

Alice let go of Sylvie’s hand and pinched the spot between her eyes. She wanted to say, It’s not all about you. She wanted to say, I was there too. Don’t you think I have a right to my own memories? But there was no way to say any of this, and she was beginning to regret bringing it up in the car, where there was no easy method of escape. The light turned green, and she accelerated past a billboard on the side of the road: VALUE PROTECTION FOR THE THINGS THAT MATTER.

‘Alice?’

‘Yeah. You know, she’s actually going to put me in her essay.’

 ‘Put you in it?’

‘She wants to include me—like, interview me or something, about the painting. How I feel about it now. Apparently the gallery people are all really excited about it.’

Sylvie was quiet. Alice could picture her expression, full of stony calm. Finally she said, ‘Right.’

‘What do you think?’

‘I think . . .’ Sylvie’s mouth was a thin line. ‘Well, what do I think? I think it’s a very clever idea on Caroline’s part.’

Alice took a deep breath in for seven. Held for four. Before she could let it out for eight, Sylvie said sharply, ‘Stop it.’

‘What? Stop breathing?’

‘Stop doing those passive-aggressive breathing exercises at me.’ She reached for her coffee and then seemed to remember that it was finished. ‘Look, if that’s what you want to do, with Caroline and so on, then you’ve got every right to do it. But I’d advise you to be very careful.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means what it means, Alice. Be careful. You don’t know what her motives are, you don’t have any say over what she’s going to write. Just keep that in mind, all right?’

‘Well, I will, but you make it sound like I’m getting sucked into a pyramid scheme. I’m a grown-up, you know.’

Sylvie half-laughed, holding her hands up. ‘All right. You’re a grown-up, lest anybody forget. Let’s leave it, then, shall we?’

‘For God’s sake. Yes.’

They fell back into silence. From behind the wheel, Alice watched Melbourne skim past: mechanics, sex shops, car dealerships. Caroline was right, she thought—the essay was a good opportunity for Alice to tell her side of the story. No one had ever offered that chance before, and the various debates about the painting had always seemed very far away from Alice herself. It was still a hot topic, still cropped up semi-regularly in articles about consent, or about the representation of minors, or about moral panic, or, or, or . . . It was fodder for everyone’s agenda. She’d come across a long Twitter thread about it the previous year, started by a young art student and retweeted by a lot of people. Am I the only one who finds the dynamics of representation in this painting really fucking problematic? Sometimes she imagined trying to explain it to Michael: the internet. How would she even begin? 

She flicked the indicator on, looked over her shoulder to merge. Even knowing all the reasons why, it still seemed bizarre that her memories of Isaiah—of Michael—could be so coveted by other people, that memory itself could be a form of currency. Dusty relics with the shimmer of celebrity clinging to them. And they could be brought out again and polished up, even now; they could be given a meaning that would shock or satisfy. Caroline would appreciate that—she was an art historian, after all. And she also wanted some bit of Michael—she was a fan of his, Sylvie had been right about that. She’d studied his work for years, had written about it, had looked and looked but still it had brought her no closer to the man himself. He was a phantom, there but not there. Elusive. He’d always been good at that.
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IN THE MORNING, waking alone in her single bed, Sylvie feels a little better. She resolves to be patient. Michael’s is a temporary affliction—men get like this sometimes, driven mad by desire. But desire flares out and disappears, and afterwards they feel embarrassed and a little amazed at how they behaved. Young people come and go from Isaiah too, and George is only nineteen. Surely he’ll want a life of his own, maybe a place at university. Sylvie begins to repeat this incantation in her head—he’ll leave soon, he’ll leave soon—as she walks on the beach or goes about her chores on the farm. She casts it up to something larger than herself. At odd moments, she realises that she is praying.

A new issue of Artforum arrives—new by Isaiah’s standards, weeks old by the rest of the world’s—featuring a glowing review of a show by a woman who was at art school with Michael. She lives now in New York. The show features a row of sheep foetuses in jars of formaldehyde, accompanied by small watercolours of human babies painted in blood-red and icy blue. To Sylvie they are beautiful: she thinks they capture the quiet divinity of very new babies, those recent travellers from the other side.

 Michael, flipping through the magazine over breakfast, says the show is derivative. ‘She’s just ripping off Hirst. I can’t believe they let this go ahead. It’s so obvious.’

Sylvie bobs a teabag in her mug and decides not to point out that Michael hates Hirst, too. ‘Isn’t all art a conversation?’

‘Conversation, not plagiarism.’

‘Okay, but—’

‘It’s so predictable. Everyone has to have a gimmick these days, and if they can’t think of their own, they just steal someone else’s. But no one wants to say that, everyone wants to praise them for being so original. The cult of the new.’ He pushes his chair back roughly from the table. ‘Fuck that.’

The door bangs behind him on his way out. Around the breakfast table, the others exchange furtive glances. The feeling, Sylvie thinks, is of a classroom of children whose teacher has dramatically stormed out of the room. At least George isn’t there—he’s a late sleeper and never appears before nine. Sylvie thinks of this as a teenaged trait, undisciplined.

Gradually, the ritual of breakfast returns to itself. People pour coffee and talk about the weather, the work that needs to be done on the farm. Sylvie reaches for the copy of Artforum and looks again at the sheep foetuses, their outsize heads and thin legs folded up gracefully. They look gently asleep. In his own work, Sylvie has noticed, Michael never paints children or animals.

His mood comes in like the weather. After the Artforum piece he’s in a funk for days, moping around the house. He picks a fight with Jen for washing the whites and coloured laundry together, even though she did it in cold water and the colours didn’t run. He sighs heavily and mutters under his breath. His regular work hours slip; in bed, he sits propped up with a book and stares blankly into space. 

‘It’s just a review, you know, my love,’ Sylvie says. ‘It wasn’t even about you.’

‘Yes, I noticed that. Thank you.’

Sylvie slips into bed beside him and presses her cheek against his. She is still getting used to coming to his bedroom as a visitor rather than an inhabitant—over the last few weeks, the room seems to have shifted away from her. She studies it, the things she once considered hers: the midnight-blue sheets, rough linen worn soft, and the cloud of a green mohair blanket at the foot of the bed. Bare floorboards scarred by sand and salt air. For as long as she’s known this room, there’s been a bundle of dried lavender on top of the oak tallboy—stems stuffed into the neck of a cut-glass gin bottle, water long since dried up—but now it strikes her as a very un-Michael thing to display. Who put it there? Why did he keep it?

‘Sorry,’ she says now, lacking anything else to say.

‘No, sweetheart, don’t be.’ He tips his head back, stares at the ceiling. ‘It’s not your fault.’

‘You’re a very successful artist. Lots of people would give anything to have your career.’

‘Yeah, I know, I’m being unreasonable. Psychology of small differences.’ He thumbs absently through the book. ‘You know, when I had my first solo show in Melbourne, Artforum sent someone out to write a fucking feature about it. I was so young, I didn’t even know what that meant. Just took it all for granted.’

‘You’ll get good reviews for your next show, though. You always do.’

‘Ah, yes. My next show. When’s that going to be?’

 Sylvie says nothing. Since she overheard Michael’s conversation with David, she’s noticed that he comes in from his studio most days looking absent and tired. Sometimes he doesn’t go back after lunch, but instead goes for a walk or pours himself a drink in the library. She has the sense that progress is not being made.

‘Sometimes I think my best days are behind me,’ he says. ‘As clichéd as that sounds. Like what they wrote about what’s-her-name, in the review: Her work has a singular quality, at once fresh and timeless. Who’s ever going to say that about me?’

Sylvie takes his hand and slips it under her nightgown. ‘Let’s try to forget about it.’

‘Oh . . . I don’t know. I don’t think I can.’

‘What? Because of the review?’

‘No, it’s . . .’ His fingers lie limp against her breast. ‘Listen, I know this stuff with George has been hard on you.’

Sylvie stays quiet, not knowing whether to admit weakness or deny it, and Michael’s chest heaves in a sigh. ‘I hate the idea of what I’m doing to you.’

‘You hate the idea of it?’

‘I know I’ve hurt you. I didn’t mean to, but I have, and I feel awful about it. I’ve been having trouble sleeping again lately, you might have noticed.’

Sylvie tries to cast her mind back. She’s stayed in his room only a handful of times since she returned from Auckland, and she has usually fallen asleep straight away. Has she been aware of him beside her, tossing and turning? She can’t remember. She herself has never suffered from insomnia.

‘Anyway, I’ll deal with it,’ he says. ‘It’s not the first time, you know that . . . But I just don’t feel like it, Sylvie, I’m sorry. Maybe another time, but not tonight.’

 Sylvie lies on her back, the pain like something solid pressing down on her body. ‘Should I go? I mean, do you want me to go back to the cabin?’

‘No, of course not. Stay the night; I’m not going to kick you out.’

They lie chastely side by side, not even their feet touching. Sylvie listens to Michael’s breathing going in and out. So this is her fate: an unwanted woman, allowed to stay the night with him out of pity. Not the type she ever thought she’d be. Out of nowhere, she remembers what she’d said to Alice on the beach, the words ringing back coldly: Some things are very hard to undo once you’ve done them.

•

The following week, a letter arrives for Sylvie: the cheque from Rachel, with a note sending her love. Sylvie traces her finger over the amount: five thousand dollars, more money than she’s ever had at once. With five thousand dollars she could go anywhere, do anything. She and Alice could be in Paris by this time tomorrow. For a moment she allows herself to imagine it: knobbly cobblestone streets, a wide flat river, and the sky stretched cleanly over buildings of slate, eggshell, and cream.

She’s always told Michael about any money that came in. She’s never been like the others, grudgingly tithing their miserly little amounts every month for food and bills. (The tithing system at Isaiah is complicated and the source of many bitter internal grievances, but Sylvie has never taken part in the muttered complaints about it. Privately, she thinks that people who’ve chosen to live on a commune should at least pretend not to care so much about money.) She’ll tell him about the cheque, of course she will. She’ll find the right time.

 But when she drives into town later that week to do the shopping, she still hasn’t found the right time. She has almost got into the habit of pretending the cheque doesn’t exist—maybe she made it up, or dreamed its arrival. At the bank she deposits it without thinking directly about what she is doing. ‘How long will it take to clear?’ she asks the teller.

He shrugs, uninterested. ‘Two days? Three?’

Three days later she tells Michael that she’s driving back to town; a library book she’s had on hold has finally come in. He nods without looking at her. She’d searched all over the house before finding him in his studio, hunched in an old cane chair and drinking whisky. It is just past two o’clock in the afternoon.

‘Do you want anything while I’m there?’ she asks.

‘No.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes.’

Sylvie looks around the studio. On the easel she can see the painting Michael was showing to George, the abstract stripes of colour; the top portion of the canvas has been filled in with grey paint. He has not added the overpainting of blue.

She goes to him and puts her arms around his neck, rests her cheek against his rough one. ‘Darling, what’s wrong?’

‘What?’

‘Are you still upset about the review? Or—’

He exhales sharply. ‘Jesus, you make it sound like I’m a child. I’m just tired. I told you I wasn’t sleeping.’

Against the staleness of his hair and skin, the medicinal sting of whisky catches in Sylvie’s nose. ‘I want to help,’ she says. ‘Will you let me help?’

‘Help how?’

 ‘Well, maybe we could go and see the doctor. Some sleeping pills . . .’

‘Those don’t work for me.’

Sylvie has never heard of sleeping pills not working. Still—the thought comes before she can push it down—maybe it’s better for Michael not to have large quantities of sedatives around the house. In the next moment this notion reveals itself as cartoonish, ridiculous. She sees herself as if in a movie: the dramatic swelling of a situation which, in the real world, is sure to come to nothing.

‘Okay,’ she says. ‘Well, we could go for a walk, then. Or spend the night in town, book a hotel somewhere. A change of scene. What do you think?’

The hope in her voice is bright and sharp like glass. But Michael doesn’t reply; she has the sense, waiting for him to speak, that he thinks of her as too stupid to waste time talking to. Eventually he says, ‘Sorry. I’m just so fucking tired, I can’t think straight. You should go and get your book.’

Sylvie drives into town and parks at the library. She walks all the way to the entrance before she turns sharply, as though she’d forgotten something, and goes back the other way. She queues in the bank as if trying on another woman’s face. At the counter, the teller confirms that yes, the cheque has cleared. Sylvie asks to make a withdrawal.

She doesn’t know, exactly, why she wants cash. She doesn’t know what she’s planning to do with it. There’s only the vague desire for a thick envelope to tuck under her coat or into her bag, something that can get her out of a tricky situation. (She flashes back to herself at eighteen, frantically stuffing the contents of the collection plate into her wallet.) Five hundred dollars—the teller counts it out in hundred-dollar notes, pink and green like Easter eggs. 

Sylvie signs the withdrawal receipt, stuffs the envelope into her bag and forces herself to walk slowly back to her car. She sits in the driver’s seat and gulps in air, unsteady at first, then slowing to normal. She puts her hands on the wheel. At the last minute, she remembers to go back into the library and find a book.
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ON HER THIRD morning in Preston, Alice woke from a dream of faces in the water: half-formed embryonic things, flat like dinner plates, swimming up towards her from the bottom of a river. The act of watching them emerge felt dutiful, as if it were an obligation or a ceremony that she had to observe. Perhaps there was even a sense of relief about it. And then her alarm began to tinkle through the dream, pulling her second by second into Sylvie’s spare room, putting itself together now with its furniture in unfamiliar configurations, and its flannel sheets smelling of too-sweet detergent, and the autumn sunlight slicing through the crack under the blinds. Alice sat up and pulled her T-shirt away from her body. Between her breasts, her chest was slick with sweat.

Later that morning, she texted Caroline and asked if she wanted to come over. It was ten o’clock on a Tuesday and she’d half-hoped that Caroline might be busy, but an hour later she was there on the doorstep, her face a wavering shape behind the glass panels of the front door. Her skin and hair and red sweater were abstract blurs of colour. It reminded Alice briefly of a painting, or the idea for one: Girl with Blurred Face.

 She opened the door and Caroline snapped into firm lines. She was holding a brown paper bakery bag spotted with grease, and her face looked eager and pink-cheeked. ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Wow, it’s warm for April, isn’t it? I walked here from the train and I’m sweating.’

‘Yeah. I have to say, I’m not seeing many signs of the famously European Melbourne winter on its way.’

‘Climate change, hey?’

They went into the kitchen and Alice cleared her computer and books off the table. Caroline sat in Sylvie’s usual chair, crossing her legs in their black tights and boots. ‘This is a nice place,’ she said. ‘How long are you here for?’

‘Just until the end of the week. Then it’s back to North Melbourne and the joys of share-housing.’

‘Oh, yeah. Is your housemate still being a fuckwit?’

Alice laughed. Caroline didn’t swear very often, and when she did there was a charming element of performativity to it, although Alice would not have told her that. She brewed coffee in Sylvie’s plunger, listening to Caroline chatter about her various difficulties with Jamil, and sliced the pastries into bite-sized pieces. The tightness in her stomach that had been there all morning—a hangover from her dream, from being in the house alone—was unwinding. She brought the coffee and pastries to the table and sat opposite Caroline, the sun coming through the window and warming the back of her neck.

Caroline poured coffee into one mug and then the other. ‘So,’ she said. ‘You’ve been thinking about the essay?’

‘Yeah, I have . . . Well, I talked to Sylvie about it.’ Alice traced one finger around the rim of her mug. ‘She seems to think it’ll bring up some kind of repressed trauma.’

 ‘She said that?’

‘Not in so many words, but . . . Look, a lot of people would probably agree with her. Everyone loves to get their knickers in a knot about that painting, don’t they?’

Caroline said that was certainly true. Alice tried to read her tone, but it was entirely neutral, and she understood then that Caroline was not going to make it easy for her by articulating a strong opinion that Alice could attach herself to. She wanted more from Alice than that.

Alice shifted in her chair, crossed her legs in the same pose as Caroline. ‘I mean, it’s hardly child porn, is it?’ she said. ‘Like, I’m nude, but I’m not . . . It’s artistic, not erotic. And I was nearly sixteen.’

‘Yeah.’

‘And I did get paid for it.’

‘Well, a lot of people get paid for a lot of things.’ Caroline paused, looking at Alice over her coffee mug. ‘Not to be antagonistic, but those are the kinds of arguments people make. You should be prepared for that. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s some broader interest after this essay comes out.’

‘What do you mean, broader interest?’

‘Well, probably just arts media at first. But one of the broadsheets might pick it up later, or The Saturday Paper or something like that. It’s a pretty relevant debate. There was an interview in The Age last year with one of Bill Henson’s models, I don’t know if you read it.’

Alice shook her head. In truth, she hadn’t realised that the essay would attract any kind of media attention at all, and the prospect struck her as mildly terrifying. But maybe it was a good thing: a right of reply to the sanctimonious people on the internet who’d already decided what the painting meant. Maybe she was, or could be, the kind of person who had strong opinions and voiced them, who might be pictured in the paper with an unsmiling photograph and some headline implying that she was at the vanguard of twenty-first century feminism. At the very least, she wouldn’t be sitting back and letting people think she was a victim. Caroline was right: that was an easy story, fashionable. Michael always hated fashionable things. 

‘I know this probably seems like a lot,’ Caroline said. ‘But I don’t want the exhibition to just ignore you, or objectify you. Like, sure, it would be interesting from an art historian’s point of view to know why Michael chose to paint you nude—especially at that stage in his career—but it’s pretty hypocritical to go on and on about representation and the male gaze without even bothering to ask you how you feel about it.’

‘It’s not really about me, though, is it? The whole controversy. I’m just a symbol.’

‘You can be a symbol and a person too. I mean, the painting’s named after you. You’re the one in it.’

‘I guess so.’

‘And you don’t have to be good all the time, you know. You don’t have to sit back and let people say whatever they want about you.’

Alice began to gather their plates and cups from the table. Caroline stood, offering to help, but Alice said it was fine, and Caroline wandered off into the living room. Standing at the kitchen sink, Alice ran warm water and scrubbed the dishes. Good all the time. Was that her? She could never remember making a conscious effort, as a child, to be good—she only knew that it seemed to make Sylvie happy, or at least less burdened, when Alice went to bed on time or tidied the house without being asked. She knew too that their life wasn’t the life Sylvie had wanted, and it was difficult not to feel guilty about that, as well as a little scared of what might happen as a result. Sylvie was so beautiful, so obviously made for better things. She’d already run away from home once. What if she did it again? 

She drained the sink and went into the living room. Caroline was looking at the photographs on the wall—Alice expected her to be studying the ones from Isaiah, but as she came closer, she saw that Caroline’s gaze was fixed on a photograph of two-year-old Alice in Sylvie’s lap. Sylvie was wearing a long black dress and a small pair of 1990s sunglasses. She looked happy, her arms looped casually around Alice’s shoulders. They were on a picnic rug in a park somewhere. Don must have taken the picture, although Alice had no memory of it—no memory, either, of what it felt like to loll on Sylvie’s lap that way, to make such a casual claim of possession over her mother’s body. At bottom, she found it a little difficult to believe that it had ever happened.

She went to stand beside Caroline. ‘Sylvie loves all this stuff.’

‘Yeah, I can tell.’

‘She was always taking photos when I was little. Kind of embarrassing.’

‘I think it’s nice,’ Caroline said. She was still looking at the photograph. ‘She didn’t have much money when you were a kid, did she? And film wasn’t free.’

This had never occurred to Alice, but she nodded as though it had, and for a minute they stood looking at the pictures together. Alice as a baby, Alice at the beach. Alice with a book in one hand and a half-bitten strawberry—lusciously red, pinkening at its heart—in the other. She glanced at Caroline, beginning to say something about how much time she’d spent reading as a kid, but Caroline was still staring at the picnic rug photograph, her face hard and bright, and it took Alice a moment to realise—the realisation coming like a jolt, the unhinging of the normal world—that she had tears in her eyes. 

Alice looked quickly back at the wall. Should she say something? Caroline didn’t seem like the sort of person who would want to be asked about an unexplained outburst of emotion, but failing to acknowledge it at all seemed like an irreparably awkward move on Alice’s part: something that would identify her, once and for all, as weird and repressed. She tried to think of what Caroline herself would do if the situation were reversed. The right thing, obviously, but what was that?

In the end, Caroline spoke first. Pointing to Sylvie’s canvas, she said, ‘That’s a great painting.’

Alice considered it. A strange kitchen, an ant with the face of a woman—no one she knew—crawling between the cracks of a tiled floor. Child’s Eye I. She herself had always felt a little uneasy about that painting, the tantalising glimpse it offered into Sylvie’s private world. To Caroline she just said, ‘Yeah.’

‘It’d be worth a fair bit now. Pretty cool that she still has it.’

Her voice sounded normal, and the tears were gone. Possibly they’d never been there at all, and it had just been a strange expression, something caught in the shifting tides of the face. Alice’s skills at reading people had never been altogether reliable.

She glanced again at Caroline, who caught her looking and laughed. ‘What?’

‘Nothing. Sorry. Hey, do you want to see something?’

‘Sure.’

Alice led her down the hallway towards Sylvie’s bedroom. That part of the house was still and hushed, smelling faintly of Sylvie’s floral-and-turpentine scent, and for a brief moment, opening the door, Alice expected Sylvie herself to look up and ask what they were doing. Silently she pointed to the wall above the bed. 

Caroline followed her gaze, and Alice sensed the moment when it clicked, the change in her breath. ‘Oh my God,’ she said softly.

‘Yeah.’

‘How did Sylvie end up with that?’

‘He gave it to her. She ended up with three, actually, after we left and . . . But she sold the other two. That was the only reason she could afford to move here and buy this place.’

Caroline approached the painting, and Alice followed. It was a familiar image: the marae in the foreground, thick red diagonal strokes converging at a point, and beside it a group of three men, two Māori and one Pakeha. Their faces were blank like masks. They were all shirtless, and draped around the Pakeha’s neck was a large white bird, dead, its eyes open.

‘Instead of the cross,’ Caroline said quietly.

‘What?’

‘Instead of the Cross—it’s the title of the painting, like the poem. Instead of the cross, the albatross. It’s part of a series he did on a marae in Northland in 2001, from memory. Maybe 2002.’

‘Oh.’

‘I’d heard it was privately owned, but I never thought . . .’ She shook her head. ‘It’s such a fantastic piece. You see how the perspective is all flattened, so your eye doesn’t know where to land? And those hills behind the marae seem to be almost on top of it? All that was done on purpose to unsettle the viewer, to make it hard to look at. He did a lot of landscapes like that. Anti-pastoral scenes, he called them.’

 Alice wandered over to Sylvie’s vanity and brushed her fingers across its glossy surface, leaving streaks on the polish. ‘Art’s funny, isn’t it.’

‘In what sense?’

‘Well, how much would that painting bring, if Sylvie sold it? Or if the house burned down and she got the insurance payout?’

Caroline laughed. ‘I don’t know. A lot.’

‘Yeah. So a tiny handful of people pay a fortune for canvases with paint on them, and meanwhile there are millions of people going hungry or living in slums. Like, there’s no real moral defence for people buying expensive art, not when they could do something useful with the money.’

‘You don’t think there’s any use to art?’

‘I think it’s more useful to feed and house people, put it that way. If that were the trade-off, I’d happily live in a world without art.’

Alice expected Caroline to point out that if she cared so much about feeding and housing people, she might consider dedicating her life to something other than an academic career in English, but she just smiled and said nothing. All at once Alice felt irritated by that smile—by Caroline’s mildness, by her expertise in the composition of paintings. Caroline, who poured the coffee as though she were the host. Caroline, with her plans for broader interest and her knowledge of relevant debates. She thought she knew everything.

‘You know what you said before?’ Alice said, trailing her fingers again over the surface of the vanity. ‘About wanting to know why Michael chose to paint me nude?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Well, the thing is, he didn’t choose to. I mean, it was my idea. I suggested it.’

 A silence fell. Alice could feel Caroline looking at her, but she kept her eyes on her own reflection in Sylvie’s mirror. Her face was an abstract arrangement of shapes. She thought back to the studio: the tips of her ears stinging with cold, and Michael frowning in the pale light. He’d been saying something about her collarbone—the shape of it, or the shadow. She had the sense that it wasn’t going the way he wanted. And she had always been so anxious to have things go the way people wanted, not to be the source of disappointment. She didn’t quite know where the idea had come from—maybe some distant impression that serious art involved nudes—but in any case, she’d heard herself say, I can take my clothes off if you like. And he’d been quiet for a moment and then said, All right.

•

She lifted layers over her head: jumper, long-sleeved top, thermal undershirt. Her bra had once been white, but now it was a grubby sort of grey around the seams; she unclasped it hastily and tossed it onto the pile of clothes. She couldn’t look at Michael. It was cold in the studio, it was always so cold, and she could feel her flesh rising in goosepimples. For the first time it seemed real, what she was doing: real in the way of the world outside her head. She shivered.

For a moment they were both quiet. Alice clasped her arms in front of her, holding on to her elbows. She had never been more aware of her breasts: they seemed like the centre of her whole presence, announcing themselves in the silent room.

Gently Michael said, ‘Are you sure about this?’

‘Yeah. Sorry, I just—’

 ‘Don’t be sorry. Because if you’d rather not, I—’

She shook her head, and he stopped speaking. She undid her jeans and slid them off her hips. Small black underwear. Briefly she wondered whether she should have done something to her pubic hair. What, she wasn’t exactly sure—Sylvie had certainly never made any moderations in that department—but she’d heard girls at school talking about it. It was better to be bare, apparently. The reasons behind this were never explained.

In any case, Michael didn’t seem fazed—his gaze flickered impersonally over the length of her, as if he were drawing her in his mind. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Could you lie on your side there?’

She did.

‘Okay,’ he said again. ‘Could you move your left hip sort of back, and up—sorry, I’m not sure how to put this. You need to be facing me more.’

She tried to follow his instructions. She could tell from his face that she wasn’t getting it right; he was biting his lip and frowning. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s my fault, I’m not used to working with models. I just need your hips sort of—’

He came over and put one hand on the small of her back and the other on her hip, and pushed gently. Alice was too surprised to register a reaction, although afterwards it occurred to her that maybe she should have been righteously indignant: at school, they were always being told that nobody was allowed to touch them. But even then she realised how impersonal Michael’s touch was, how devoid of sensuality: to him, she was a collection of curves and angles. She unfurled the thought in her mind, going over it several times to appreciate it fully. It struck her as pleasingly perceptive.

 He stepped back, and she saw his face clear. ‘That’s better. Now, is it comfortable for you to sort of prop your head on your hand? Like that, yeah. Is that okay?’

‘That’s okay.’

‘All right. You won’t have to sit for long today, I’ll just do a quick underdrawing. Get the shape of it down.’

He dragged the three-legged stool behind his easel and began to sketch with a charcoal pencil, his eyes flicking between Alice and the canvas. She felt his attention leave her. It was not how she’d thought it would be, being drawn; as the minutes stretched on, she felt herself sink further and further into boredom. There was an itch on her ankle, but she couldn’t scratch it. Her arm was beginning to turn numb where it supported the weight of her head. Even being naked no longer felt like anything particularly special, and she wondered whether her boredom showed on her face. What kind of expression was an artist’s model supposed to have, anyway? Subtly she tried to experiment with different ones: innocence, thoughtfulness, challenge. She wished she’d had the chance to practise in the mirror beforehand.

Eventually Michael stopped, put the pencil down. ‘That’s enough for today. You were very patient, thank you.’

Alice sat up and shook her arm out. Her blood felt as though it had turned to concrete. When she looked at the clock behind her, she was shocked to see that only fifteen minutes had passed; it had seemed to her like forty. She massaged the side of her neck.

‘I know it must be quite boring for you,’ Michael said. He was still looking at the canvas, pencil stuck behind his ear. ‘For the longer sittings, we’ll schedule in some breaks.’

‘Okay. Thanks.’

 He glanced up from the easel then, and she felt the flicker and tingle of something: him seeing her again, the way she was. She turned her back and reached for her bra. Behind her, she heard him clear his throat.

‘Listen,’ he said. ‘Sylvie’s coming back today, as I’m sure you know.’

‘Yeah.’

‘I really should have asked her beforehand. My mistake, I wasn’t thinking. But as soon as she gets back, I’ll—’

‘No, don’t. I don’t want you to tell her.’

The words were out of her mouth before she’d had the chance to think about them. She turned to see him raising his eyebrows. ‘Why not?’

Alice shrugged. Of course, she knew he was right: he should have sought Sylvie’s permission before he’d even suggested Alice sit for him, let alone sit for him nude. It was the only reasonable thing to do. But Alice also knew that there was no chance of Sylvie saying yes. It wasn’t that she was opposed to nudity in general, or even that she would think there was something wrong with Michael painting Alice like that; if anything, it was the type of convention she might ordinarily enjoy flouting. But she would not want to grant the favour to Michael. Her envy of his success had always been obvious. And with whatever was going on between them now—the unspoken drama with George, the tension that thickened the air whenever the three of them were in the same room—Sylvie would be even less likely to agree. If anything, she’d take pleasure in refusing him.

To Michael she said, ‘You know she’ll just say no.’

‘We don’t know that, and I still think—’

 ‘Michael, come on. Don’t throw it away.’

It was the first time she’d used his name. He registered it, she could tell from the slight stiffening of his spine, and for a moment their eyes met. Then he shrugged and said, ‘Up to you.’

Later, Alice would wonder whether his easy agreement signified that he’d already let go of Sylvie in his mind; that he knew she’d find out eventually but didn’t really care, and if anything it provided the possibility of a decisive escape from what was turning out to be a rather complicated relationship. At the time she was only relieved to be met with so little resistance. Putting her shoes on, she said, ‘It’s not the kind of thing she thinks I’d do, anyway.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Well, she thinks I’m . . .’ Alice shrugged. ‘You know. Shy.’

It was a word that was always being used to describe her. Ever since she’d started school, her introversion had been treated by her teachers as tantamount to a disability, even though Alice herself had never felt particularly like a shy person. She enjoyed being alone, she preferred books to people, and she didn’t feel the need to talk mindlessly just to fill silence, but to her these seemed like objectively reasonable traits. Yet being labelled as shy seemed to reduce her to a problem; it gave adults licence to describe her to one another, in mouthed adjectives, above her head.

‘Well, I’m not sure I’d agree with that,’ Michael said absently. He was looking at the canvas now, his head tilted to one side. ‘You’re not the most outgoing person, but there’s something sort of bold about you. In a quiet way.’

Alice was so pleased that she could only look at the floor. She heard the scratch of his pencil, and then a long pause, but when she glanced up, he was staring at the canvas. She put her jacket on and went out the door, glancing through the window on her way past. Michael’s back was blocking most of the picture, and she could only see a few charcoal marks, the muted curve of what might have been a shoulder or a knee. But when her eyes shifted focus she saw her own reflection in the glass, and briefly she tilted her head back and smiled. 
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ANOTHER WOMAN MIGHT have taken it all—Michael’s withdrawal, George’s incursion—as her cue to leave. But there is just enough, over the coming weeks, to keep Sylvie’s hope alive. In the middle of June, Ian finally leaves Isaiah, without saying goodbye to anyone or tithing for his final week, and George moves into his empty cabin. Within the week, his old room in the farmhouse is taken by three Swedish backpackers. Annika and her boyfriend, Josef, are so tall and blond as to be verging on Scandinavian caricatures. Ingrid is the opposite: small and dark, with bow-like lips that blister in the cold. She was travelling alone, she explains, when she met the others in Wellington and decided to come to the South Island with them. She seems homesick, speaks often of Sweden. She wants to see penguins and is disappointed that the beach near Isaiah has none.

Michael doesn’t seem particularly interested in the new arrivals, although George takes it upon himself to show them around. A few times Sylvie comes across all of them laughing together: four young people. She feels a little sorry for Michael, who seems to have been left out of this quartet. She still occasionally spends the night in his bedroom, and although he always seems preoccupied, sometimes they do sleep together. At odd moments, half asleep or when her higher mind takes over, the solution seems obvious: just stop taking the pill. Let the buried cells knit and blossom in the dark. She could anchor herself to Michael that way, and it’s not as though the baby would be unwanted—he would be very much wanted, even if only by her. In the small hours, loneliness sometimes wells up and cuts her: the loneliness of longing for a child, of knowing her time is running out. And not being able to talk to Michael about it. Not being able to talk to anyone about it. Hers is a quiet hunger, kept on the inside. 

In the cold light of day, this plan reveals itself as dangerously stupid. Anyway, most of the time Michael still says he can’t; he feels too bad about ‘the situation’, how he’s hurt her. But you can make it better, Sylvie doesn’t say. If you hurt me, you can heal me. Happiness was something you once gave to me like a gift, and then you took it away and gave it to someone else.

Living with Alice again presents its own challenges. Even with her at school for most of the day, the small cabin feels cramped, overflowing with their clothes and books and dirty dishes. Coming into the kitchen one afternoon to wash the accumulated mugs and plates, Sylvie sees the back door ajar. As she goes to close it, she hears Michael’s voice coming from just outside on the step, then George’s. The stinging drift of cigarette smoke.

Sylvie pauses. She is the only one in the house—Alice is at school, Aroha and Reuben have gone to the beach with the three Swedes. Wolfgang and Jen are getting supplies in town. She shifts her weight minutely from one foot to the other.

‘I felt the same way as you,’ Michael is saying. The sound of his voice—the tenderness in it—makes Sylvie ache deep down in her chest. ‘My parents weren’t—you know, I didn’t mention it to them. It’s not an easy conversation, is it?’ 

A long silence. Finally George says, ‘You don’t get it. My dad . . .’

‘I do get it.’

‘No, you don’t.’ George’s voice quickens and firms up. ‘Anyway, I don’t know why we’re having this conversation again. I’ve told you heaps of times, I’m tired of telling you. Can we drop it?’

Michael says nothing. Sylvie stands frozen, breathing in the smell of their cigarette smoke. Before George came, Michael smoked only occasionally, but now it seems to be a habit.

‘Listen,’ Michael says. ‘It’s up to you, of course, and I don’t want to sound like a self-help book. But if you can’t be honest with yourself . . .’

‘You’re the one who needs to be honest with yourself.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Because you’re—you’re not well, are you? You said it yourself, you’re sick. You went to that place—’

‘That was different.’

George is silent. Something threatens to burst inside Sylvie then, and she clears her throat and steps out the back door. ‘Hello,’ she says. ‘I thought I heard you out here.’

They both look up. Michael’s face is shadowed with weariness; George’s is compact and smooth, giving nothing away. ‘Hello,’ George says.

‘What are you up to?’

He gestures at the garden, the hills dotted with sheep. His hand, as it moves, leaves a faint trail of cigarette smoke. ‘Taking in the sights.’

Sylvie smiles thinly. Michael draws on his cigarette, not looking at her, and then he stubs it out on the cracked paving stone and drops the butt into the mug they use as an ashtray. ‘I’ve got to get back to work.’ 

‘Of course,’ Sylvie says.

He looks at her. She expects to find hostility in his gaze, but instead she is struck by how expressionless it is, how little there is of anything to meet her. Then he gives a quick smile and kisses her cheek. ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘No rest for the wicked. I’ll see you later, all right?’

‘Tonight?’

‘Yes, okay. Tonight.’

She watches him go around the side of the house to his studio. A part of her feels a little smug at having successfully won this small display of affection in front of George, but when she glances down at him, she has the sense that he doesn’t particularly care. Maybe he has not even noticed. He is holding the smouldering end of his cigarette, watching its small column of ash build and drop. Sylvie is filled with the urge to say something cruel to him.

She swallows it back. It’s not George’s responsibility, not his fault. (This is becoming a catechism of sorts.) But as she washes her dishes at the sink, she is thinking again of the tenderness in Michael’s voice—how well she recognised it, and how wrenchingly difficult it is to see him like that with someone else. Maybe she’d been naive in thinking she’d be a different person at Isaiah, that it could all be so easy. She scrubs the plate with much more care than necessary. By the time she’s stacked it neatly in the drying rack, George has gone from the back step. Sylvie looks at her hands and sees they are a raw shade of pink, blood feathering from a tiny cut near her thumb.
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 After that day, she begins to sense a change in George. He spends more time in his cabin, hardly ever joining the others in the main house to drink and play cards or listen to music. And he walks more quickly now, with his head tucked down; the bloom of love seems to have left his face. He does all his chores without complaining, as always, but his expression is distantly benign: a Madonna behind glass, gazing out over centuries.

After she’s finished splitting the kindling one morning, Sylvie finds herself wandering over to Michael’s studio. She tells herself that she wants to see if he’ll come on a walk with her, but in a quiet corner of her mind, she knows she’s looking for George. Does he still visit Michael’s studio? She suspects not. If he does spend time with anyone at Isaiah these days, it’s the three Swedes, and Sylvie is secretly hoping he’ll go with them when they leave.

In any case, the studio is empty when she pushes open the door. It has the stale smell of a room that no one has been in all day. Sylvie perches on the edge of the desk and scuffs her feet against the floor. From the bulletin board a younger Michael watches her, posed with his hands in his pockets, squinting a little in the sun. He looks more like a farmer than an artist. Sylvie can’t imagine him really inhabiting the art world, dressed up and drinking champagne at an opening—but of course, that’s part of his appeal. He can play at being an outsider, whereas she has never had that choice.

Still—she remembers his harried tone on the phone with David, and the drained way he looks when he comes in for meals. As if a robot were moving underneath his clothes. Has he really lost his touch? Sylvie can see only three paintings in the studio: the unfinished abstract that Michael was painting with George, the woman in the vegetable garden—the painting Sylvie still thinks of as hers—and another, presumably in progress or abandoned, facing the wall. Idly she gets up and turns the canvas around. 

It’s incomplete, just the underdrawing in charcoal: a girl’s figure lying nude across a couch. No face. But Sylvie can tell that she is young, just coming into her own complicated power; and Michael has captured that power beautifully, in his lines that seem to stride and breathe. Who could it be? Sylvie flashes briefly back to Lillian, the young art student from the winter solstice party—but that was months ago, and she was only here for the night. Maybe Michael has another model she doesn’t know about. Or maybe it’s an old piece, someone from his past. He has never told her much. It’s she who has been expected to give of herself, give and give, as if it were a privilege to do so. Meanwhile he keeps everything locked away. It’s a stage set, his public self—Isaiah, the articles and newspaper profiles, the persona he adopts at parties. His real self, she knows, is elsewhere.

She reaches out and touches the canvas. Even as a half-finished underdrawing, the painting has life, a presence that fills the room. All Sylvie’s own drawings seem dead lately, stuck hopelessly on the page. Looking at the canvas, all she feels is jealousy—not of the model, but of Michael, of his enormous talent. She often suspects that things would be easier between them if she felt, deep down, that he did not deserve his success—but she does not feel that way. And then it comes to her—as it’s never really come to her before—that she is standing surrounded by probably millions of dollars’ worth of art. The paintings, plus the drawings in his sketchpads, the charcoal studies pinned up on the wall—how much could it all add up to? She feels dizzy, thinking about it.

Another thought comes, quick on the heels of the last one, and she feels it as a sudden crush in her chest. Almost like the urge to laugh. She stands silently before the canvas and considers it all very carefully: the half-full bottle of turpentine on Michael’s desk, the rags stiff with paint and chemicals. There would be a lighter somewhere in his drawers. She could wait until he goes to bed and sneak back in, and it would be so easy; it would happen almost by itself, almost by accident. Maybe she’d even be doing him a favour, setting his old life on fire. She can see that he’s stuck there, pinned like the photographs of himself on the bulletin board—he needs something, some decisive action, to set him free. 
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At dinner, Sylvie eats her food without tasting it. Michael is late, the first time he’s ever been late for a meal, and wildly she thinks that he must have seen her prying in his studio, must have somehow sensed her fantasy of setting the place ablaze. She’s always felt that a part of him could read her thoughts. But when he finally comes to the table, he has an unfocused, glassy look in his eyes, and as he fumbles into his chair she realises he’s already drunk. Dread fills the pit of her stomach.

Nobody says anything directly, but the fact of his drunkenness hovers in the air like a bad smell. Jen tells a story about getting her car serviced, a story that would usually be funny, but she lands too heavily on the punchline and the laughter around the table is forced. Sylvie plunges her fork into the soft centre of her kumara and spreads the starchy orange flesh across her plate. A large shard of glass seems to be wedged in her throat.

After dinner, once the others have drifted out to their cabins or to the living room—where a Monopoly tournament has been underway for weeks—Sylvie goes down the hall to the library. The light is on and she isn’t surprised to find Michael there, standing at the liquor cabinet and twisting the cap off a bottle of whisky. 

‘What are you doing?’ she asks.

He turns, glass in one hand and bottle in the other. ‘What am I doing? I thought I might just have a drink, if it’s all right with you.’

‘You haven’t had enough?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Don’t play dumb, Michael. You know what I’m talking about.’

He shakes his head exaggeratedly slowly, his eyes heavy and slack.

In a stranger’s cold voice, Sylvie says, ‘You’re drunk.’

Moving carefully, Michael puts the bottle and glass down and holds up his hands in a mime of innocence. ‘I’m not drunk,’ he says. ‘But if my drinking is becoming a problem, if it’s causing tension in my personal relationships, then I’ll stop. By all means.’

‘Is this a joke to you?’

‘No, this isn’t anything to me. I just came in here to pour myself a drink; you’re the one who followed me in and started making a scene.’

Sylvie steps closer to him, close enough to smell the sourness of alcohol on his breath. ‘You’re pathetic,’ she says softly. It feels absurdly good to say it, like a physical release. She would like to say it again.

‘I’m pathetic,’ he says. ‘All right.’

‘You know, just being able to put paint on a canvas doesn’t make you the second coming of Christ. Give me a break, Michael, really. I know you’ve got that ridiculous bulletin board hung up in your studio, but you don’t actually believe your own hype, do you?’

Something moves across his face, but doesn’t take hold. ‘I’m not talking about my work,’ he says evenly. ‘How do you think you ended up here, Sylvie, just out of curiosity? Who do you think owns this place?’ 

She crosses her arms. The adrenaline of a good fight—a fight she’s been wanting to have for weeks—is coursing through her. ‘Of course,’ she says. ‘No, I’ve been wondering when this would come up. Do you remember when you were first trying to get me to move out here, and you said you had no interest in being my landlord? Why do I feel like that’s suddenly changed?’

His glass had been halfway to his lips, but now he puts it down again, its base landing heavily on the wood. ‘Do you think my life is easy?’

‘Well, in the grand scheme of things—’

‘Really, Sylvie? Do you want to have a go at it? You know my career’s going downhill, don’t you? The show’s been postponed again till September, but there’s no way I’ll be able to get enough done for it now; they may as well just cancel it altogether. David’s trying to manage me like a fucking child, I can hear it in his voice every time we talk on the phone. And meanwhile, every Tom, Dick, and Harry—or Harriet—is getting written up in Artforum as the next big thing. And I’m stuck out here going nowhere. I’ll be forgotten in five years, maybe less. And now I can’t even have a drink at the end of the day? For God’s sake!’

Sylvie knows she should offer sympathy, but sympathy seems very far away and hardly even worth reaching for. She thinks of the drawing of the girl in his studio: his latest bit of treachery, another secret hidden away. She dislikes him greatly in this moment—hates him, even. It’s a new feeling, hating Michael, but there’s a richness and a pleasure to it that reminds her of loving him.

‘You chose to live like this,’ she says. ‘Don’t complain about it now.’

 ‘Oh, leave it. Can’t you just leave me alone?’

‘Leave you alone, that’s a good one. If I left you alone, who do you think would be there for you? Who do you think would care? George? Be serious, Michael.’

He says nothing.

Sylvie keeps going, her voice ripping through the air between them: ‘I’d love to talk to him, by the way. I wouldn’t be surprised if it turns out you’re not fucking him either. You can’t anymore, can you?’

‘That’s certainly a convenient theory.’

Sylvie’s arm moves before her mind catches up with it. Then her knuckles are connecting with his cheekbone, the crunch of impact is surprisingly painful, and she drops her hand with a little cry. A spot on his cheek blazes red.

He touches it and looks at his fingers, then at her. Different expressions—shock, hurt, awe, tenderness—flicker across his face like a strobe light. ‘Jesus,’ he says.

The urge to apologise surges through Sylvie’s body, but the words stutter and die on her tongue. For a moment they are both quiet.

‘Are you all right?’ she asks stiffly.

‘I’ll be fine.’

‘I—that was wrong of me. I lost my temper, I’m sorry.’

‘It’s just a scratch. I’ll say I walked into a door.’

His voice is neutral, without any hint of irony or even anger. He doesn’t sound drunk at all anymore. Studying him in the soft yellow lamplight, Sylvie remembers seeing him in the crowd at the protest march and being struck by his beauty—a beauty which is still there, still striking, but now appears almost as a separate presence. Something owned by Michael but not of him, like a piece of clothing.

 ‘I’m sorry,’ she says again.

He sits down heavily on the window seat and looks at his hands. ‘No, I’m sorry too. I haven’t been myself lately, I know.’

‘Why?’ she asks. A child’s question.

He looks up at her with an empty face. ‘I’m not sure I know how to be decent,’ he says. ‘How to live right.’

‘Live right?’

‘Just the basics of being a good person. If I’m honest, I think I’ve always cared more about art than other people.’

Sylvie sits beside him. Outside, the tree branches scrape at the glass. ‘I’ve felt that way too,’ she says. ‘Except about Alice. She’s the exception.’

‘That’s motherhood, isn’t it?’

‘Well, parenthood.’

He reaches out and touches her face. Perhaps it’s the unexpectedness of the gesture, of his fingertips on her skin, but she feels tenderness blossom inside her like a bruise. How to survive it? How to go on living every day like this, the river inside her threatening to burst its banks any moment? She takes a shuddering breath. Already the tears are wetting his fingers, running into her mouth; she can taste their hot salt.

‘Do you hate me?’ he asks softly. ‘I’d understand if you did.’

‘No, I could never hate you. You should hate me, for . . .’

‘For what?’

‘Well, for saying those things. For hitting you.’ For the five hundred dollars under my mattress. For thinking about setting your studio on fire. ‘For not understanding . . .’

He shakes his head, getting up to refill his glass. Standing at the liquor cabinet with his back to her, he says, ‘There’s something else. I should have told you this before, probably.’

 ‘What?’

‘It’s about—well, about me.’ He clears his throat without turning around. ‘When I was younger, I spent some time in hospital.’

‘What? What for?’

‘For treatment. Depression. I don’t know. It was 1988, they weren’t very good at understanding these things. They gave me some pills, and—well, I hadn’t been feeling much before, but when I started on those I really didn’t feel anything. It was like having my brain wrapped up in a big ball of cottonwool. I decided then that I’d rather be dead.’

Sylvie feels her throat tighten—half in hurt, half in sympathy. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Well, sometimes people treat you differently when they find out. So I tend to keep it to myself.’

A part of Sylvie wants to reassure him that of course she won’t treat him differently—she’s proud of him for telling her; it makes her love him more. She almost begins to say this. But another part of her is snagged on something, a thread caught on the nail of memory, and she follows it back to the day in the kitchen when she’d come in with her dirty dishes. Him and George on the step. And what George had said to him: You’re sick. You went to that place. So he knew, then. Michael told him.

All the sympathy drains out of Sylvie. She knows it’s childish to react this way, as if Michael confiding in George is a personal affront to her—but she can’t help it, she feels that it is a personal affront to her. Why did he tell George before he told Sylvie? Why did he tell George at all? George is supposed to be a fling, nothing serious. And as much as Sylvie tries to pretend acceptance, the thought of the two of them together still comes like cold water flooding her chest. She has not stopped wanting Michael. Of course she wants the version of him she first knew, but she even wants this other version, the distant one. For the first time she realises how exhausting it is, to want and want like this all the time. Desire without end; desire like a rope running through her, tugging her this way and that. 

By now she’s dismissed the thought she had in the studio—of course she has—but its ghost still lingers in her mind. The lighter and bottle of turpentine. The money she’d withdrawn and later tucked underneath her mattress, as if she were hiding it from someone. The unfamiliar urge to laugh. It’s herself Sylvie doesn’t know anymore: that’s what scares her most.
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ALICE WAITED FOR Caroline outside the gallery. Caroline had wanted to meet there because, she said, she would be having lunch with her mother nearby, and it was useful to have a follow-up appointment so that she could leave at a set time without having to lie. She’d been shocked when Alice mentioned that she had not yet been to the NGV. And Alice agreed that they should go together; she was happy to let Caroline take charge of her cultural education in Melbourne. Since Caroline’s visit to the house in Preston, they’d had coffee a few more times, had been to see a French movie about a doll collector. Alice found it easy to be with Caroline. She was cushioned, obviously, by the world of money, but she seemed to float easily above it; she did what she wanted, took none of it too seriously. She never had strange dreams. To her, the past was an academic question.

Alice perched by the pool beside the gallery entrance and unbuttoned her coat. That morning the radio announcer had remarked—with a bright edge to his voice—on the warm autumn they were having. Nobody seemed to know whether or not to be pleased about it. It was already the beginning of May, and as she watched the queue snaking into the gallery, Alice thought about how many people would be coming to the gallery in a few months’ time to see Michael’s retrospective. It would be winter by then. What would the informational plaque say? Joyce’s controversial final work, completed in 2004 . . .

Caroline arrived, her hair spilling bright and loose over her shoulders. When she hugged Alice, she smelled faintly of citrus. ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Sorry I’m late—Mum ordered another bottle of wine before I could stop her.’

‘That’s okay.’

‘She’s lonely, I think. Since the divorce. Should we go in?’

They joined the queue outside the entrance. Beside them, a wall of water fell in a straight sheet, reflecting a blurry impression of street and trees. Alice put her hand out to catch the spray.

‘I used to love doing that when I was a kid,’ Caroline said, watching her.

Alice took her hand away.

Inside, people were queuing for tickets to the blockbuster exhibition—a famous Turkish conceptual artist—but after they’d handed in their coats, Caroline went straight up the escalator to the International Collection, 19th–20th century. It was quiet up there on the second floor. Alice drifted after Caroline, looking at the things she looked at: Lee Krasner, Mark Rothko. Colour and movement and form. She never knew what she was supposed to think about art. She had instinctive reactions to certain pieces, but they were emotional, not intellectual, and she sometimes worried that this indicated a lack of seriousness on her part. Occasionally Sylvie would show her a finished painting, and Alice—knowing it was far beyond her, that it came from the part of Sylvie she would never be able to reach—would struggle to come up with a response. It’s good, she’d say vaguely, insipidly. Yeah, I like it.

 Caroline trailed past a series of decorative plates and small sculptures in glass cases. ‘Next time we’ll go to the Heide,’ she said. ‘Have you been?’

‘No.’

‘Bit of a drive, but it’s worth it.’ She began telling Alice about her favourite pieces in the museum, explaining their symbolism and history. How everyone at the time understood that they were doing something genuinely new, and how their own contemporary minds—hers, Alice’s, everyone else’s—could arguably never grasp the terror and freedom of that, of leaving the world of one’s teachers and ancestors behind. It was a fundamental problem of art history, she said—trying to understand, from where you stood in the present, the spontaneous aesthetic expression of a moment in the past.

They stopped in front of a Francis Bacon painting: a male nude, viewed from behind and standing in a gap between two curtains. The curtains were done so subtly that they looked almost sheer, like the wall of water outside the gallery.

‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it,’ Caroline said.

‘Yeah.’

‘He does light and shadow so well. That’s all it is, light and shadow—that’s the only way we know that half the body is behind the curtain. And it’s so subtle, but he pulls it off perfectly.’

‘Do you ever wish you’d stayed at art school?’

Caroline laughed. ‘What made you ask that?’

‘Well, just the way you were talking. You sound so—God, I hate the word passionate, but you sound passionate. Like you really care.’

‘Oh, well . . . It’s like I said, I just wasn’t any good. We had these crits, where we had to show our work and discuss it, and for my first one I showed a series of paintings I’d been working on. And I’d been feeling pretty okay about them, but when I had to get up and explain them, I suddenly started to feel . . . I don’t know. Not so sure. I could hear myself talking and I just had the sense that I was overexplaining it, being too clever about the whole thing.’ She pulled her hair over one shoulder, delicate gold bars glinting in her ears. ‘And when I’d finished, one of my tutors said, Caroline, do you think you’re taking any risks with these paintings? And I looked at them and I could see she was right. There wasn’t any uncertainty or danger in them, they were like paint-by-numbers pieces. All perfect and polished up.’ 

‘Were the other students taking risks, do you think?’

‘Yeah, well, when I looked at their work—most of it was pretty average, but there were a few where I could see, okay, that person’s got something. And I didn’t have it. I knew I didn’t have it.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘You don’t have to say sorry; it’s not your fault.’ She paused. ‘Plus, as you reminded me the other day, art doesn’t fulfil any purpose for humanity.’

Heat flowered in Alice’s face. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Sorry—I shouldn’t have said that. I was just—’

‘Oh, look, I don’t even necessarily disagree. Art isn’t morally neutral, that’s for sure.’

‘No.’

‘I mean, nothing is.’

They moved on to another painting, this one of a nude woman. She was facing away so that the viewer saw only the pearly expanse of her back, the top of her buttocks and a long ripple of red hair. One leg was visible in a black stocking. There was something titillating, Alice thought, about the stocking keeping the skin hidden. The part you didn’t see. That was what she’d never understood about the fuss over Alice—to her, its portrayal of full-frontal nudity had never seemed remotely erotic. But maybe that was a judgement she wasn’t qualified to make. 

Caroline had fallen silent, looking at the painting. Alice tried to think of some way to keep the conversation going; she had the impression that Caroline didn’t want to talk about art anymore.

‘I didn’t know your parents were divorced,’ she said.

‘Yeah, like four years ago. Once my brother moved out of home. I think it was on the cards for a long time before that, though.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘No, don’t be. It’s definitely better this way.’ Caroline switched her New Yorker tote bag from one shoulder to the other. ‘Sometimes I think marriage is a bad idea. In the traditional sense, I mean—until death do us part, and all that shit.’

‘Yeah, I wouldn’t disagree.’

‘Have you ever slept with a married man?’

She was staring straight ahead, her profile firm and unreadable.

‘No,’ Alice said carefully. ‘Have you?’

‘Only when I was the one married to him.’

Alice was so surprised that for a moment she couldn’t speak. A knot of tourists passed through the room, holding their phones aloft to take rapid-fire pictures. As they left, Alice said in an undertone, ‘You were married?’

‘Still am, technically. Divorce takes a while. But we haven’t talked to each other for more than a year, so I wouldn’t call us married anymore.’

She moved off into the next room, passing quickly through to the nineteenth-century European salon. Alice followed her. She was bursting with questions, but it was obvious that Caroline did not want to be asked, so she said nothing as they moved around the gallery. The people in the paintings slayed tigers, gathered fruit, stared mournfully. Caroline’s back was straight and her gaze was level. It was difficult to imagine her in a wedding dress, reciting vows—or kissing someone (who?) in front of a crowd, throwing a bouquet. At the same time, turning it over in her mind, Alice could see that it made a sort of sense: being married was an odd but charming idiosyncrasy, like Caroline’s crooked front tooth. Something only she could pull off. 

On the third wall Alice stopped in front of another nude, this time of a girl with fully formed breasts on a body that was otherwise childlike, bare. ‘This is kind of creepy.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, she looks like a kid. At least my painting isn’t . . . You know, I look sixteen. He didn’t paint adult-size tits on me.’

‘True.’

‘It’s actually pretty fucked up.’ Alice spoke without thinking, her eyes on the painting. ‘Whenever I look at—at Alice, the first thing I think about is what the girl looks like. Aesthetically, I mean. If I were a stranger, would I think she was pretty or ugly? That kind of thing. I don’t think a man would have those thoughts, would he?’

Caroline didn’t reply, switching her tote back to the other shoulder again. Finally she said, ‘That’s the first time you’ve told me anything about the painting.’

‘What? I told you how—’

‘Yeah, you told me factual stuff. Like, setting the record straight. But you’ve never said how you feel about it.’ She glanced at Alice. ‘Don’t look so horrified.’

 ‘I’m not.’

‘Well, you are. But I’m glad you told me.’

They made their way to the exit and stepped onto the escalator down to the foyer. ‘Anyway,’ Caroline said, half-turning to look at Alice, ‘to answer your question, a man wouldn’t be in this position to begin with. I don’t think anyone these days is really that interested in naked portraits of teenage boys, are they?’

‘We should come up with a term for that, don’t you think?’

‘A term?’

‘Yeah. Like—oh, I don’t know, the male gaze? Something like that?’

Caroline laughed. The laugh was loud enough that the other people on the escalator turned to look, and Alice felt both self-conscious and pleased. ‘You have an original mind,’ Caroline said.

They stepped off the escalator and went to collect their coats. Caroline was talking now about where they should go for a drink, but standing in the queue, Alice’s mind drifted back to the man between the curtains, the redhead with one stocking on. How did those models feel, looking at their portraits? Did they recognise themselves? She had never said so to Sylvie—or to anyone—but there was a part of her that was afraid of seeing Alice in the flesh, afraid of what it might show. It wasn’t just the nudity, or even the fact of being looked at by so many people. She had the sense that when she stood in front of the portrait, she would be able to see herself clearly at last, to remember her life and how it had been then. It would be like gazing, finally, into an undistorted mirror: she would look back at herself, at the things she did, and think, Yes, that was me.

•

 Later, at home, Alice took a bath. Her tailbone lolled against the enamel as she waited for the tub to fill. The drink they’d had after the gallery—two drinks, as it turned out—had ended up costing her almost thirty dollars. It was money she didn’t really have, and now she’d have to think carefully about her spending over the next week. She already owed Mona eighty-five dollars for the gas bill. She could have asked Caroline to pay, of course—and Caroline would have done it, she would have even been gracious about it—but Alice wasn’t ready to take that step. She knew that to Caroline, the PhD stipend was fun money. If Alice ever talked about how stupidly low it was, she’d agree, but it didn’t matter to her.

The light outside the bathroom window was fading now. Carefully, Alice slid two fingers inside herself to probe the collapsing tunnel of flesh, the soft blind head of her cervix. Her knees bobbed up in the glittering foam. How many months since she’d last had sex? Generally she didn’t think about it much, but now she found herself wondering what it would be like to log on to a dating app and perform the necessary steps of swiping and typing and getting an Uber, drinks, small talk, another Uber, a stranger’s bed. It wasn’t difficult. Was that what Caroline did these days? Or was it too depressing once you’d known the other kind of intimacy, the married kind?

Caroline and her husband. What had happened between them? From observing her friends in Sydney, Alice knew that most relationships ended because one party either fucked or wanted to fuck someone else, but that didn’t seem like Caroline’s style. Nor did she seem likely to get involved in some kind of doomed and convoluted polyamorous arrangement. To Alice, such things had never seemed remotely worthwhile. Seeing it happen to Sylvie had been bad enough. Even at the time, the whole situation with George had struck Alice as vaguely suspect; but there was a lot she didn’t understand about the lives of the adults at Isaiah, and this had just been one more mystery. And Sylvie had been so opaque about it. We’re all grown-ups, she’d said to Alice, as if that explained anything. 

Sylvie herself had been a bit of a mystery in those days. An absence more than a presence. It seemed as though the ties that had once bound her to life with Alice—the need for money, a house to live in, Alice’s childhood and the necessity of accommodating it—had abruptly been cut through. Maybe to her they’d been chains. And the worst part was how happy she was; happier than she’d ever been. Alice had sulked, had tried to make Sylvie angry—once, the day they moved to Isaiah, she’d even said she hated her—but Sylvie had only ever reacted with equanimity. All that calm, like a light going off. It made Alice feel furious, desperate. Why aren’t you angry with me? she’d wanted to shout, listening to Sylvie leave the cabin. Don’t you care?

Alice heard Mona come in the front door, the scrape and jangle of her key in the lock. She turned the taps off and slipped a little deeper under the hot rim of water. There was another layer to the memory with Sylvie, one she didn’t like to think about too much. It had to do with Sylvie’s body, which in those early days at Isaiah seemed to loosen and soften, trailing desire behind it like a scarf. A tacky scarf, one that Alice hated and wished she’d put away. After Sylvie had left the cabin that first day, off on Michael’s trail, Alice had taken off her own coat and her boots and got into bed. She lay there staring furiously at the cabin wall. She thought of Sylvie’s naked body, glimpsed through the steam and flush of all their old bathrooms: her wide hips, her breasts like two pieces of ripe fruit. Nipples spreading like mottled bruises. 

Under the blankets Alice was wearing a jumper, a light skivvy, a training bra. Her hands traced the outlines of her waist and her breasts. What was there to feel? Her body seemed thin and insubstantial, hardly there at all. Clean, she remembered thinking. I’m clean. Not like her.

•

On the days she didn’t sit for Michael, Alice had a habit of reading on the floor of the library after school, lying on her stomach and leaning her elbows on the worn carpet. She went there to escape the cabin, now that Sylvie had moved back in. It had never really been big enough for both of them, and the air had begun to smell rank and close. At least in the library she could be alone. She’d been working her way through the Jane Austen novels, and if nobody was around she’d steal a handful of dates or some honey from the kitchen, taking the jar with her so she could suck absently on the spoon as she read. Sometimes Buck would come in and lie beside her, resting his head on his paws with a snuffling sigh.

That afternoon she took an apple from the fruit bowl and padded down the hallway. She was more than halfway through Sense and Sensibility, just at the point where Elinor learns the truth about Willoughby, and she was thinking about that—already halfway into the world of the book, anticipating the pleasure of submersion—as she reached the door to the library. Usually it stood open, but that day it was closed, and behind it she heard voices.

She stopped just outside and listened. (Later she would tell herself that it wasn’t a conscious decision to eavesdrop: she’d just been taken by surprise.) She recognised Michael’s voice, and somehow she knew—from his tone or maybe just by instinct—that he was speaking to George. 

‘—a bit difficult,’ Michael was saying. ‘I understand that. But if you want to stay, you’ve got to do the work assigned to you. There’s no way round it. Otherwise it’s not fair on everyone else.’

‘The work assigned to me. God, you sound like a fucking middle manager.’

‘All right, maybe I do. But you know it’s not just me who cares about this stuff. This whole place relies on everyone doing their share—’

‘I get it. They’re all sick of me, aren’t they? They’re all bitching about me behind my back. Everyone stops talking when I come into the room these days, have you noticed that?’

‘I actually think they’ve shown you a remarkable amount of patience.’

Alice crept closer. Through the crack between the door and its frame, she could see Michael standing in front of the bookshelf, hands in his back pockets, and George sitting on the cushioned window seat with his knees hugged to his chest. At the time Alice had no real opinion on George. He was only four years older than her, but she had the vague impression that he was sensitive about this relative closeness in age, and took pains to differentiate himself from her. He’d never tried to speak to her, nor she to him, and like the others—all the others except Michael—he had the habit of looking through her.

‘Hey,’ Michael said. He came close to George, tried to take his arm, but George snatched it away. His face was screwed up, his lips pale.

 ‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘You make me sick, trying to touch me all the time.’

‘All right. Let’s—’

‘You’re disgusting. You know that? Disgusting.’

Slowly, Michael sat down in the leather armchair and looked up at George. In the winter light he looked old, his skin worn and papery. ‘I don’t want to hurt you,’ he said.

‘You have. You already have.’

‘Then I’m sorry. But don’t twist things around, that’s all I ask. If you’ve really had enough, I’ll drive you back to Dunedin and you can find a place to stay there, or you can get on a bus somewhere else. Up to you.’

George dropped his gaze. Michael got up again and went to the window, stood looking out at the yard. ‘What do you say?’

George gave a loud sniff; it was only then that Alice realised he was crying. ‘Fuck you.’

Alice felt his words in her stomach like a rock. It was awful to witness, but still she didn’t move away from the door. Michael’s figure against the window was still and dark, a paper cut-out. Outside, the clouds spread like water stains across the flat grey sky.

From the window seat, George’s voice carried on: ‘You’re past it, you know that? You think you’re so cool and alternative, living out here like a bunch of hippies, but actually you’re all try-hards. It’s embarrassing. I’m embarrassed for you.’

‘Okay.’

‘I mean, it’s the twenty-first fucking century . . . And you know what else? You’re so into yourself as an artist, but I don’t even think your paintings are that good.’

Again Michael said nothing; not even his shoulders moved. Outside the door, Alice tried to breathe silently. She didn’t really understand the things George was saying, but she knew they were calculated to hurt, and she felt desperately sorry for Michael. She watched the still expanse of his back, willing him to turn around. It was worse, in a way, that he didn’t react. 

‘You don’t have anything to say for yourself?’ George said.

‘I’m not sure what you want me to say.’

George gave a strangled cry of frustration and got to his feet. For half a second Alice stayed frozen, and then she turned and bolted into the downstairs bathroom. She made it just as she heard George’s footsteps striding down the hallway to the kitchen, and then the sound of the back door clattering behind him.

Alice leaned over the basin and waited for her breathing to steady. The awful adrenaline of spying was hammering through her. She thought of George’s contorted face, the way he’d spat the words at Michael. She had never heard grown-ups speak to each other that way before. Even Sylvie and Don’s separation had been relatively civilised, largely conducted through absence: Don had simply moved away and not come back. Maybe it was sheltered—it came to her now that of course it was sheltered, even naive—but she’d always had the impression that real hostility, real pain, existed mainly as a fantasy. Something from fiction, not life.

She went back to the library and tapped lightly at the half-open door. Michael turned as she came in, and if he was surprised, his face didn’t show it. ‘Hello,’ he said.

‘Hi.’

He went to the liquor cabinet and poured himself a glass of whisky. It was only four fifteen, according to the clock on the wall, but Alice did not feel that she could point this out. Even then, she was a little afraid of his drinking. In her experience, adults drank to close the distances imposed by ordinary life—to turn red-faced and loud, to sing stupidly or kiss one another in the kitchen—but she could tell that Michael was not like that. Drinking didn’t even seem to bring him much pleasure. One afternoon she’d tried the whisky herself, just a nip in the cap of the bottle, but it had burned her mouth and tasted like cough medicine mixed with turpentine. She had not been tempted to try it again. 

Michael replaced the bottle and sat on the edge of the window seat. ‘What are you up to?’ he asked.

‘I come in here sometimes. Just to read.’

‘Not much else to do out here, is there? Other than school. How was school, anyway?’

‘I don’t know. The same.’

He smiled. Alice should have been reassured by the smile, but it was not quite right; his whole presence was distorted somehow, like a piece of music jangling off-key. She slipped her apple into the pocket of her skirt.

‘That’s a terrible question, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘My parents used to ask me the same thing when I came home for the holidays—from boarding school, you know. I hated it.’

‘I didn’t know you went to boarding school.’

‘Yes, they sent me off at the tender age of eleven.’ Putting the glass down, he laced his fingers together and stretched them in front of him; she heard the joints crack. ‘I wrote to my mother every week, begging her to come and take me home. It was funny—at first I was sure she’d come, there was no doubt in my mind. I didn’t even unpack my suitcase properly because I was waiting for her.’

‘Are you trying to say it could be worse?’

‘Well, I don’t know much about your schooling situation. But yes, I’d say it could always be worse.’

 Alice leaned against the wall and traced a circle with her finger. In some ways it was comforting to hear him say it, but also a little humiliating—she had never considered the possibility that anyone at Isaiah, let alone Michael, had noticed the fact that she had no friends and spent ninety per cent of her time alone. Perhaps, she thought, that was part of being a model: the artist saw everything, even the things you’d prefer to keep hidden. Still, she sensed some attempt at camaraderie in the story he’d told her. He was implying, maybe, that they were the same: her later life, like his, would be different.

‘Sylvie says it’ll be over quickly,’ she said. ‘Before I know it.’

‘Oh, your mother. She’s wrapped up in herself, isn’t she?’

He didn’t say it unkindly. Alice traced another circle, interlocking with the first. She had never considered the possibility before, but now it wormed its way into her brain, putting out roots and tendrils. Was Sylvie a self-centred person? Alice thought of her singing under her breath. The snap and gleam of her hair in the light. Maybe you were allowed to be self-centred if you were beautiful. But even Sylvie’s beauty had begun to seem, lately, like an allowance that was slowly being spent. Watching her drag her suitcase over the threshold the night she came back from Auckland, it had occurred to Alice—for the first time, like a cold clunk of machinery in her mind—that her mother was a small woman, getting older. Alice was almost as tall as her now and would soon be taller.

‘She’s pretty upset,’ she said to Michael. ‘About you, I mean. You and George.’

‘Yes, I know. But she doesn’t quite . . .’ He cleared his throat. ‘Look, it’s hard to explain. George is having some trouble.’

‘What kind of trouble?’

 Michael looked down into his glass. The inch of gold whisky looked almost solid; it made Alice think of resin, insects trapped and preserved for centuries. ‘The kind of trouble young people have.’

Alice didn’t know what to make of that. In any case, she didn’t think it could be worse than Sylvie’s trouble. Lately Sylvie had taken to going to bed early, sometimes getting up only after Alice had left in the morning. She looked thin and tired. The previous afternoon Alice had come home from school to find her already in bed, the glassy surface of her eyes glinting in the semi-dark. As Alice came in she said, with half her voice, ‘It’s cold.’

‘Should we put the heater on?’

‘That’s a good idea.’

Alice turned the heater on and held her hands, futilely, over the bars. Theirs was an oil heater that took a long time to heat up. When they first came to Isaiah they’d had a better one, but it had somehow been redistributed to George’s cabin, via one of the complex and inscrutable transaction mechanisms that underpinned daily life at Isaiah. Standing there with her hands over the cold bars, Alice suddenly felt so sorry for Sylvie that she could hardly stand it. She wanted to get into bed with her to warm her, but at the same time she wanted to shake her and tell her to pull herself together. This isn’t you, she wanted to say. Why are you being like this? Another, smaller part of her wanted to say, You’re scaring me. Over a few solitary lunchtimes she’d read the school library’s copy of The Picture of Dorian Gray, and now it came, disturbingly, to mind: Sylvie helpless and huddled in bed, while the painting of Alice filled out in Michael’s studio.

And Michael was claiming it was all too hard to explain. Alice knew he was trying to be comforting, trying to shield her from some trouble he considered beyond her, but still she had the looming sense of exclusion, a world she could only half see. The adult world, the sexual world; so close she could almost touch it. And she both wanted to and didn’t—it was like the electric fence that bordered the farm next to Isaiah, radiating a dark thrill. Finger stretched out to the wire. 
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AT ISAIAH THE days float past, formless in their similarity, except for when they catch and drag on some event. Pumpkin soup for dinner. Frost crunching underfoot in the morning. Buck brings in a rabbit, its floppy head dangling from his jaws, and Sylvie, not usually squeamish, finds herself unable to look. In the Swedish winter the sun sets at three in the afternoon, Ingrid tells her, and Sylvie makes the requisite noises of dismay, but privately she thinks that she herself would welcome such weather. Her own days seem to stretch on for much too long—she can’t quite remember why she was once so excited about living at Isaiah, where nothing ever seems to happen. She does her allotted chores and then tries to work, but when she sits at her desk, nothing comes. Whatever she forces onto the page is stiff and dull, no trace of life in it.

If she can’t produce new work, her career is over. All right—so her career is over before it’s even begun. It’s painful, involves a certain swallowing down of pride, but it’s not the worst thing in the world. The worst thing is the knowledge that she’ll never paint again, never feel the way she did when she was working on something good. She wants to cry from the bleak helplessness of it. She remembers her first real conversation with George, how smug she’d felt because she had her work, she had Alice, she had Michael: she had everything. And which would she choose, if it came to that? Would she give up her painting if it meant he’d come back to her? She doesn’t know. She has the vague, irrational sense that this not-knowing is the problem; that if she chose in her head, the problem would resolve itself in life. Love and work. Which can she live without? She chases the question in her mind, a rat spinning on its wheel. 

Michael is still having trouble sleeping. Whenever Sylvie stays in his room, she usually wakes at least once in the night to find him restless, pacing the floor or sitting up in bed. One morning she opens her eyes to an empty bed, his side of the mattress cold. Something grips her stomach. She lies still and tries to make herself believe that he’s in the bathroom, coming back soon. Seconds inch past, followed by minutes. He’s not there. He’s gone.

She gets up wearily and opens the curtains. Weak light is beginning to smudge the horizon to the east, over the ocean. From Isaiah you can’t hear the waves, but she stands with her head resting against the windowpane and imagines the soft hush of the morning sea. Her body floating out into it, as still and peaceful as a piece of debris. Water closing in a cold ring above her head.

Enough of that. She switches on the lamp and wanders around the room, brushing Michael’s things with the tips of her fingers. The globe he’d had since he was a boy, he once told her; a boy who spent hours spinning it and seeing where his finger landed, trying to picture the places with their musical names drifting in sepia ink. Liberia. Cambodia. The Aegean Sea. The dried lavender—flowers crumbling almost into dust—on the tallboy. And the drawers of the tallboy, their metal knobs cold in her hands, pulling open easily to yield his balled socks and crumpled underwear. Old sketchpads and frayed envelopes of photographs. In the second drawer her fingers touch the edge of something larger and more solid than a sketchbook—a small painting, she sees, when she pulls it out. Oil on canvas, maybe eight by ten inches. The colours are rich and beautiful, lit from within like a Renaissance painting, and it shows a dying Christ at the feet of Mary Magdalene. 

Sylvie brings the painting underneath the lamp and studies it closely. With a jolt, she sees that the Christ figure is recognisably Michael: in death his skin has a marble pallor, threaded with pale blue veins. His golden hair trails over the earth. His arms are thrown out, palms up to show the rotting holes of flesh in their centre, and he wears only a crown of thorns. Mary Magdalene, above him, studies his corpse with an expression of detached interest. Sylvie peers at the woman’s face, but has to admit it isn’t hers; it doesn’t look like the face of anyone she knows. Another mystery, like the drawing of the nude girl in his studio. So where does Sylvie figure in all of this—in Michael’s world, the world where he is the son of God? Is she just a girl who’s hung around for too long now?

She gets up and puts the painting back in the drawer. Closing it, she hears voices outside, and goes again to the window.

The two of them are below her in the yard, just outside George’s cabin. George is wearing jeans and a thick yellow jersey that clashes with his hair, and he’s standing with both arms wrapped around himself and his face cast downwards. Michael is beside him, saying something in a low voice, trying to put his arm around George’s shoulders. George jerks away. A few sharp words and Michael flinches, draws back. George wipes his hands across his cheeks. At first the gesture confuses Sylvie, she thinks he must have something on his face, but then she realises—with a cold electric shock—that George is crying. 

Tenderness arrives unbidden. Watching them, it occurs to Sylvie that George is indeed very young: that he does not understand the contours of the web in which he’s been caught. Michael isn’t the type of man from whom a young person should learn about love, or even sex. She watches as he tries again to embrace George, and this time George accepts it, leans his head heavy against Michael’s chest. A moment of stillness. Sylvie thinks of how she might paint the scene: the two below her and she above, looking down unseen. The yard would be flat, no perspective, figures like paper dolls in a Dalí dreamscape. She might paint George encased in glass: a solid teardrop, a bell jar. Sadness washes through her at the image.

After a minute Michael starts back up towards the house, and she closes the curtains and gets back into bed. When she hears him come in, she pretends to be asleep.

•

That night, she and Alice are rostered on to wash up after dinner. In the kitchen, Sylvie fills the deep stone sink with water and Alice dries the dishes and puts them away. She is quiet, as usual, but when Sylvie hands her the roasting pan, she says, ‘Sylvie?’

‘Yes?’

‘I . . .’ Alice’s face hovers in uncertainty. The roasting pan drips water onto the floor. ‘It’s . . .’

‘What, Alice? Spit it out.’

‘Well, it’s just Michael. He doesn’t seem very well at the moment.’

Sylvie plunges her hands into hot water. She should not be surprised that Alice has noticed—she’s an observant child, always has been—but she herself does not particularly want to have this conversation. What can she say? Is there a way to make it palatable? Slowly she rinses a plate and stacks it in the drying rack, listening to the baa of a sheep rattling out from some distant hillside. 

‘Sylvie?’

‘It’s all right, love. He’s just struggling a bit with insomnia, it’s nothing to worry about.’

‘Insomnia?’

‘Trouble sleeping. Just a bad patch at the moment. Do you remember those school holidays when you couldn’t sleep?’

‘I know what insomnia is.’

Her tone is sharp. Sylvie forces herself to keep washing calmly, not to snap back, but it comes as a strain. Why do you think you can speak to me this way? she wants to say. Do you think I’m not a person, that I don’t have feelings? Or do they just not matter to you? She looks at Alice, crossing her arms now in front of her chest, her face drawn. Strange that this latest version of her always overlaps, in Sylvie’s mind, with every other version: the baby, the toddler, the little girl. The newborn with her tiny mouth opening dark in a yawn. How well Sylvie still remembers those days: cradling the baby to her swollen breast, drunk with love and exhaustion, taking sleep like medicine. Not exactly a happy time, but a time when every emotion was heightened, when she felt almost painfully raw and open to the world. Tenderness again; she has never been afraid of tenderness. Maybe that’s how she has ended up here.

Instead she says, ‘Well, good. Then you know it’s not life-threatening.’

‘Don’t talk to me like I’m a kid.’

 ‘Alice, you asked what was going on and I told you. What exactly have I done wrong here?’

‘It’s not that. You just—’

‘Why are you always so keen to make me into the villain?’

Alice lets out a muted sound of rage and hurls the tea towel at the bench, pushes her way out into the yard. The door gushes cold air behind her. From where she stands at the sink, Sylvie can hear the wind whipping around. Before she lived at Isaiah she’d thought of the countryside as a quiet place, but the weather here has its own kind of violence. The wind howls and rattles, bites at her face whenever she goes outside. In a city you could ignore the weather for the most part, but here it pushes in on all their lives.

Jen comes in, humming a tune, and smiles at Sylvie as she begins to gather wineglasses from the kitchen hutch. ‘Coming?’ she asks. ‘Aroha owns most of Atlantic Avenue by now, but I reckon I’m still in with a shot—or maybe Reuben, but he’s too conservative. He never wants to buy anything.’

The Monopoly tournament—Sylvie had forgotten all about it. She rubs her face with a damp hand. ‘No, thanks. I think I’ll have an early night.’

Jen gives her a cautious look. ‘You okay?’

‘I’m fine.’ Sylvie pauses, licks her teeth. She has to tread carefully now. ‘Jen, do you remember—can I ask you something?’

‘Of course.’

‘Remember that girl you told me about, at the midwinter solstice party? You said she got lost on the headland?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Was Michael fucking her?’

Jen’s mouth opens, but she says nothing. Let’s not bullshit one another, Sylvie wants to say, but she waits patiently as Jen folds her lips together, rubs her forehead, and eventually says, ‘I don’t know.’ 

‘You don’t know?’

‘I mean, maybe. She was staying here at the time.’

‘In his room?’

‘I think so. But it was a long time ago, Sylvie, I can’t say for sure.’

Sylvie pats her shoulder and slips out the kitchen door. Stepping into the yard, the night air is so cold that it’s hard to breathe. The stars are heaped and spread across the sky like sugar. When they first came to Isaiah she’d been amazed by the night sky, had craned her neck to look at it, but now she hardly notices it. She hurries across the dark yard to the square of yellow light that is George’s window.

George opens the door with an annoyed expression, but when he sees Sylvie, he blinks. ‘Oh. Hi.’

‘Hi.’ Sylvie stamps her feet and rubs her hands together. ‘Sorry, it’s freezing out here. Can I come in?’

George shrugs and moves aside, and Sylvie steps into the cabin. It’s deliciously warm inside. George must have left the heater on while he was at dinner, which they’re not supposed to do, but he no longer seems to regard the rules of Isaiah as really applying to him. He has mostly stopped doing his chores, doesn’t join in with conversations. Sylvie has a sudden sense of the two of them as truant children, conspiring behind the backs of the adults.

George sits on the edge of the bed and motions Sylvie to the chair. Recently he has started reading novels, presumably because there isn’t much else to do at Isaiah, and a copy of The House of the Spirits is lying facedown on the floor. ‘Are you enjoying it?’ Sylvie asks, picking up the book.

 He shrugs. ‘I don’t know. It’s really long.’

Neither of them offer any further opinion, and for a while the only sound is the quiet tick of the heater. ‘Listen,’ Sylvie says eventually. ‘I want to talk to you about something.’

‘Yeah?’

‘About—I don’t know how to put this. But you and Michael . . . Sorry, I know this is awkward. But it seems like things might be a bit strained between you.’

George gives a brittle laugh. ‘You could say that, yeah.’

‘Do you want to tell me what’s going on? You don’t have to.’

George sighs. In the dim light his young face seems to soften, and it strikes Sylvie how much she would like to have this kind of conversation with Alice. But Alice doesn’t seem to have any romantic interests and certainly wouldn’t tell Sylvie about them if she did. Sylvie has never really minded Alice’s opaqueness before—had considered it simply a part of her, as much as her height or the colour of her eyes—but recently she’s felt frustration rising in her whenever she catches Alice watching silently, her gaze following Sylvie from behind a book. What are you looking at? she finds herself wanting to snap. Do you have something to say?

‘I don’t know,’ George says. ‘This is a cool place, but I never really wanted to stay here long-term. No offence, but it’s kind of the middle of nowhere? And growing veggies and playing Monopoly is fine if you’re into that kind of thing, but . . .’

‘Of course,’ Sylvie says. Despite herself, she feels an odd little rush of triumph: George doesn’t understand their way of life, Michael’s way of life. ‘I thought you might feel that way. That’s normal, though, because you’re young, and—’

‘It’s not just that.’

 Sylvie says nothing. George is staring at the floor, his hands clasped and dangling between his knees, and after a long pause he looks up. His eyes are bright with tears.

Sylvie makes a noise of sympathy and goes to touch his shoulder, but he jerks away, his face boiling with emotion. With barbed wire in his voice, he says, ‘I’m not gay, you know.’

‘Oh. Well . . .’

‘I didn’t mean to do any of that stuff. He pressured me into it. He was like, Just try it, see if you like it, there’s nothing to be scared of. And I wanted to do what he wanted, he was this famous artist and everyone looked up to him, and I felt so lucky, in a way, that he’d chosen me . . .’

Sylvie closes her eyes, exhaustion weighing down her whole body. On the inside of her eyelids she sees the scene in the yard: George leaning his head against Michael’s chest, and she watching from the window. All that misdirected love. She doesn’t know how much of what George is saying is true, how much is his own defence mechanism or coping strategy—who knows what it’s like to be a young gay man in the town where he grew up? But it seems almost irrelevant whether or not the pressure, as he put it, was intentional—she can so easily imagine Michael saying it, even if he didn’t mean any harm. There’s nothing to be scared of. The ease with which his fame, his charisma, has always opened doors for him, even doors he didn’t realise were being opened. This is just a way of life for him: everything coming so easy.

‘All right,’ she says. ‘Well, if things aren’t working out, you can leave. You don’t owe him anything.’

George shakes his head weakly. ‘I can’t.’

‘Of course you can. What’s stopping you?’

 The silence stretches out. Finally George says, almost apologetically, ‘I don’t know where I’d go. I don’t have any money.’

Sylvie blinks in confusion, in amazement. Money! She had never imagined the problem to be so simple. ‘Wait,’ she says, and without hesitation she runs out of the cabin, across the yard with the cold tearing at her skin, and into her own cabin where she lifts the mattress and gropes underneath for the envelope.

‘What are you doing?’ Alice says, putting her book down. ‘Sylvie? What’s going on?’

Sylvie is breathless, adrenaline sparkling through her veins. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘Sylvie?’

She sprints back to George’s cabin, arriving a little out of breath. ‘Here,’ she says, pushing the envelope into George’s stiff fingers. ‘Here’s five hundred dollars. Take it.’

George looks up, his face creased in a frown. ‘What? I can’t take this.’

‘Yes, you can.’

‘But I—’

‘Come on, don’t waste time arguing. Just take the money; it’ll get you wherever you want to go. Hitchhike into town, get on a bus somewhere and don’t come back.’

George’s small pink mouth opens and closes. The image that comes is of a goldfish with a three-second memory: George meets his future, forgets it, meets it again. ‘It’s really generous of you,’ he says. ‘But I can’t.’

‘It’s not generous, it’s selfish. Anyway, I don’t need it myself, it’s just money from my sister. Michael doesn’t know about it.’

 She sees George register this fact with a kind of calculated approval. Perhaps he’s not such a child after all. ‘Why are you giving this to me?’

Sylvie sits in the chair and leans forward with her fingers against her temples. Because you are young, she thinks. Because you can have another life, but all I have is this one. Because I want to work again. Because I want another child. Out loud, she says, ‘Because I want to.’

She sees George accept her words. Between them, the heater hums and glows, and Sylvie realises that she is hardly breathing, she feels on the very edge of existence. As if a strong wind could blow her away. George holds the envelope in his hands, thumbing slowly through the stack of bills, and then he tucks it into the pocket of his jeans.




PART 3
THE UNDERWATER WORLD
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GEORGE LEAVES ISAIAH two days later. He doesn’t say goodbye to Michael, or to anyone else, but he leaves a note propped on his neatly made bed. Sylvie doesn’t know what it says. She hears the story of the departure and the note second-hand, during conversations with the others where she pretends to be as confused as they are. ‘He’s young, I suppose,’ she says to Annika. ‘Just on to the next thing.’

‘True, true.’

‘Did he say anything to you before he left?’

Annika’s broad Swedish face is blank. ‘About what?’

‘Oh—nothing. Never mind.’

Michael seems to take the departure badly. Sylvie had steeled herself for it, but it still hurts to see his drawn face in the first George-less days, his drinking now beginning at lunchtime and stretching into the evening. He no longer tries to hide it. He’s lost weight, looks gaunt and shrunken.

‘But you must have known he wouldn’t stay forever,’ Sylvie says, as they walk down the hill to the small grove of pine trees at the western edge of the farm. It’s a walk she has coaxed Michael on—he has agreed, she thinks, only because agreeing is easier than arguing. He’s no longer interested enough to argue with her. 

‘Well, of course,’ he says. ‘Nothing is forever—is that the lesson we’re supposed to learn from all this?’

Sylvie doesn’t answer. They reach the grove of trees, which at Isaiah is known as the cemetery—it’s the burial site for the one or two chickens they lose every year, plus a couple of farm dogs who lived and died before Sylvie’s time. The cemetery is a hushed pine-scented spot, sheltered from the weather at the bottom of the hill, with small piles of stones and shells to mark the graves. Under the canopy of pines, rain mists finely down.

Michael bends to touch one of the graves, running his fingers over the smooth obsidian stone at its head. ‘Lady,’ he says. ‘That was my old dog. I had her when I first bought this place. Doesn’t feel like ten years ago.’

Ten years ago, Michael’s career was establishing itself: his work was being reviewed, glowingly, in broadsheets and art magazines. Ten years ago, Sylvie and Alice were subletting a bach in Aramoana because it was the only place they could afford. Sylvie remembers the purple lupins swaying in the breeze and the small pocket of sea, glimpsed jewel-like from their bedroom window. A quiet town. The air smelled of salt. One of the worst mass shootings in New Zealand history had taken place in the next street over.

‘How did she die?’ she asks now, pushing the toe of her boot through mud.

‘Who? Oh, Lady. Her heart gave out. She was old.’

Sylvie says nothing. She is waiting for him to tell her the truth about George. Why this should be the case—why he should suddenly turn honest, after all this time—she doesn’t know, but she has the sense that it will happen. Or it must happen. Otherwise she doesn’t know what she will do. Except maybe, in Michael’s mind, there’s nothing to confess to—all George’s difficulties and his upset, his tears that morning in the yard, are just the histrionics of a young closeted man. Someone who met Michael at the wrong time in his life. Sylvie feels almost dizzy with the effort of trying to untangle these two stories—both of which, she senses, are true in their own way. A difference of perspective. It was one of the first things they’d learned in basic drawing: how perspective changed everything. 

‘Anyway,’ Michael says, hands in the pockets of his rain jacket, ‘there’s another bit of news you’ll be happy to hear, I’m sure.’

‘What?’

‘Leon Haverstock called this morning, from New York. He’s had a change of heart, it seems.’

‘What? What did he say?’

‘Different direction, keep in touch, the usual bullshit. He’s obviously found someone more interesting. And we hadn’t signed anything, so . . .’ He shrugs. ‘That’s that.’

His tone is flat, but Sylvie knows it must have come as a major blow. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says.

‘Sure.’

‘I’m not happy to hear it, Michael. Of course I’m not.’

He shrugs again. Despite herself, Sylvie recognises the sting of guilt: it’s true that both of Michael’s recent misfortunes, with George and now with the gallery, have brought her some small lift of pleasure. Or relief, maybe, that she isn’t the only one struggling. Her Child’s Eye paintings are finished now, stacked against the wall of the cabin, but she no longer has any inkling of what to do with them, or if they were ever any good to begin with. She looks at them sometimes as if they’d been painted by someone else.

 ‘You’ll still have the show in Melbourne,’ she says, trying to keep her voice light. ‘It’s not New York, but at least you’ll be showing your work overseas.’

‘Oh, don’t pretend you know anything about the art world, Sylvie. You’ll only embarrass yourself.’

He doesn’t say it in anger. That’s the worst part: the weariness in his voice, the voice of a man who can no longer be bothered keeping up a charade. He must have always thought this about her. Sylvie struggles to breathe, to find her face, but he isn’t looking at her. His gaze floats up to the trees.

‘Anyway,’ he says, ‘do you know what I think these days, when I look at my own work?’

‘No. What do you think?’

‘I think it’s all so expertly done, so perfect. Do you know what it means to be perfect?’

‘No.’

‘It means death, that’s what it means. Like something done by a machine. Funny I didn’t see it before, but . . . well, here we are.’ He gestures at the graves. ‘Finished.’

Sylvie tries not to show her fear. The way Michael is talking makes only the barest sense; he reminds her of her father at the height of his worst rages, only he is completely calm. ‘Don’t say that,’ she says. ‘It’s not true.’

‘It is.’

‘Darling . . .’

‘Don’t talk to me like that, Sylvie, I’m not your child.’

She steps back. It’s the first time he has given voice to this resentment, but she’s always known, in her secret heart, that he harboured it. He is not her pet; he won’t be tethered to the world of women and children, locked up in a cage of her affection. It strikes Sylvie now as pitiable that she ever could have thought otherwise. And even then she expects a little softening—a pretence, perhaps, that he didn’t mean what he said—but it doesn’t come. He bends down to give Lady’s grave a final pat, and then he turns back up the hill towards the farmhouse. 

Sylvie watches him go. He looks small against the looming hills, almost shrunken—for the first time, she’s acutely aware that he is not a tall man. His shoulders are slumped. She thinks of the abstract she’d seen in his studio, which he seemed to have abandoned—it was painted in flat bands of colour, stripes of brown and blue and green. It seemed to her like a seascape, but not from the perspective of someone on land. Water, sand, hills, sky: the painter was out at sea, looking towards the shore. Impossible to say whether he was coming in or going out.
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CAROLINE SAID SHE wanted to get some notes for the essay ‘down on paper’, and she offered to come over at a time that suited Alice. It wouldn’t be an interview, she said, more of a conversation and would show Alice the draft of the essay before it was finalised. And obvs you can call it quits anytime, she wrote in a message, which vibrated its way onto Alice’s phone as she was leaving her office on the afternoon they’d agreed to meet. If you want to take a break, I mean. Heavy stuff to talk about.

Alice considered the message. Something about it irritated her in a way she could not quite put her finger on; it was as if Caroline was implying that she was in need of sympathy or comfort, or coming to terms with the past, or something stupid like that. Treating her like a child. The therapist in Sydney had been the same. It’s fine, she wrote back quickly, walking towards the main road with her head tucked down against the wind. Whatever you need is ok with me.

When she arrived home, Caroline was waiting on the front step. The daylight was almost gone and she looked cold, but her face broke open in a smile when she saw Alice. ‘Hi,’ she called, waving one arm above her head. ‘I brought wine.’

 They went inside and Alice switched on the lights. She felt vaguely self-conscious about the grubby brown couch in the living room, Mona’s tacky Chat Noir poster pinned above it, and the dishes from breakfast still piled in the sink. From Mona’s breakfast, specifically—Alice always washed her own dishes and wiped down the countertops before she left the house. This attempt to lead by example had so far proven remarkably ineffective.

Caroline was looking around inquisitively, holding her bottle of wine loosely by the neck. ‘Is your housemate here?’

‘No.’ Although Mona might be home at any minute, and Alice didn’t want to have to explain Caroline’s presence. It was the first time she’d had anyone over to the flat, and it made her feel a little uneasy, as if she were breaking a rule. ‘Maybe we should have gone to your place.’

‘Why? Didn’t you want me to see where you live?’ Caroline opened a drawer in the kitchen and began rifling around, emerging with a corkscrew. ‘Here we are. You don’t seem like the kind of person who really gets into home decor—I gathered that already.’

‘Yeah. If I could just live in a pod I’d be happy.’

‘Pod person.’

They took two wineglasses and went down the hallway to Alice’s bedroom, which—as she opened the door—seemed smaller and colder than ever, cast in bleak five-o’clock gloom.

Caroline sat cross-legged on the floor mattress, looked around the room as Alice switched on the lamp. ‘This is cool.’

‘Very cool. Let me turn the heater on, it’ll warm up in a minute.’

‘No, but I like the minimalist thing. Functionalist.’ She gazed at Alice’s clothes rack, her bookshelves, the empty walls. ‘I wish I had less stuff.’

‘Your house looks like something out of a design catalogue.’

 ‘Yeah, that’s what I don’t like about it.’ She began twisting the curved tooth of the corkscrew into the bottle. ‘It’s suffocating. I’d give all that shit away, except a lot of it belongs to Jamil. And he’s got no taste, he just buys whatever’s expensive. Like most people with money.’

‘Are your parents like that?’

‘Yeah—well, my mum’s got a chronic condition; I think she redecorates every few years to distract herself from the existential dread. And art world people—they like to think they’re different, but it’s just a higher-class form of the same thing. Actually’—she paused, glancing up at Alice as she pulled the cork from the bottle with a pop—‘that was what I first noticed about you, at that dinner party in the summer. You looked like you didn’t fit into that world.’

‘Oh, thanks.’

‘It’s a compliment. I thought, Fuck, I wish I had the courage to shave my head.’

Alice sat down beside Caroline, trying not to let her pleasure show on her face. ‘It’s not really courage,’ she said. ‘It’s just been like this for so long now, it’d feel weirder to let it grow.’

‘Well, it looks good. I was thinking about doing it myself the other day, but I’m too chicken about the cold.’ Caroline held one hand out in the air, flat, as if to test its temperature. ‘Maybe in summer. But then people would think I was copying you.’

‘No, they wouldn’t. It’d look totally different on you.’

Caroline smiled. ‘We’ll see. But anyway, we should probably start this thing. Do you mind if I record?’

Alice said she didn’t. The wine flowed to a warm pool in her chest, spreading out pleasantly as Caroline took her phone from her pocket. She placed it on the floor, tapped at the screen until the recording began to run its small waves of sound between them.

 ‘Okay,’ Caroline said, settling back on the mattress. ‘So why don’t you start by telling me about Isaiah? Like, what were your first impressions?’

‘I don’t know. It was beautiful.’ And it had been, she could see that now: the rose trellises and the farmhouse with lead-glass windows, the hills squared off at their tops by cloud, and the thin veil of rain coming down. The white-flecked expanse of the sea. Even so, at the time she’d never thought of it as a beautiful place—it had passed her by in the way that she thought beauty must pass all children by. Adults learned to take pictures and nudge each other and say, Look at that view, but to children, everything just was what it was. Or maybe Alice had a particular deficiency when it came to the visual world. It was true that she didn’t understand it like Sylvie did. Caroline might find it suffocating, but sometimes Alice looked at the way Sylvie had decorated a room—a painting, a rug, a lamp, a little brass bowl or a plant in a ceramic pot—and felt amazed at how she’d known that these things went together, how she’d arranged them in a way that was almost like language. She was a tuning fork, a magnet for beauty.

‘What did you think of Michael, the first time you met him?’ Caroline asked. ‘If you can remember.’

‘Yeah, I’m not sure. We didn’t cross paths a lot, but he seemed okay.’ Even to her own ears, the words sounded bland. ‘He was happy then—or happy enough. He and Sylvie were really into each other.’

‘That’s funny. She’d never admit to that now, would she?’

‘No, she wouldn’t, but at the time . . . She sort of lost her head over him, you know. Just left everything behind and moved out there. But I don’t think it was the first time something like that had happened to Michael—he was very magnetic, even though I don’t think it was a conscious effort on his part. People were always falling in love with him.’ 

‘Yeah, I got that impression.’

‘Maybe he took advantage, I don’t know.’ Alice remembered the midwinter solstice party, the crowd of girls—who must have been young, even though they’d seemed grown-up to her then—whispering and pointing at Michael behind cupped hands. The way George had come to life when Michael walked into a room. Sylvie’s obvious devotion. Had Michael actually promised anything to any of them? Alice suspected not, but that was hardly the point—he didn’t need to say anything, he simply came to stand in for something in their minds. To them he was dazzling, always a little out of reach. The man who had everything.

‘Did you feel as though he did take advantage?’ Caroline asked.

‘It wasn’t like that between us. But he was lord of the manor out there. Even though we weren’t supposed to have a hierarchy, it was obvious he was in charge. Everyone looked up to him.’

‘Yeah.’

‘I mean, at first. Things changed when . . .’ She could feel Caroline waiting. ‘When he started going downhill, I guess.’

‘Do you want to talk about all that?’

Alice sat back and let her gaze wander around the room, over her small and grubby things: the tube of lip balm next to the mattress, her phone charger trailing its cord on the floor. A world away from Isaiah. Comforting, in a way. It was true what she’d said to Caroline—Isaiah had been a beautiful place—but it was a wild and brutal beauty, unmoored from the small world of humans. Instead of civilisation, they had the weather.

‘Let’s talk about it another time,’ she said.

 She expected Caroline to be disappointed, but she only nodded, reached again for her glass of wine. ‘Did you know I went out there once?’

‘To Isaiah?’

‘Well, to where it used to be. I flew into Dunedin and then I rented a car. This was about a year ago, when I . . . Anyway, it turned out to be a huge waste of time. They’d obviously had trouble before with people rubbernecking, so there was a barbed-wire fence and a big padlock. I couldn’t even see anything.’

‘No, you wouldn’t have. Not from down there on the road.’

‘Yeah. I felt so dumb.’

Alice felt herself softening at this imagined version of Caroline, standing outside the locked gate and craning her neck up the hill. ‘What did you do?’

‘Oh, I drove back to Dunedin and had, like, four G & Ts at the pub near my hotel. And I thought too much about the concept of nostalgia and the meaning of life and so on, and got myself depressed.’ She smiled. ‘Most people our age have kids to take away that feeling, don’t they?’

‘I guess so. I wouldn’t know.’

‘You don’t want kids?’

Alice glanced reflexively at the phone on the floor between them, and Caroline laughed, reached over to turn it off. ‘Official proceedings over.’

‘Yeah. Well—no, since you asked, I don’t. Never have.’

‘Right.’

‘They just fuck up your life, don’t they? Especially if you’re a woman.’

‘That seems kind of extreme.’

 Alice shrugged. She found herself doing this increasingly often with Caroline: taking a stance on things, even things she’d previously had no particularly strong feelings about. It wasn’t like her—usually, with other people, she tried to be as ordinary and unobjectionable as possible—but she enjoyed the challenge of following all her positions through, laying them out logically as if in a debate. She enjoyed Caroline’s agreement and her laughter. At the same time, Alice had the sense that Caroline’s own lack of conviction gave her the upper hand somehow; as if she were watching Alice from some higher ground where opinions themselves, let alone the need to justify them, were a little déclassé.

‘Well,’ Alice said now, settling back against her pillows, ‘look at Sylvie.’

‘She seems to be doing pretty well for herself.’

‘She is now, but when she was younger, it was different. If she hadn’t had me, she would’ve been way more successful as an artist.’

‘Did she ever tell you that?’

‘She didn’t need to. It was obvious, that trade-off—and I’m not saying she would have been famous, not like Michael. But she would’ve had the chance to do more. Kids take away all your chances in life.’

Caroline looked down at her glass. She seemed as if she were trying to smile but couldn’t quite get there, or as if the smile itself wasn’t really a smile at all but a mask for some other, more complicated expression. Outside a car drove past, its headlights washing weak light through the curtains.

‘What?’ Alice said.

‘Nothing. No, you’re probably right.’ Caroline got up, brushed her hands on the back of her jeans. ‘Where’s your bathroom?’

 Alice directed her down the hall and finished her glass of wine. She was still thinking about Caroline at Isaiah, standing on the windswept road and looking up towards the house hidden behind the pines. It seemed like a funny thing to have neglected to mention. But maybe it had happened in the aftermath of her marriage falling apart, and that was why she didn’t want to talk about it. Since their visit to the art gallery, Caroline hadn’t mentioned her divorce again, and Alice hadn’t asked, even though she desperately wanted to know. She’d come to accept that this was just how Caroline was: doling herself out in portions, never too much at once. The promise of more—the promise of all of it, maybe—lurked always around the corner.

Sitting there on the mattress, Alice’s gaze drifted towards Caroline’s phone. Uncracked screen and a soft brown leather case. Alice knew the passcode from watching Caroline type it in so many times: 2502. It was a ridiculous thought, it made her feel disconnected from herself, as though she were watching her actions play out on a screen, but then this version of herself was reaching for the phone, swiping and tapping. The icons bloomed up in a neat grid.

She didn’t even know what she was looking for. Quickly she glanced through the messages, but none of them offered anything noteworthy—there were conversations with herself, Jamil, Caroline’s mother, and a few other people whose names Alice didn’t recognise, but whose messages were boring and matter-of-fact. Running 5 min late sorry! Ok I’ll send it to you when I get home. She flicked over to Photos and began scrolling back. Caroline liked to take selfies, which was a new discovery—certainly she’d never posted any of them—but as Alice kept scrolling she saw Caroline’s hair getting shorter, make-up appearing on her face again, and the outdoor light changing into the soft golden-pink hues of summer. She scrolled even further back. And then, as the toilet flushed down the hall, she saw what she’d been looking for: a selfie of Caroline and a man, dark-haired and handsome with stubble on his cheeks and a thumbprint cleft in his chin. They were cheek to cheek with the sun hitting their faces. Caroline was smiling in the picture, she looked happy. 

Alice put the phone back and closed her eyes. The wine had made her a little drunk, and the drunkenness was turning melancholy, an old tide gathering and swelling inside her: the feeling of exclusion, of knowing without understanding, of looking in at something she couldn’t quite comprehend. The solitude of that, and the loneliness.

She lay back on the mattress and tried to stop her head from spinning. It was there, coming underneath her conscious mind—the feeling, the memory. Michael had sometimes acted that way—like Sylvie, alluding to the world on the other side of the fence, mysterious trouble she was not expected to understand—but at other times he’d brought her in, treated her as something more than a child, more than a body to be painted. It was that part she couldn’t tell Caroline about. But it was there, it was still there, underneath the bland patter about the scenery and the view: what happened at Isaiah.
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THEN COMES A morning when Michael doesn’t appear at the breakfast table. Helping herself to toast, Sylvie tries to look as though she is not waiting for him. She spreads butter carefully. Bites and swallows. It’s the first time he has ever missed a meal at Isaiah, but no one will comment on it; people shoot furtive glances at each other, at his empty chair. Sylvie’s chewing is too loud in her ears.

Only Ingrid asks Sylvie directly, as they are clearing the plates from the table: ‘Where’s Michael?’

‘Maybe he’s still asleep.’

Ingrid’s dark eyes hold Sylvie’s. ‘I could help you look for him.’

‘Thank you, but that isn’t—I mean, we don’t need to look for him. He hasn’t gone missing.’ Remembering then that English is not Ingrid’s first language, she adds loudly, ‘He’s fine.’

She waits until Alice has left for school before going to look for Michael. He isn’t upstairs, in the bed she once thought of as theirs, and she resists the urge to lie down and cover herself in its crumpled sheets. Instead she holds a pillow to her face, imagines she can breathe him in. Particles of him, molecules, floating inside her airways. How she misses him.

 He isn’t in his studio. He isn’t anywhere in the house. She looks twice in each room, but eventually she has to admit it to herself. A shadow of fear crosses her heart: you heard stories of people getting lost in the hills, freezing to death overnight. Or he could have fallen—from a distance the hills look smooth, but up close the ground is rough and uneven, rocks jutting out from the grass. Michael knows this countryside like the back of his hand, of course, but it could still happen, it could easily happen. Especially if he’d been drinking. An accident, that would be all.

She looks in her cabin, just in case he crept in there while she was gone, but it’s empty. Standing in the doorway, her possessions strike her as having a quaint, doll’s-house quality: her bed with its faded green quilt pulled across the mattress, the three pairs of shoes lined up against the wall. The orderly little life she’d had before she met him. How easily that could all come rushing back to claim her.

She goes out into the yard. For the sake of completion, she’ll look in the shower block, even though people have been in and out of it all morning. As she crosses the yard, she’s already thinking about what she’ll do afterwards: knock on the neighbours’ doors? Put together a search party? But as soon as she steps inside, the smell of it hits her: sweet rot cut with bile. Michael is sitting on the wet concrete floor with his head between his knees, a spatter of vomit around the drain. He looks up at Sylvie and says her name weakly, like a prayer.

She goes to him. Without thinking she drops to the floor and gathers him into her arms, shushing him the way you would a baby. He is crying. She notices this fact with a mild astonishment but can’t give it too much thought: she’s overwhelmed by the relief of having found him, relief that he’s all right. (Relief that he’s crying in her arms, at her mercy.) 

‘What happened?’ she asks.

He shakes his head against her shoulder. ‘I had too much to drink.’

‘I can see that. Where did you go?’

‘Out.’

She can’t imagine what he means. There’s nothing even resembling night-life for miles around—no pubs, no restaurants. Did he take a bottle of whisky and roam the hills all night? The idea is ridiculous; there must be some other explanation. He’ll tell her about it later.

She helps him out of his clothes and into the shower, turning on the water for him. He crouches naked on the concrete floor. She brings him dry clothes and leads him into the main house, up the stairs to bed, where he collapses into the pillows with a grey face. She strokes his hair.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says.

‘It’s all right.’

‘I don’t know why I did it.’

‘Everyone does stupid things sometimes.’ As soon as she says it, she realises her mistake: she’s called him stupid, the worst thing she could do. Her body tenses, but he’s too tired or too drunk to notice. She kicks off her shoes and crawls into bed beside him.

They fall asleep together, and when Sylvie wakes, it’s dark. Michael is lying on his back beside her with his eyes open.

She turns to him. ‘Are you feeling better?’

‘Yes, thank you.’ His voice has a formal note to it. She notices a glass of water on his bedside table, which she hadn’t put there. ‘Sorry about earlier.’

 ‘Darling, it’s all right.’ The endearment sounds stiff and false, even to her own ears. ‘I’m just relieved you didn’t freeze to death out there.’

‘I wouldn’t do anything stupid like that.’

So he had noticed. They lie together and say nothing. ‘It’s late,’ he says eventually. ‘It’ll be time for dinner soon. You should go.’

‘You don’t want me to stay?’

‘You’ve done so much for me already.’

She tries to embrace him, but his body is stiff. She remembers the first winter she spent at Isaiah, how they’d spent hours together in bed, pouring into each other like water; and now this. She wants to cry, but only says, ‘I like doing things for you.’

‘That’s the problem, don’t you think? You need to learn some self-respect.’

The words cut her with the quick slip of a knife. He never speaks of self-respect, considers all those concepts silly. She’s always agreed with him. But now he tosses the word out like a barrier between them, daring her to say something. She doesn’t have the courage.

‘You should leave, Sylvie,’ he says quietly. ‘You can’t help me.’

‘What? Why not?’

‘I’m not here.’

‘What do you mean, you’re not here?’

Silence. Finally he says, ‘It doesn’t matter. Just—you should leave me, leave Isaiah, go somewhere else. It’d be better for you. And for Alice.’

‘That’s not true.’

No reply. He lets her stay in bed with him until they hear the bell for dinner. Then he gets up, his movements slow like an old man’s, and goes out without looking at her.

 The idea of eating is intolerable. Sylvie stays in bed for a while, curled on her side, but she knows he won’t come back for her. Better to escape to her cabin now, while everyone is at dinner.

On her way out, she slips into the bathroom off the main hallway. She’d known already from the heavy tightness in her belly, but still the tears spring to her eyes—stupidly, crushingly—when she sees the russet streaks in her underwear. It gets harder every month, her body’s small indifferent betrayal. No and no again. The son she’d dreamed of—who had once seemed so close, as if he could slip into being at any moment—is drifting further and further out of reach. Not that she should expect anything different; she doesn’t deserve to be his mother. She can’t even keep Michael well.

Hanging her head, elbows on her thighs, she remembers a time soon after she came to Isaiah: the two of them in Michael’s bedroom at night, and her kneeling above him in the soft candlelight. He often lit candles in those days. She held his hand when it moved between her thighs. ‘I got my period yesterday,’ she said.

‘That doesn’t matter.’

He began to stroke her, moved his fingers inside her. They came away slick with dark blood, and she watched as he smeared it on his chest, his stomach, her breasts. Trail of black then red then brown. Metallic tang in the air between them.

‘When I was at art school,’ she said, then stopped.

‘What?’

‘When I was at art school, I knew a woman who painted with her own menstrual blood. This was the eighties, so it wasn’t completely obvious and passé yet. Or maybe it was, I don’t know. You probably would have thought so.’

 Michael smiled. ‘You really see me as some kind of male chauvinist, don’t you?’

‘Did I say that?’

‘Not in so many words. I know what the general opinion is, though, on white male artists. I’m not oblivious to any of that.’

She laughed, drawing her fingers lightly over his chest, where the blood was drying in a scaly pattern. ‘I don’t think you’re a chauvinist.’

‘I sense a “but” on its way.’

‘But, but . . . you’re pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you? You know your place in the world.’

‘Is that a bad thing?’ He pushed his fingers inside her again as he said it, and she bit her lip to keep from crying out. She knew what they both knew, what they couldn’t say, which was that she loved feeling him inside her like this; like she was something to be held by him and manipulated at his will. She’d always been drawn to that side of him. He put his fingers inside her mouth, and she tasted iron.

For a while things progressed like that, with her on top, and then she lay on her back and he pinned her against the mattress. She felt small, tender like the inside of something. He pushed inside her, his mouth warm and close against her ear, and she murmured something without thinking. His quick exhale tickled the side of her face. Yeah, he said. Me too. Her body felt open like a flower in bloom. She bit at his lips, at his neck. Salt on her tongue and between her teeth. He said her name, and she sucked her breath in and held it, and he said it again, a rush against her ear. She clutched the sheet and told him she was close. I love hearing you say that. Do you? Yeah. Her back arched, her mouth opened and tugged at the air. The headboard banged hard against the wall.

 When they were finished, the room was silent. Sylvie lay with her face against Michael’s upper arm, her eyelashes brushing against his skin when she blinked. The air was soft in her lungs. Quietly she said, ‘I’m glad I decided to come and live out here.’

‘Me too.’

‘I feel really good now.’

‘Me too.’

She took his hand and laced her fingers through his. Her mind was blank like the inside of a clean bowl. ‘You know the thing I said before?’

‘What’s that?’

‘About you being confident, or knowing your place in the world—I didn’t mean it as a bad thing. There’s a difference between confidence and arrogance.’

She heard him smile. ‘That’s kind of you. But I probably was a bit arrogant when we first met . . . You know, I remember showing you around my studio and you being a bit scornful of the whole thing.’

‘Oh, Michael . . .’

‘You said I must do that with all the women I brought out here.’

‘But you know I didn’t—’

‘No, it’s all right, really. Like I said, you weren’t completely wrong.’ He turned then and looked at her again, the candlelight jumping on the wall behind him. ‘That was before I knew you, though. I was different then.’

Now Sylvie leans her face against the cold wall of the bathroom and closes her eyes. She can smell the meaty ripeness from her body. And she lets the thoughts spool blankly through her mind: Michael has gone away from her, marooned himself in a place where her love can no longer reach him. She’ll be thirty-seven the following January. The last of her eggs are withering and dying inside her. Her only child is growing away, she will never have another, her paintings will be ignored or forgotten, and eventually—in fifty years or twenty or five—she’ll die. At that moment death seems almost benevolent, just a peaceful alternative to life. She grabs on to the feeling like a life raft. From the kitchen she hears the sound of talk and laughter, the chink of cutlery against plates. 
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ALICE MET CAROLINE outside the cinema, and after the movie they walked over to the bookshop together. It was four o’clock in the afternoon by then, a light rain falling. Alice had liked the movie, which was about a young woman working in a dementia ward, but Caroline said it was depressing. ‘It didn’t seem to have much point,’ she said, buttoning her coat. ‘It was so, I don’t know . . . so slow and fine-grained.’

‘I thought that sort of was the point.’

‘Seemed gratuitous.’

The warmth of the bookshop came as a physical relief, like having a vice unfastened. Music was playing quietly, and the air smelled of paper, tinged with the wet-wool smell of people’s coats. Alice browsed through the new release table with the vague idea of getting Sylvie’s Christmas present out of the way early. Sylvie was a very difficult person to buy for, given that her standards were both extremely high and largely inscrutable—but Caroline, when Alice explained this to her, seemed to take it as a personal challenge. ‘What about this?’ she asked, bringing Alice a book on art in Vienna at the turn of the century.

 ‘No, she hates art books. Says she’d rather just go to a gallery.’

‘Hmm.’ Caroline put the book down. Alice noticed that she did not return it to the shelf, the way she herself would have felt compelled to, but instead just laid it on top of the nearest stack. ‘What about a novel, then? Or poetry?’

‘Oh no, poetry’s even worse. My whole childhood she’d always be like, Make sure you never get involved with a man who writes poetry. Don’t trust poets. It was because Don—my father—used to write poetry when they first met. That was enough to make it a universal red flag in her mind.’

‘Were his poems any good?’

‘Not sure. Never read any.’

‘I wish my dad wrote poetry,’ Caroline said. ‘Or did anything interesting. He owns a construction company, did I ever tell you that? So fucking nouveau riche.’

‘Oh, you’d prefer old money? More cultured?’

‘I knew you’d say something like that.’

‘Just to be clear, I’ll take the construction company money off your hands. Assuming you don’t want it anymore.’

Caroline made a face halfway between a smile and a grimace. She was opening her mouth to say something—still making the face, in a way that Alice understood was for comic effect, and she herself was anticipating the reply, getting ready to laugh—when Caroline’s expression flicked off. She stepped back, looking somewhere behind Alice’s shoulder, and in a strangely polite voice she said, ‘Hi.’

Alice turned to see a woman standing behind them: a small brunette woman, middle-aged and pretty, wearing a green scarf. No one she knew. Alice tried to arrange her face in a pleasantly neutral expression, but the woman wasn’t looking at her. Her gaze was trained on Caroline, who had both hands in her coat pockets, as if she were concealing something in there. 

Caroline exchanged polite greetings with the woman and introduced her to Alice as Genevieve, a friend. Genevieve shook Alice’s hand with a cool grip. She and Caroline spoke about the weather, about a house in Bright that they were apparently both familiar with, which led into a conversation about the villa in France where Genevieve and her family were going the following week. Outside of Dijon, it seemed. A river running through the bottom of the garden. ‘Of course we’d love to have you sometime,’ Genevieve said.

Caroline smiled tightly. ‘That’s generous of you.’

‘No, I mean it.’ Genevieve looked pained, which Alice found interesting—she knew that people of Genevieve’s class rarely allowed negative emotions to come to the surface of the face. ‘We’ve got far too much space there, and we’re staying until the end of August, so there’ll be people coming and going the whole time . . . Oh, Caroline, just think about it, won’t you?’

‘It’s a very kind offer.’

‘Sweetheart . . .’

Caroline took a breath and looked past Genevieve’s head, at the wall of books. ‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘It’s too much, I’m sorry.’

‘Of course.’ Genevieve patted Caroline’s arm. Pat, pat, pat. It looked compulsive, as if she were holding herself back from some more extravagant gesture: an embrace, maybe, or a slap. ‘Of course, I shouldn’t have asked. Maybe another time, though, once you’ve—’

‘Genevieve, I’m saying no. It’s not going to happen.’

 Genevieve’s face pinched and wavered; for a brief and terrible moment, Alice thought she was about to cry, but then she recovered herself and said coolly, ‘I see.’

The moment sank like a rock between them. Alice could feel Genevieve waiting for Caroline to say something conciliatory—she herself was waiting for it, the social softening, the polite lie they could all grab on to in relief—but Caroline said nothing, and continued to say nothing, and eventually Genevieve said she’d leave them to it and went up to the counter. Caroline watched her go with a blank face. Then she picked up an Ursula K. Le Guin novel and said, more to the book than to Alice, ‘Fuck.’

‘Who was that?’

‘My mother-in-law. Ex-mother-in-law, I suppose.’

Alice twisted to look after Genevieve’s retreating back, going out the door of the bookshop now. Caroline’s husband’s mother. She had the feeling of snatching after some fragment of Caroline’s secret life—her other life, her true life—and she wished she’d paid more attention while Genevieve was standing in front of her, but it was too late. On the street, Genevieve turned left and disappeared.

Alice turned back to Caroline. ‘Why didn’t you say?’

‘What?’

‘When you introduced me. You just said she was a friend—I mean, I was standing there trying to figure out what the fuck was happening, and that poor woman looked like she was on the brink of tears . . .’

‘Look, can you leave it? I don’t need a guilt trip from you, too.’

‘I’m not guilt-tripping you; I just don’t want to be treated like some dumb appendage. Is that too much to ask?’ Alice’s face felt hard and frozen, like something that had never had any beauty in it. ‘You acted like I didn’t matter enough to be introduced properly—like you couldn’t even tell me who she was, that would be too personal.’ 

‘I did tell you.’

‘Only because I asked! And honestly, you’ve always been really weird about your marriage. It’s a huge elephant in the room, but you just act like it doesn’t exist—I don’t even know your husband’s name. Ex-husband, or whatever. I don’t know anything about him.’

‘Why, are you jealous?’

Alice felt a twist, hard and sharp, just below her ribs. Caroline replaced the Ursula K. Le Guin and began reading the back cover of another book, a fantasy novel that Alice could not possibly imagine she was interested in. Eventually she said, ‘Sorry.’

‘It’s okay.’

‘No, I shouldn’t have said that. And you’re right, I don’t talk much about all that stuff, but I—oh, look, I’m sorry. It’s not your fault.’

Alice could feel the apology like a wall between them. ‘It’s fine,’ she said stiffly. ‘You don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to.’

‘Sure. But at the same time . . .’ Caroline glanced up from the book. ‘I don’t want to sound like I’m accusing you of anything.’

‘What?’

‘I understand why you might feel that things between us are a bit uneven in the personal revelation category. I do get that. But you have to admit that you haven’t told me much yourself.’

‘About what?’

‘Well, about Isaiah. And what happened there.’

Alice turned away, looking out at the street. She could feel the hot press of tears behind her eyes, and this seemed like definitively the worst part, the final thread torn from her grip: to be crying in public and in front of Caroline. She bit down hard on her tongue. For a moment she saw herself as Genevieve must have seen her: too tall, almost masculine in her jeans and scuffed boots and shaved head. Maybe that was how Caroline saw her too, had seen her all along. It made a sort of sense. People who were serious about art were always interested in ugliness: they liked the tension it brought, the catch on the too-smooth surface of beauty. 

‘I get it,’ Caroline said. ‘It’s not easy to talk about. But I suggested we work together on this essay project because I thought you might want to say how you felt about the painting—and about Michael, too, given everything . . . But you’ve basically managed to skirt the subject this whole time.’

‘Well, I—’

‘And whenever you do say anything about Isaiah, it’s always so matter-of-fact and disconnected. It’s like you’re talking about something that happened to somebody else.’

Her voice was soft. A part of Alice hated its softness, wanted to make herself hard enough that it would never be able to touch her; but another part of her knew, too, that Caroline was right. She’d failed to uphold her end of the bargain. She had failed to be the kind of person Caroline wanted her to be: the interesting person with a lot of opinions, the person who shaved her head out of courage, who didn’t just let things pass her by. Alice wasn’t any of that, not really. The only person she would ever be was herself.

Caroline was still looking at her, waiting for a response. Blankly, Alice heard herself say, ‘Okay.’

‘I don’t want you to feel like you have to tell me anything. At the end of the day, it’s up to you . . . But you know, there were lots of other people they could’ve chosen to write this essay. More established critics.’

 ‘Right.’

‘So I guess I’ve just been hoping it works out. And—well, since we’re on the topic, it’s pretty central to my book proposal.’

Alice felt her whole body turn hot inside her coat. ‘I didn’t know you had a book proposal.’

‘It’s still a work in progress.’

‘What’s it about?’

‘It’s . . . well, the idea is for a collection of essays about painters who were working at the end of the twentieth century, beginning of the twenty-first, and who still believed modernism had something to offer. People who were trying to swim against the current. Michael’s one of them, of course, but there are a few other semi-famous examples from around the world. I’m thinking about calling it Men Out of Time.’

‘No women?’

Caroline smiled. ‘None that I know of. Does that make me a bad feminist?’

She was trying hard, Alice could tell. She was trying for laughter, for a lightening of the mood, for some mutual agreement that the moment could pass, they could let it go and move on towards another one. It was interesting to see Caroline try. But of course, she wasn’t as untouchable as she pretended to be—Alice thought of the selfies on her phone, the nervous smoking. She’d only presented a certain image of herself to Alice. And she’d wanted an image in return, not the real thing. Keeping things that way—at surface level—allowed her to stay in the background, not really involved. Just taking Alice to the art gallery, showing her paintings, telling her what they meant. Recording their conversations on her phone.

‘Are you angry with me?’ Caroline asked.

 Alice shook her head. And it was true, she wasn’t angry—the feeling was colder than that, like blocks of ice or cement in her chest. Out loud she said, ‘No. But I think you probably should have mentioned this book proposal before, if you wanted to use me for it.’

‘I didn’t want to use—listen, you’re being really dramatic. Anyway, I didn’t think you’d be interested.’

‘Really? Why wouldn’t I be interested?’

‘Well, you think art is basically pointless, don’t you? Self-indulgent and masturbatory. You’re too smart for all that.’

Alice laughed. The laughter took her by surprise, and she could tell that Caroline was surprised too, had expected a different kind of reaction. More apologies and kowtowing, probably. The ice blocks shifted into place. It was almost comforting, feeling them again; for years she had lived with them permanently. Really, they’d only started to melt away when she came to Melbourne and sat on the university lawn with Caroline and let the sun cast its heat on her face. The pleasure she’d felt at her company. But it had been a mistake, she saw now, to give in to the heat; to live her life at the mercy of something as fleeting and abstract as pleasure.

•

She told Caroline that she had to go, she’d agreed to have dinner at Sylvie’s house, which was true. The rain had stopped but the cold was setting in. By the time Alice arrived, her cheeks felt slapped, her fingers numb inside the pockets of her coat. She jiggled from foot to foot waiting for Sylvie to answer the door.

‘Good Lord,’ Sylvie said, ushering her into the house. ‘You look half frozen. Why didn’t you call and get me to pick you up from the train station?’

 ‘It wasn’t that far.’

‘It’s arctic out there. You really do need a proper coat, you know—you won’t survive the winter here without one.’

‘So I’ve heard.’

Alice sat at the kitchen counter and let Sylvie pour her a glass of wine. White, even though the weather was cold—Sylvie never drank red wine, said it gave her a headache. The radio was playing at a low volume, and the kitchen floorboards gleamed in the soft light. Drinking the wine, Alice heard herself talking—with more animation than was typical—about her work, about how Deborah had promised her a tutoring job the following semester and encouraged her to submit an abstract to a conference in Hobart that December. Deborah was very pleased with Alice. She often used the word ‘impressive’ in relation to her. Talking to Sylvie like this, Alice was aware of a half-conscious wish for Caroline to be witnessing the conversation, as if it would serve as proof of something important: that she had a life of her own, that people other than Caroline found her worthwhile.

‘It’s strange to think of you teaching,’ Sylvie said, chopping an onion. ‘Seems to me as if you only just started school yourself.’

‘I’ll be thirty year after next.’

‘Oh, don’t remind me.’

She scraped the onion into the pan of oil on the stove. It spattered, and she swore. Her own glass of wine, Alice noticed, was more than half finished, and her movements were a little sloppy. It was odd—Sylvie had never been a big drinker, and if she’d ever taken any of the drugs floating around Isaiah, it hadn’t happened in Alice’s field of vision. After they left, things had seemed like they might be headed in that direction—Sylvie got a prescription for something and stayed on it for months, her eyes heavy-lidded and slow, empty blister packets appearing in the bathroom rubbish bin—but by that point Alice found it difficult to care. She was desperate to get away from Sylvie’s slowness, her sadness, her death grip on memory. Even the city itself felt claustrophobic, its edges drawing together around her. And Michael had wanted her to get away—he’d told her as much, the last time she spoke to him. 

‘I’ll finish that,’ she said, getting up and touching the small of Sylvie’s back to usher her away from the stove. ‘Why don’t you sit down, have a glass of water or something.’

Turning to the stove, she heard the suck of the fridge being opened, clink of wine bottle against glass. ‘The little adult,’ Sylvie said.

‘What?’

‘That’s what I used to call you, when you were growing up . . . Oh, you don’t remember. Never mind. Do you know what turned up today in my inbox?’

‘What?’

‘An invitation to the opening of this thing. This retrospective.’ She pronounced it with the emphasis on the first part of the word: retrospective. ‘August eighth.’

‘Oh, right. I haven’t got one yet.’

‘I suppose Caroline will organise it for you.’

Alice opened the can of tomatoes beside the stove and emptied it into the pan, stepping back from the hiss and spray of oil. She said nothing, had nothing to say.

They ate at the table with the curtains drawn. Sylvie lit two taper candles in artfully blobby glass candlesticks: the kind of expensive and useless possession that had steadily marked her ascension, over the past decade, into the middle class. She poured herself another glass of wine and lifted a steaming clump of pasta onto her plate with tongs. ‘I was supposed to be making you dinner. I know you don’t really cook.’ 

‘Even I can manage tomato pasta. It’s probably what I’d be making at home.’

‘Now, don’t bite my head off, but do you need more money? I’m happy to help out, really. Just say the word.’

‘No, I know. I’m fine.’

Sylvie twirled pasta around her fork. ‘Do you ever hear from your father?’

‘Why, do you think he should be chipping in for child support?’

She laughed. ‘That’d be a change of heart. No, I was just wondering. Seeing that email today—it made me think about that time, about living in New Zealand. I was wondering what he’s up to.’

Alice said—truthfully—that she did not know how Don was, that he’d emailed her on her last birthday but they didn’t really talk. ‘He’s busy, I think. With his job and everything.’

‘I still can’t believe he became an insurance broker. After all that talk about writing poetry.’

‘Well, I guess he needed to make money. Put away childish things.’

‘No, of course. You’re right.’

It was clear from her tone that she didn’t really think Alice was right: that she considered Don a coward, a symbol of everything she scorned. Maybe she knew more about it than Alice did. Alice had only a few of her own memories of Don: height, smell of stale cigarettes, impossibly large shoes strewn in the hallway. She’d tried on one of those shoes once, felt her socked foot slip around inside it. Don himself was only ever there in the background. She remembered him taking her to the playground once, after he’d moved to Christchurch and come back for a visit. A tense afternoon. She’d felt the need to perform her enjoyment of the swings, shrieking too loudly as he pushed her. On the way home he’d bought her a bag of sweets, most of which she’d thrown up later. 

She thought of Caroline in the bookshop, complaining that her father made his money the wrong way. It was easy now to recast Caroline as a spoiled brat, dabbling in what she thought of as bohemian poverty while collecting an allowance from her wealthy parents, even though deep down Alice suspected it wasn’t quite that simple. She remembered Caroline catching her breath in front of the painting in Sylvie’s bedroom; the way she’d talked about light and shadow in the gallery. Caroline loved art. It was a single-minded love, a love that left no room for anything else—the same love Sylvie had, and Michael too. Maybe it was wrong of Alice to begrudge anybody that.

‘What are you thinking about?’ Sylvie asked.

Alice poured herself a glass of water from the carafe on the table. ‘Nothing. Just about Don . . . I know he wasn’t great to you, but you must have loved him at the time.’

‘Oh, I suppose so. But when you’re that age, you confuse lust for love. You confuse a lot of things for love.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like wanting stability, wanting a family . . . You know, when I met Don, I really had nobody. My parents hadn’t spoken to me in more than a year. I was living in this godforsaken flat where the wind shook the walls of my room at night and I could feel the cold coming through the cracks in the windowsill. I was scared, I wanted something real to hold on to.’ She smiled at Alice. ‘And then you came along.’

‘I thought I was an accident.’

 ‘Oh, yes.’ Sylvie reached for her wine, her ring clinking lightly against the glass. ‘But lots of accidents are half on purpose, aren’t they? Anyway, to answer your question, of course I would have said at the time that I loved Don. But now I’m not sure. I think maybe I was just young.’

On the table, the taper candles were dribbling delicate beads of wax down their sides. Alice caught a drop of wax on her fingertip and watched it cloud and harden. After she’d thrown up Don’s sweets, Sylvie had tucked her into bed and brought her black tea and plain toast. A part of Alice had been glad, then, to be sick, glad that it was Don’s clumsy attempt at a treat that had made her so—and gladder still that Sylvie would now know without doubt where Alice’s loyalties lay. They curled up together in bed while Sylvie read aloud. Her calm voice, the smell of her jumper against Alice’s cheek. I don’t think I want to see him again, Alice had said, and Sylvie stroked her hair and said, All right.

Now Sylvie got up from the table, began to stack their empty plates. ‘I didn’t make dessert,’ she said, ‘because I know you don’t like sweet things, but there’s tea if you want. Can I make you a cup of tea?’

‘Sure.’

‘You look tired, darling.’ She touched Alice’s head as she said it.

For a moment Alice considered telling her what had happened in the bookshop, all the ways in which she’d been wrong—wrong about Caroline, wrong about herself—but the words would not come, and anyway she knew Sylvie would only gloat. Not out loud, but still—she’d been right to tell Alice to be careful. It’s a very clever idea on Caroline’s part.

Sitting at the table, Alice watched Sylvie rinse dishes at the sink and fill the kettle. Clearly she was content here, in her house that was set up just for her, her daily rhythms and routines. Lemons from her tree piled in a bowl on the counter. It was comfortable, it was maybe even bourgeois, but within it Sylvie still managed to exude glamour. She’d always been that way. The first time she’d told Alice about Michael—that morning when she had, like now, been running water and rinsing dishes—Alice hadn’t been at all surprised to learn that Sylvie had met a well-known artist on the street and captivated him. It seemed like something that was almost bound to happen. Even talking about him made Sylvie’s voice rich with excitement; she was going to spend the night with him, she said. It all gave Alice a sense of impending doom. She could see it so clearly: Sylvie’s escape hatch, arrived at last. The kind of life she’d lived until then—the life she’d lived for Alice’s sake—was coming to an end. 

•

Later that night, in bed, the cramps began. Pain spread through Alice’s abdomen gradually at first, like a root system branching and grasping. A steady ache. She curled on her side. It was around the time she’d been expecting it, so it made sense and could be dealt with, but that didn’t help with the tearing pain, starting up on top of the ache now, white-hot and radiating in the back of her teeth. She bit the side of her hand. She was shivering. Period pain, that was all she ever told anybody, and when they suggested yoga and heat packs she always said she’d give it a try. It was easy to make it sound like a minor affliction. Even Sylvie didn’t know the truth, and at first Alice’s periods had, in fact, been normal. The problems only started after they left Isaiah.

She shuffled down the hallway to the bathroom, found her menstrual cup in a drawer. There was a moment every month when the pain crested to a peak that was almost exquisite—a numb lightness overtaking her body and distilling it, as if her physical being were located only in her pumping heart and lungs, rather than her limbs or face or womb—and this was approaching now, she could feel it. She grabbed on to the side of the sink, looked hard in the mirror. Her head was buzzing. 

It’s like you’re talking about something that happened to somebody else, Caroline had said.

In the mirror, Alice’s face was damp and pale. Eyes like two black saucers. She breathed in for seven, held for four, and let the breath slowly out for eight. She felt pulled as if by a magnet. She knew that everything would come out eventually: that she’d have to tell Caroline all of it, even what happened at the end.
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HOW CAN SYLVIE explain it, the fact that she doesn’t leave? The woman she’d thought herself to be would never put up with all of this. Michael now avoids her altogether, refuses to catch her eye at mealtimes, and after they’ve finished eating he disappears somewhere. Maybe to his studio, maybe to his bedroom. Maybe out in the hills. She can tell from his face that he still isn’t sleeping. He had told her once that whenever he was in the grip of his insomnia, he believed he would never sleep again.

Going down to collect the mail one Saturday, Sylvie finds an envelope addressed to her in Rachel’s handwriting. She tears it open and reads it standing there by the letterbox, the wind rattling the paper. Cheerfully, Rachel describes the weather in Auckland, news of Simon the meteorologist and their plans to put in an offer on a house in the suburbs. Three bedrooms, with a garden—a house for children, Sylvie reads between the lines. Well, good for Rachel. She has always been better suited than Sylvie to the demands of motherhood. And now she has plans for renovations, she is preoccupied with termites and asbestos checks. Reading the letter feels, to Sylvie, like a brief and tenuous encounter with the normal world. No one in Rachel’s life has ever painted a picture of their own dead body, or vomited drunk in the shower at nine in the morning. She’s done well, keeping herself safe from things like that. 

Sylvie is starting back up the hill when she sees a small figure—Ingrid, her red-checkered coat blaring out across the hills like a beacon—burst out of Michael’s studio and run up the hill towards the yard. Then Michael comes to the door and looks out after her. For a minute he just stands there, rubbing one hand over his face, and then he starts slowly up towards the farmhouse.

Sylvie stands without moving on the driveway. Her stomach folds over itself. She thinks of Ingrid asking after Michael, the morning of his disappearance. She was the only one bold enough to do so. And the nude drawing of the young girl lying provocatively on the couch—it must have been Ingrid all along. A lonely girl, homesick, perpetually on the outside of the couple she’d attached herself to—of course she would have said yes to Michael. She would have been flattered, like George had been before her. She’d filled the space that George had left. But the way she was running, and Michael’s look of weary disappointment—Sylvie’s mind clicks over, fitting pieces together—clearly, whatever advances he made have not been reciprocated. How far had he pushed it? She thinks again of the girl on the headland, wandering numb through the empty night, and nobody bothering to look for her, not even Michael. How he took his pleasure and then left it. So easy for him to move on, to think of other things.

She keeps walking up the hill, Rachel’s letter shoved deep into the pocket of her coat. She doesn’t feel the wind as it whips at her cheeks. She is thinking again of the turpentine and lighter in Michael’s studio, only this time she isn’t just playing with the thought, seeing how it feels; this time she means it. She recognises the feeling from when she left home. The force of her will pushing forward. He’s been waiting for months to see how much she’ll take, and now she’ll show him she’s serious—not like the others he’s taken advantage of. She can already see the blaze in her mind, lighting up the muted winter hills, and the thick black smoke spilling into the sky. 
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IT MUST HAVE been a weekend, because Alice remembered the clean light of day coming through the studio windows, and the view of the velvety undulating hills. The studio was as cold as ever. Everywhere was cold—the previous morning, walking down the driveway to wait for the bus, Alice had slipped on a patch of ice and skinned her hands. And she had no proper coat; she’d outgrown the one from last winter and had asked Sylvie three times about buying a new one, but Sylvie had just made vaguely assenting noises and then seemed to forget. The work it would take to complete such a task—driving into town, parking, looking through the racks at a shop or maybe several shops, making a selection, paying, driving back home—seemed well beyond her. Eventually Alice had given up asking. That morning, Ingrid, seeing her cleaning out the chicken coop in only jeans and a jumper, had stopped and offered Alice her coat.

‘Oh,’ Alice said, feeling shy. ‘No, that’s okay. I’m okay.’

‘Please, take it. You look freezing.’

‘But don’t you need it?’

 Ingrid shrugged—a shrug that Alice thought of as European, and secretly resolved to practise later in the mirror. ‘Me, I’m used to the cold. I’ll be fine.’

In the end, Alice took the coat, even though privately she found its red-checkered pattern ugly, and she was still wearing it when she went to Michael’s studio later that day. Taking it off, she winced: her hands still stung, the skin ripped back to a layer of raw and frightening red.

‘Christ,’ said Michael, glancing over. ‘What happened?’

‘I fell.’

‘Are you hurt?’

She shrugged, trying to keep tears from stinging her eyes. In truth, she had hurt her knee when she fell; there was a bruise, and it felt tender when she tried to put her weight on it. She hadn’t told Sylvie. There seemed no point. Anyway, at Isaiah painkillers were regarded as a vaguely suspect invention of the pharmaceutical industry; people used arnica and hot water bottles instead.

‘Come on,’ Michael said, moving towards the middle of the studio and lying down on the floor. ‘Let’s do some stretches together, loosen up.’

She stood above him, unsure.

‘Don’t be shy,’ he said. ‘It’ll make you feel better. You look a bit miserable.’

She lay beside him on the floor. Mimicking his movements, she stretched her arms above her head, feeling all the muscles tug and pop; then all at once she felt silly, and put them back by her sides. She didn’t know any stretches. Michael was the one who did yoga. Once, when they’d first come to Isaiah, Alice had stumbled across him contorted on his mat and breathing loudly, but she’d backed away quickly. It had felt like an invasion of his personal bodily realm, as if she’d walked in on him on the toilet. Later she would be surprised and a bit perturbed by the trend of yoga among middle-class women: to her, it would always be associated with men, or at least with Michael. 

Beside her, he held one knee to his chest and flexed the toes of the other foot. ‘It’s the thing about being a painter that no one mentions,’ he said. ‘How bloody stiff you get. Or maybe it’s just my age.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Forty-five.’ He switched to the opposite knee. ‘There’s not much I wouldn’t give to be your age again, as clichéd as that sounds. Sixteen, hey?’

‘Fifteen. Sixteen in September.’

‘Well, enjoy it while you can.’

‘Enjoy what? It sucks, living out here at my age. You said so yourself.’

‘Mmm.’ He got up and wandered to the window, rolling his head on his neck. She could hear the tiny crunches of his muscles. ‘Not to worry. You’ll be back in the big city soon.’

‘What?’

‘Sylvie’s had enough. She won’t want to stay much longer.’

The words thudded through Alice. Her first reaction was wild joy—she could have it back again, her old life, her normal life—and then trepidation, sewn through with a thread of guilt. She thought of Sylvie’s eyes glinting sadly in the semi-dark and felt ashamed. For her it would be an ending, an admission of defeat. And Alice had the looming sense—like a gathering cloud in her peripheral vision—that life contained many of these endings, and that this was how things would be for her too now: she would never be able to go back to the time before. 

But she’d known that, hadn’t she, when she’d offered to sit for Michael? Surely that was why she’d done it: because she wanted to be changed.

‘Back in the big city,’ he said again. His tone was thoughtful, as if she’d posed an intriguing philosophical question. ‘You know, if I ever had to move back to the city—any city, even a little toy town like Dunedin—I’d blow my brains out.’

Alice said nothing. Underneath her hands, she could feel the texture of the unsealed wooden floor: its dips and scratches.

‘I can’t live like that. It’s strange. When I was younger and I lived in Wellington, I’d walk around the streets and have this feeling . . . It’s hard to explain, but it was almost like I wasn’t real, or maybe the world wasn’t real, everything was happening at some remove. A performance of a performance. I remember thinking that it all felt so cold and fake, like plastic. The plastic world.’

‘Oh.’

‘I couldn’t handle it, I suppose. Everyone else could handle it, some of them even seemed to like it, but not me.’ He paused, shrugged. ‘Story of my life.’

Alice had no idea what he was talking about. He was scaring her a little, standing like a statue at the window and talking in that weary voice, but her fear had the aftertaste of thrill. Generally, if adults talked to her about adult things, it was because they wanted to teach her something. (She thought of Sylvie on the beach, her stilted attempts.) But Michael was talking to her as though she might understand. It was a pity, then, that she couldn’t think of anything to say.

 ‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘You’ll be all right, I’m sure. Girls do better at that sort of thing.’

‘What sort of thing?’

‘Living in the world. Living with other people.’

‘I don’t think I’m much good at that.’

He said nothing. She got up then, feeling a little foolish again, and undressed for the sitting. Her knee still hurt. And her hand hurt, too, where she rested her head against it, but she did not feel she could complain about this.

About half an hour in, she felt the familiar dull ache in her lower back, followed by the squeeze in her belly; and then again, harder than before. ‘Oh,’ she said.

Michael was frowning at the canvas, a small feathered brush in his hand. Without looking up he said, ‘Hmm?’

Alice felt a burble of wetness, like something breached and leaking. ‘It’s, um . . .’ Her mouth was dry, her face burning. ‘Can I have a break?’

Michael’s gaze flicked over her, then back to the canvas. ‘Ten more minutes.’

‘But I have to . . .’ She stopped, something blocking her throat. She knew, she was absolutely certain, that she could not say the word ‘period’ in front of him. ‘I just have to go and . . .’

‘Ten more minutes, all right?’

Alice stayed miserably still. The squeezing in her abdomen grew tighter and harder, swelling to the faint rise of nausea, and a bubble burst warmly between her legs. She pictured a stain spreading over her inner thighs. That had happened once to a girl at school, Teresa Cooper: when she stood up at the end of a history lesson there was a dark blotch on her skirt and then a roar of laughter, everyone pointing. Teresa had cried. Alice had thought at the time that if she were in Teresa’s position she would not cry, would make a point of not crying, but on the couch in Michael’s studio she felt tears spring into her eyes. One made its warm track down her cheek. She pictured a lake of blood pooling and spreading between her legs, dripping onto the couch. 

‘Christ,’ Michael said wearily, putting down his brush. ‘All right, off you go.’

In the farmhouse bathroom, after the first hot release of tears, Alice began to feel silly. There wasn’t much blood after all, and the pain was receding, or maybe it had never been all that bad to begin with. She could have lasted ten more minutes. She leaned her head on her arms and gazed at the bathroom, the painted toenails of the clawfoot bathtub. She’d always hated those toenails. It was the kind of self-consciously whimsical touch that people at Isaiah prided themselves on—as if it were funny and charming for adults to behave like children, as if they never had to grow up if they kept doing ridiculous things like that. And the grimy ring around the tub, and the black mould spreading from under the taps, and the thin spiral of hair clinging to the enamel—all that was typical of Isaiah too, so infuriatingly typical. Nothing ever got really clean.

Alice found a tampon in the cabinet under the sink, washed her sore hands. She wiped carefully between her thighs. Back in the studio she tried to resume her position, but it was wrong: Michael kept sighing, frowning at the space where her body lay. ‘You’re too stiff,’ he said.

She tried to loosen up. ‘No,’ he said, ‘now your head’s in the wrong place. The light’s not hitting—Jesus, it’s all different. You see, this is why I asked you to hold on.’

‘I’m sorry.’

 ‘Bit late for that now.’

She sat up and began putting her clothes on. There was a tight blankness inside her chest. From somewhere far away, she heard Michael telling her not to be dramatic.

‘I’m not,’ she said.

‘You’re throwing a tantrum.’

‘I’m not. I just don’t want to be here anymore.’

He shook his head and got up from the stool. ‘All right,’ he said, tipping turpentine into a rag without looking at her. ‘I apologise, in that case. Maybe it was too much to ask of you.’

‘What do you mean, too much to ask of me?’

‘Well, you’re young. Fifteen—I never really thought about it until you said it just before.’

Alice folded her arms across her chest. She could feel a cyclone building in her throat, twisting her voice. ‘If I’m so young, then why are you painting me in the nude?’

‘Mmm. That’s sort of the point.’

‘What, to shock people? I thought you hated art like that.’

He did look up then. His face was hard. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I don’t really need your input here, Alice. You’ve been helpful, I appreciate that, but you can leave the artistic direction up to me. In fact—do you know what? We might just leave it there.’

‘Leave what where?’

‘I don’t think we need to have any more sessions. I’ll do the rest from memory.’ He began cleaning his brush, then glanced up at her. ‘And you’ll get the money, don’t worry. I’ll send you a cheque in the post.’

Alice could not speak. She wanted to kick over his easel, to take a tube of paint and smear it all over the painting, all over the canvases stacked against the wall, all over his face. She felt as though something had been snatched from her, leaving her pawing stupidly at the air. In a low voice, she said, ‘Maybe George was right about you.’ 

‘What?’

‘You’re trying too hard, it’s embarrassing. You had your moment, now it’s over. Everyone knows it.’

Michael kept cleaning his brush, wiping the bristles smooth. Still, something in his posture told Alice that she’d touched a nerve. And what did it mean that her instinct was not to stop, not to apologise or even leave the studio, but to keep going until she drew blood? She straightened her back. Out of her mouth came the words, ‘You know, when people see that painting, they’re going to think you’re a real pervert. And maybe they’ll be right.’

He looked up from his brush. In his gaze she read disappointment, betrayal, sadness—all the things she might have expected—but not rage or shock. Everything was muted and washed over with weariness; it was as if a part of him had expected her to say it all along.

Alice was furious by then. She wrenched the door open and ran out of the studio, up the hill and across the yard, past the vegetable garden and down the hill to the cemetery. She kicked the trunk of a tree, pain exploding in her foot. Her cry sounded tinny and pathetic. It was as if all the anger he wouldn’t feel—all the emotion, the involvement he refused to take on—was hers to carry instead. And why? How was it fair? She was only fifteen. Too young to be involved in any of this. But she’d made herself involved: she’d claimed to be grown-up enough, and he’d believed her. Only Sylvie would have known differently.

Crouching beneath the tree, Alice allowed herself to long for Sylvie. It was a pent-up longing, and it came like water rushing in: the warm smell in the crook of Sylvie’s neck. The loose skin on the back of her hand. As a child, Alice had loved to gently pinch that skin, and to lie with her head in Sylvie’s lap and listen to her stomach, the sounds no one else could hear. I’m listening to your tummy, she’d say. And Sylvie, do you know what it’s doing? It’s grumbling.

She rubbed her sore foot. Without quite allowing the thought to form directly, she knew—the knowledge brewed, it came close to the surface—that she had only offered to sit for Michael because she’d assumed Sylvie would find out and put a stop to it. She’d believed it so deep down in her mind that she had never questioned it. But Sylvie hadn’t seen her, wouldn’t come; she was probably at that moment asleep in their cabin. And now Alice had the gathering-cloud feeling again, the feeling of things changing—only this time it had to do with her and Sylvie, and how things would be between them. She couldn’t put a finger on it, didn’t know if she wanted to. But she knew she would never again lie with her head against Sylvie’s stomach, or play with her hair or the strap of her watch. Those things were memories now: part of a world that had quietly ended.
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SYLVIE GOES UP the hill without feeling the cold: her body is alive with anger, with adrenaline, with feeling. A relief to feel again, after all these months of blankness. How stupid she’d been to let herself slip under. Not anymore. She pushes open the door to the studio. The day is overcast, the afternoon darkening quickly, and in the muted half-light the canvases propped against the wall look like motionless creatures. Sylvie flicks on the light. As it comes on, the first thing she sees is Alice’s portrait, leaning against the far wall.

For a moment Sylvie is suspended in glass, outside of time. Her heart pounds in her throat. Then understanding arrives, as sudden and complete as knowledge that comes in a dream, and the cold rushes in on her at last.

Of course it had to be like this. A part of her knew all along—why else did she resist going back to the studio, discovering for herself the model’s face? She moves closer to the painting, examines it. A move calculated to destroy her—not only on Michael’s part, but on Alice’s too. How many times has she lied? Sylvie thinks back over her daughter’s furtive comings and goings, her closed face when Sylvie spoke to her. Alice’s is a dark little life, lived in secret. Sylvie has no idea whether Michael has ever touched her, made any proposal or suggestion, but it hardly seems to matter. Looking at the portrait, she sees the thing sketched out in its basic form: a first step, an underpainting. 

The door opens then and Michael comes in. Sylvie hears his footsteps, hears him say something, but the words don’t reach her mind. She wheels to face him. In a voice that seems to come from far away, she says, ‘You make me sick.’

‘Sylvie—’

‘What’s the matter with you? Do you like little girls, is that it?’

‘No. It’s nothing like that.’

‘Oh, don’t. I’m sick of listening to your bullshit, Michael—I’m sick of it. Do you think I’m so gullible that I’ll believe anything you say?’

Michael shakes his head slowly. All at once, Sylvie is filled with fury at his shaking head, his tiredness, the shuttered-off look behind his eyes. All that absence. She pushes him hard in the chest, even though she knows she’s too small for this to have much effect: she sees, as if from outside, herself as a child having a fit of temper.

‘Sylvie,’ he says. ‘It was nothing.’

‘It’s not nothing.’

‘She offered to do it, so I could get the shape of her collarbone. I’ve never—it wasn’t like what you’re thinking. Do you really think I’m capable of something like that?’

‘I think you’re capable of anything.’

He makes no reply. Sylvie hears her voice carry on, picking up speed and self-righteousness: ‘That’s the idea behind this place, isn’t it? Normal rules don’t apply, morality is just a bourgeois construct, you’re a bunch of enlightened libertines who see through it all. Rebellious children, isn’t that how you put it? Just out of interest, Michael, do you know what happens to the rebels in the Book of Isaiah?’ 

‘Nothing good, I assume.’

‘Nothing good, that’s right. Listen, if you go near Alice again I’ll cut your dick off—I mean it.’

He looks at her blankly. Outside the window, the hills are retreating into an almost-dusk, the rain moving in. ‘Huh,’ he says.

‘What?’

‘It’s just that the only time I ever see you being protective towards Alice is when things are going wrong in your own life. Do you ever think you’re projecting a little bit, Sylvie?’

‘Fuck you.’

He doesn’t react. The portrait throbs like a wound at the edge of Sylvie’s vision, and she turns away from it, the studio wavering in front of her eyes. She remembers that first day at Isaiah, how she’d taken his finger into her mouth and watched desire come over his face like a mask. But maybe that was his real self all along, she thinks: his ordinary face was the disguise.

‘Listen,’ he says. ‘The portrait was my idea, but I wasn’t thinking of it as a nude, just a kind of study of adolescence. But when she made the suggestion, I suddenly thought, of course, that’s exactly what it needs. You know, it’s childhood and womanhood at once, it’s—’

‘Oh, spare me, Michael. It’s the same excuse men have been making forever; you’re not original.’

‘What excuse is that?’

‘It’s just art, it’s got nothing to do with sex, blah blah. Come on, how stupid do you think I am?’

‘Well, no, of course it’s got something to do with sex. That’s sort of the point. But don’t you think that’s a separate question from whether I personally molested or otherwise exploited your teenage daughter?’ 

In his voice she hears the shadow of his old self—the smooth, reasonable self, the self he uses to persuade. The magician. Had he said something similar to Alice? All at once, crashing in on her, Sylvie sees the huge, irredeemable way in which she has failed Alice. She did not keep her safe. She gave her too much freedom. And why? Because it was convenient for Sylvie, that’s why. Because she wanted her own freedom, even believed she was entitled to it. Because she thought of motherhood as something that could be bargained with or whittled down. And because she never thought to warn Alice—shy, tucked-away Alice—about the dangers of art, the fact that being looked at was not always a good thing.

‘Look,’ Michael says, ‘to be honest, I knew even at the time that I shouldn’t be doing it without your permission. I almost told you a couple of times, I just chickened out. And I wanted the painting to work. But if you’re that upset about it, I’ll get rid of it.’

‘How do I know you’re telling the truth?’

He goes to his desk and opens the top drawer, hands her a tube of paint. Noir Matte. It feels cold and heavy in her hand.

She looks at him blankly, and he gestures towards the painting. ‘Go on.’

A chill prickles at Sylvie’s arms, at the skin of her chest. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Completely.’

‘What happened to the study of adolescence? Childhood and womanhood at once?’

‘Well, I stand by what I said. It wasn’t sexual, not from my perspective. But that doesn’t mean it’s virtuous. My career hasn’t been going anywhere lately and I’m not hot property in the art world anymore, so what do I do? I try something shocking. It’s cheap. Alice pointed that out, actually, and she was right.’ 

His voice has changed: no longer persuasive but flat, weary again. Sylvie’s head rocks and swims. She imagines what it would feel like to destroy the painting, to kneel over it and squirt the black paint over what he has done to Alice. It would be the right thing to do; that much is obvious. She should not let Alice hurt herself this way. She should not let Michael have the last word. Experimentally she squeezes the paint tube, just to test the way it feels.

But on the other hand, why let him dodge his responsibility? Why let him get away with it, the way he has always been allowed to get away with everything, over and over, all his life? Why should Sylvie be the one to do his dirty work?

She hands him the tube of paint. ‘Do it yourself, if you want it gone.’

‘Sylvie . . .’

‘I’m taking Alice back to Dunedin tonight. We’ll stay in a motel while we find somewhere else to live. And if you ever get in touch with either one of us again, I’ll call the police.’

He stands motionless, the tube of paint in his hand. As his gaze ticks over Sylvie’s face, anger rushes back into her veins. All the things he’s kept from her. It comes to her that he has never, not in all the time she’s lived at Isaiah, offered to help with her career. He has so many connections—he could easily have set something up for her with David, or other people he knows. He could have made the introductions. But no—Alice’s insight, made at the winter solstice party more than a year ago now, was right. Michael doesn’t want to share his success with anyone else. He wants to be chosen, alone: the ruler of his own little world.

 He puts the tube of paint back and closes the drawer. Already she can see his mind shifting away. Quietly she says, ‘You’re not going to do it, are you?’

‘What?’

‘You talk a big game, but you’d never destroy one of your own paintings. You can’t. Because that would take courage, wouldn’t it?’

He doesn’t reply. She steps back towards the door, her eyes still on him, and reaches behind her for the doorknob. And she is thinking, for some unknown reason, of a walk they once took together on the beach, a shell he found and held out to her: a ridged puff of white in his palm. His face in the jump and flicker of candlelight. Hands circling her wrist, thumb tracing down the ladder of blue veins on the inside, saying something to make her laugh, and pressing his mouth to her skin as he looked up at her. Things she’d believed in which had later been proven false. A trompe l’oeil: the impression of three dimensions on a two-dimensional surface. Or even something cruder than that: a mirage, an illusion, a problem of perspective. A simple trick of the light.
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CAROLINE CALLED WHILE Alice was at her desk on campus. Alice considered ignoring the call, but she had the strong sense that Caroline would just call back, and call back again, and keep calling back until Alice answered, so on the sixth ring she slid her thumb across the screen and said, ‘Hello?’

‘Hi.’ Caroline’s voice was brisk and businesslike, almost as if Alice were the one who had interrupted her workday. ‘Listen, are you free at the moment? Let’s go for a walk.’

Alice looked at the computer screen in front of her, where she was halfway through a journal article on the concept of dystopia. ‘It’s two o’clock in the afternoon.’

‘I know.’

‘I’m at work. And it’s raining.’

‘Well, I’d really like to talk to you. I’m around the corner, I’ve got the car. Can you come and meet me?’

•

Alice walked to the car with her arms crossed over her chest. Rain misted in fine beads against her coat. It was ridiculous, clearly, to be leaving work and going to meet Caroline—she ought to be at her desk, working on the literature review that Deborah was expecting, or the paper that had been accepted for the conference in Hobart. She ought to be using her time wisely. It had been a week since she’d last seen Caroline in the bookshop, and in that time she’d been trying to work in her usual way, but her mind felt slack and lazy, and even reading the news about climate patterns—there was a weather system moving over the east coast, prolonged and possibly catastrophic rain expected—felt abstract. She wasn’t sleeping well. She found herself spending too much time looking at Caroline’s Instagram. 

She opened the car door to hear the newsreader on the radio saying something about umbrellas. ‘Here I am,’ she said, flopping heavily into the passenger seat. ‘Happy?’

Caroline flicked the indicator and pulled out into the street. ‘Have you ever been to Middle Park Beach?’

‘No. What’s that?’

‘Well, it’s a beach at Middle Park. Or what passes for a beach down here. I’m sure it won’t be up to your exacting standards.’

Alice leaned her head against the window: the tiny cold sting of glass. ‘Let’s not be passive aggressive.’

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Caroline’s back stiffen, but she made no reply. The traffic was backed up, red brake lights blurring in the rain. They drove over the bridge and into a part of the city where Alice had never been before. Whenever she began to feel that she had a handle on Melbourne, it expanded beyond her reach, and she thought drearily that it would be the same when she went to Hobart in the summer: the halls full of people who all knew each other, and she knowing nobody except Deborah and one or two other doctoral students. Presenting her paper. Question and answer. Mingling during lunch and coffee breaks, adding each other on LinkedIn. The plastic world again. It was the world she’d thought she wanted, the world where she was safe, but now she felt suffocated by it. And it was Caroline who’d made her feel that way—she’d cracked through Alice’s life the way she cracked through her own life, the way she cracked through everything. She wasn’t interested in safety. 

The rain had eased off by the time they parked, but the beach was deserted. Alice peered across the bay at the delicate shapes of moored ships, like fine pencil drawings against the flat grey sky. ‘Why are we here?’

‘To walk, like I said.’

‘Are you planning to drown me?’

Caroline didn’t laugh. They began to walk along the beach, the sand clumping damply under their shoes. ‘My parents used to bring me here when I was a kid,’ Caroline said.

‘Oh yeah?’

‘It was supposed to be good for my leg—walking on sand helps to build up strength, or something like that. But everyone stared at me when we went to St Kilda, so they brought me here because it was always so empty.’ She pushed her hair out of her face. ‘Do you know what I think? I think there are two kinds of people in the world—people who had normal childhoods and people who didn’t, and they can never really understand each other.’

‘No one thinks they had a normal childhood.’

‘But there are degrees, wouldn’t you say? I mean, when I was a kid, I really thought I wasn’t going to live long. Spending all that time in hospital with doctors talking over my head—I just assumed there was something really wrong with me, some disease that no one was telling me about. For ages I was waiting to be told I was going to die.’

 ‘When did you realise you weren’t?’

Caroline gave a half-laugh. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I guess the timeline just got pushed out. In any case, I spent way too much time thinking about death.’

‘Maybe that’s how you ended up at art school.’

‘Ha. Well, actually, I remember thinking—you know how when you’re young, you kind of narrativise your own life, like you’re the main character of everything? Anyway, I remember thinking it was going to be this amazing redemptive arc—former sick and socially isolated kid becomes mega-successful artist. It was a pretty bitter pill to swallow when I realised it wasn’t going to work out that way.’

‘What about when you got married? Was that an arc too?’

‘I guess it was. You have to believe in some kind of narrative to get married, don’t you?’

‘I wouldn’t know. I’ve never even . . . I mean, I’m not a relationship person.’

‘Arguably I’m not either.’

They walked for a few minutes in silence. Alice watched the ocean tugging at the shoreline, the frill of dirty foam it left behind. Quietly she said, ‘What happened?’

‘We had some issues. Or I did.’ Caroline almost laughed, a tight rattle in her throat. ‘That’s a euphemistic way of saying I had two miscarriages. One at six and a half weeks, and then another at eighteen weeks.’ She paused. ‘That late and you have to deliver.’

Alice’s mouth turned dry with shock. For a moment she thought she must have misunderstood: the word ‘miscarriage’ must have another meaning, one she hadn’t come across yet, listed in some new dictionary. And in the next second she thought there must be something to say that Caroline hadn’t heard before, something that would lift her burden or at least lighten it, but in the end there wasn’t, it was all just empty space, and Alice could only say, weakly and inadequately, ‘I’m so sorry.’ 

Caroline shrugged. ‘You didn’t know.’

‘No.’

‘I mean, you couldn’t have. But it was a bad time, I won’t lie. After I lost the first one I . . . well, I fell pregnant again and I thought there was no way it would happen a second time. As if there were some universal balance sheet of bad luck and no one ever got more than their fair share.’

‘Oh, Caroline . . .’

‘So, things weren’t very good for me after that. I wasn’t eating much, I couldn’t sleep without pills. Jasper—that’s my ex-husband’s name, since you were curious—Jasper wanted to try again but I couldn’t, I knew the same thing would happen and I didn’t think I’d be able to go through it a third time. And there was a voice in my head that kept saying, Well, obviously you’re not supposed to be a mother. That’s for other people, not for you. It was like that sense of deformity, or sickness, or whatever you’d call the thing I had with my leg—all that came back at once and rushed over my head. I started to feel like a freak. Like, what’s wrong with me? Why can’t I do this thing everyone else can do?’

‘You’re not sick. It just happens sometimes, it—’

‘Anyway, I was working at the time. I had this job tutoring an undergrad art history course, I thought it would help take my mind off things. And there was another tutor on the course, he was nice, we got along well, and . . .’ She made a vague gesture, outstretched fingers trailing through the air. ‘Look, he didn’t know anything about what had happened. And that was appealing to me at the time.’ 

‘Oh.’

‘So it went on for a few months before I told Jasper. Which is awful, I know, and you don’t have to waste your breath telling me what a bad person I am, because I’m fully aware. Then he found out and it was a massive drama. We both cried for, like, a full weekend. He moved out. But even at the time a part of me knew what I was doing—I was blowing my life up, just kicking the table over because I couldn’t have what I wanted. And I can’t even describe it, the wanting—it was so strong, this kind of primal longing boiling inside me. Like I’d never even known the meaning of want until then.’

She turned to Alice as she said it, and even after she had stopped speaking, her lips stayed parted around the rich dark hollow of her mouth. White edge of her crooked front tooth. Alice wanted to take her hand and hold it. She herself had no knowledge of what Caroline was talking about—she’d been telling the truth about not wanting children, even considered it borderline selfish when the world was ending so quickly—but she could hear the hunger in Caroline’s voice. An awful hunger. She found herself wondering what it had been like, there in the hospital room where Caroline had delivered her stillborn child. No one would have been able to do anything; they had to stand aside, leave the body to its brutal work. And Caroline’s face set into the tenseness of pain, her elegant hands gripping the sheet as she breathed and clenched and pushed: crossing over into a new country, a place where no one could follow her.

Had it been a boy or a girl? Alice couldn’t ask.

 ‘I guess I was depressed,’ Caroline said. ‘That’s probably the clinical term for it. But at the time I didn’t think of it like that—I just went through every day not feeling anything, not seeing the point of anything; it was like all the colour and interest had been sucked out of life. I knew the stuff with Jasper was my fault. Not only the affair, but . . . You know, I’m not the easiest person, I’ve never been very . . . I have a cold personality; I’ve always known that.’

Alice reached out to touch her shoulder, but she moved away.

‘Sorry, I’ll just finish. Anyway, after a few months I started to pull myself together. I got the gig writing the essay for the catalogue, which—well, I never told you, but that was arranged through my aunt who’s on the board of the NGV Foundation. But it was a good distraction. And I moved into the place with Jamil, that helped too—like, a change of scene. I wasn’t seeing the tutor anymore but I started going out and having random one-night stands, just because I felt like it. I decided I wasn’t going to waste any more time on hair and make-up, or worrying about how I looked. I started to feel like, maybe there is no redemptive narrative arc. Maybe all I can do is just try to live on my own terms as much as possible. And when I met you, you seemed like you knew all about that.’

‘What? Did I?’

‘Well, you’d come to Melbourne, you didn’t know anyone, you didn’t seem to care, you were just doing your own thing. You were totally outside of everyone else, living this really solitary life.’

‘Oh.’

‘Maybe that sounds weird, but I thought you were cool. I’d thought you were cool for ages, actually—ever since I first saw your painting.’

 Alice rubbed the heel of her hand over her face. She didn’t know whether to cry or laugh, and really she knew that Caroline did mean well, she was trying to give Alice a compliment, and Alice should say something gracious in return. Something like, Thank you. But she couldn’t seem to make herself speak. Her mouth felt stiff and unused, like a piece of broken machinery.

‘Alice?’

‘Yeah. Well, what do you reckon, did I live up to it?’

‘Live up to it?’

‘Did you get what you wanted from me? That’s what it’s always been about, hasn’t it?’

‘Oh, come on. Is this about the book thing? Because I really think—’

‘I thought it was so flattering at first, you know. That I was interesting to you. That’s funny, isn’t it?’ Alice felt herself smile. ‘But then I realised you weren’t really interested in me; you’d just cooked up some idea about what I represented. Like everyone else.’

‘That’s not fair.’

‘In what way is it not fair? You came over and gave that little speech about how everyone was ignoring my perspective on the painting, and I was a person too—but really you never cared about that. You just wanted a good story. Something nice and complex for your essay. And then you complained when I didn’t give you enough, like you were entitled to know what happened. Do you want to know what happened, Caroline?’

‘Alice . . .’

Alice put the hood of her coat up and turned away, letting the wind cut hard against her face. She spoke into it, and it tore the words from her mouth, it took the things she said and bowled them down the sand and into the water. It was almost like not speaking at all. Or at least it was a pleasant form of abstraction, much better than the car with Sylvie, or her bedroom with Caroline recording, or her old therapist’s office in Sydney. It was easier that way, she had learned. To live with the shape of things, never look directly at them. 

When she was finished, Caroline came forward, making a sound of conciliation, but Alice stepped back. ‘Stop it,’ she said thickly. ‘I’m sick of this.’

‘You’re sick of what?’

‘You’re going to tell me I’m wrong and it wasn’t like that. But I was there! I saw him! I was the one who—’

‘Okay,’ Caroline said gently. ‘Listen—’

Alice wasn’t listening. The salt air was whipping at her face, and she turned her back on Caroline, began walking down towards the sea. Her body felt lighter because she was no longer wearing her coat. And then she wasn’t wearing her jumper either, or her jeans, and her boots were tugged from her feet and bouncing on the sand. Coldness registered as an abstract fact. The sea roared in her ears. She could hear Caroline behind her, calling out, but she didn’t turn around, and then she felt the icy water cut the edges of her feet. She kept walking.

•

Cold slicing at skin. Bright shock of feeling. A scream that seemed to tear out of her chest and throat. Her lungs were frozen bricks; she gasped and shrieked, gasped again, dived under the water and came up straight away, choking salt water. Her heart was a throbbing red muscle in her chest.

Alice!

 A raindrop splashed the surface of the water. Then another. She went under, up, gulped at the air with her wet mouth, went under again. The cold steadied from slice to ache. A bone-deep ache, an ache in her whole body. How long would it take someone to freeze in the ocean? How long to drown?

Alice!

Her hands in the water were two strange purple creatures: fish without eyes or gills.

Alice!

Swimming out further. She’d done it once or twice at the beach near Isaiah, when nobody was around, but only on summer days. Walking out past the rocks. Slipping naked into a silent underwater world, the kelp breathing in ripples on the sandy sea floor.

Images floated into her mind. Caroline’s child, how it would have been: small downy head and rosy folds of neck. Toenails in translucent arches. Half-moon mouth blindly seeking. And Sylvie at the wheel of a car, Sylvie’s hair in the light. Sylvie in the motel room where they’d stayed after Isaiah. Her animal cry, how she’d fallen hard to her knees on the tiled floor and torn at the air with her sounds. The policeman just stood there looking faintly bored. Your mum? he said to Alice.

Yeah.

Right, well . . . He cleared his throat. A big square-faced man, fingers like sausages. Look after her.

Sylvie curled on the bed, fist in her mouth. The small wet gasps of Sylvie crying in the middle of the night.

Alice! Get out!

•

 After she ran out of Michael’s studio, Alice sat for a while under the tree and felt foolish. Her foot hurt. It was cold. Storming out and kicking a tree began to seem like a childish thing to do, and she worried that Michael would abandon the painting altogether. She’d been spending a lot of time lately thinking about what people would say once it became public. She was under no illusions about them coming to admire her—most people were too small-minded for that, they didn’t know about art, it frightened them—but at least they’d have to realise there was more to her than they’d thought. She wasn’t just a freak; she was an artist’s model. Could she be said to be a muse?

Eventually she got up and brushed off the back of her jeans. She’d go back and apologise to Michael, make things right between them. As she started back up the hill, she saw that the light in the studio had been turned on: a small square of yellow in the dusky late afternoon. A strange fear tickled the back of her throat.

The door was unlocked. Michael was sitting at his desk, and Alice felt a tumble of relief at seeing him, overlaid with embarrassment at her own anxiety. What had she even been worried about? The sight of a lighted window in the gloom? Then he looked up at her without any expression, his face like a blank sheet of paper.

‘Hello,’ he said.

She came in and perched on the edge of the couch. ‘Are you okay?’

The question sounded staged, like one of the educational comics about drinking and drug use they’d been given at school. Hey, you seem pretty out of it tonight. Are you okay? Michael didn’t bother to reply. He was looking at his hands, and for a moment Alice looked at them too, as if they might constitute a point of genuine interest. His square fingertips, bitten stubs of nails. Men’s hands always seemed so large and blunt to her, like shovels. 

‘You should go and talk to Sylvie,’ he said.

‘What? Why?’

‘She’s upset, I suppose. My fault.’

‘Why is it your fault?’

He didn’t reply. Alice held her hands between her knees to stop them from trembling, and this was new; apart from the first time he’d invited her into his studio, she had never been nervous around him. Perhaps she ought to have been. She didn’t know him very well, after all.

She twisted her legs around each other and looked at his things: the rocks and feathers on his desk, the scratched green tin of coffee. The unfinished portrait of her staring back. He had filled in only part of her face, and the effect was unnerving, as if some half-formed version of herself lurked on the canvas. She got up and turned it towards the wall.

She expected Michael to object—as a rule, he didn’t like anyone touching his paintings—but he was quiet. As she sat back down, he said, ‘Sylvie was here earlier.’

‘She was? When?’

‘She came in while I was out, and she saw . . .’ He gestured to the painting. ‘So anyway, that’s why I think you should go and talk to her.’

Alice rolled her eyes. She knew it was a bratty reaction, not the one Michael wanted, but she couldn’t help it. She was so tired of having to fit herself around Sylvie’s feelings. She was tired of having to do things for her, make her tea, read out loud to her, be quiet, agree, brush her hair, tuck herself into the single bed behind the screen. She was tired of having to be the little adult. If Sylvie was upset, let her be upset. For once it was not going to be Alice’s problem. 

‘I’ll talk to her later,’ she said. ‘But we always knew that was going to happen, didn’t we? Once she found out.’

‘You shouldn’t be too hard on her.’

‘That’s easy for you to say.’

‘Well, it’s true. I’m sure it seems like life and death at the moment—this battle of wills between you—but in the grand scheme of things . . . Oh, what do I know. I don’t have children.’ He ran one hand over his face. ‘It’s a big regret of mine, actually.’

‘You still could.’

‘I never thought it mattered. Because I was an artist. Artist with a capital A. I got into the habit of writing everything else off under that particular justification. If I’m honest, I always knew I wasn’t a very good person—I just thought it didn’t matter because I was a good artist.’

Alice tried to think of the right thing to say. Here it was again: the adult world, the other side of the fence, and she could come up with nothing more original than, ‘You’re a good person.’

He shrugged. ‘You said it yourself. People will think I’m a pervert, and maybe they’ll be right.’

‘I didn’t mean that. I was just—’

‘No, I know. But on that note, I want to talk to you about this painting. I know it’s been a bit of a process, and you’ve put a lot of time and effort in, but it’s not too late to change your mind.’

‘I’m not going to change my mind.’

 ‘Well, that’s easy to say now, but just think about the future for a minute. Sylvie’s reaction is one thing, but imagine it being a public affair. It’s going to cause quite a stir, you know—and once it’s out there, you can’t take it back.’

‘I’m fine with that.’

‘Are you sure? Because I can easily—’

‘Michael, I’ve decided, okay? It’s done.’

It was the first time she’d ever spoken to him that way: firmly, as if to put him in his place. It was cold in the studio, but her face felt hot. Her mouth tasted of something sour and chemical.

There was a pause, and then he shrugged, stretched his hands out to crack his knuckles. ‘Bit of a dramatic way to shock your mother,’ he said. ‘Most teenage girls go in for binge-drinking or having unsuitable boyfriends.’

That sounded more like the old Michael, and for a moment Alice was comforted. ‘Well, I think it looks cool,’ she said.

‘It’s not finished.’

‘I know. But your paintings are . . .’ She trailed off. She was trying to say that she trusted him, but to say I trust you would have sounded embarrassingly sentimental, like something out of an American movie. ‘I think it’ll be good.’

‘Well, I hope so. I’m going to finish it very soon.’

‘What are you going to paint after that?’

He stood, rolled his head on his neck. ‘Would you like anything?’ he asked abruptly.

‘What, like a coffee or something?’

‘No, not like a coffee. I meant a painting. It would set you up nicely, if you wanted to go travelling or go to university somewhere overseas . . . Don’t stay here, Alice, promise me that. Get out and see the rest of the world.’ 

‘What?’

He picked up one of the other canvases leaning against the wall and held it out to her: a busy-looking painting of a woman in a vegetable patch. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Your mother liked this one, or I think she did.’

Alice looked from him to the canvas, trying to work out if this was part of some elaborate joke. The painting was earmarked for Michael’s next show, even she knew that. Along with the others, it would be praised by his gallerist (David—an imposing figure with a white goatee, whom Alice had met once and found intimidating) and then it would be shipped away and hung on the wall of the gallery and sold for a lot of money.

‘No?’ he said.

‘Michael, what’s going on? I don’t want—I mean, I can’t take this. It’s yours.’

‘All right. The commission from the portrait will do you nicely. That’s the worst part, you know—the sheer amount of money people are willing to pay for this stuff. Unbelievable.’

‘Well, they pay it because you’re good.’

He said nothing.

‘Listen, I really didn’t mean what I said before,’ Alice said. ‘About what people would think of you, and the other thing—you know, what George said, that wasn’t true. I’m sorry for saying it.’

He looked at her with mild surprise, as if he had only just remembered the conversation. ‘Well, George had quite a few grievances.’

‘Yeah.’

 ‘But what he said about this place wasn’t entirely wrong. You know—it’s fakery, it’s embarrassing. Insincere. I tried to do something real and ended up with more artifice.’

‘No, you—’

‘I’m only sorry I pulled Sylvie into it. And you.’

Alice shook her head. She did not understand what he was saying, but she could tell that he was slipping away from her again, and all her attempts to manage the conversation—to bring it back onto higher ground—were failing laughably. For the first time, she wished for an adult to come into the room and take control of the situation. Aroha would know what to do: who to call, what to say. Why wasn’t Aroha there? Why wasn’t anyone there? Why had Alice been allowed to wander into this strange man’s studio alone?

‘You haven’t pulled us into anything,’ she said. ‘Sylvie came out here, she wanted to. I’ve never seen her so keen on anything.’

‘It was a false promise. She believed in it, but . . .’ His voice caught on something, then straightened out. ‘Anyway, you know what you were asking before? About what I’m going to paint next?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Well, I’ve been asking myself that same question. And actually I think I might not paint again. I think that might be for the best.’

Fear cut brightly at Alice’s heart. The words themselves were not frightening on their surface, but she could just sense another meaning running underneath them that frightened her badly: it was like a rip-tide, waiting to suck you out to sea. Something she could feel but not understand. And she heard her own voice saying something like, Of course you will, but the words flapped stupidly in her mouth and out into the air; they had no weight. Her mouth was dry, her heart thudded. Sweat trickled from her armpits under her coat. 

‘You will,’ she said again. If she repeated it enough times, maybe it would stop standing in for the truth and become the truth, the solid thing they could all put their hands on. ‘You’re just having a bad time. I’ve had insomnia before, it’s . . .’

He came towards her, and for a moment she thought he was going to ask her to leave, but instead he laid a hand on her head. The earth and sharp of his scent: sweat and turpentine. She sat without moving and felt his breath bear up, hold, and let out in a sigh.

‘I’ve frightened you,’ he said softly. ‘I’m sorry. Don’t pay me any attention.’

‘Michael?’

‘It’s all right. I’m sorry, really—I just let things get away from me. It’s been a long day.’

‘But you . . .’ A part of her wanted to fight against what he was saying, not to let him brush her off, but another part of her could sense the temptation of letting herself believe it. She made another attempt: ‘Why did you say that, though? About never painting again?’

‘I didn’t mean it. Ignore me, Alice.’

She felt the weight of his hand on her head. Looking back on it later, she thought that that was the moment when things turned, when she allowed herself to be convinced. Or she allowed the performance of being convinced. It amounted to the same thing in the end. And it was the last time she saw him, so perhaps it was fitting that it was the only time he touched her with meaning and affection: as though she were a person, someone whose own path in life had crossed his, and he wanted her to keep and carry something of him. She closed her eyes, breathed quietly in the silent room. She felt him stroke her hair. 
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SYLVIE TAKES ALICE back to Dunedin that night. Their conversation in the car is terse and minimal—Alice refuses to answer most of Sylvie’s questions, stares out of the window with a locked-up face. She will only say that she chose to sit for the painting and it’s none of Sylvie’s business; that Michael was not at fault and never behaved towards her with anything other than propriety. When asked why she kept it a secret (why she lied, in other words) she says that she knew Sylvie would not have agreed.

‘Of course I wouldn’t have agreed,’ Sylvie says through gritted teeth. ‘You’re fifteen, for Christ’s sake. You can’t possibly think—’

‘Fifteen’s old enough to do lots of things. Live by myself, for example.’

‘Come on, Alice. That’s not—’

‘No, sorry, I forgot. I was fourteen when that happened.’

Her words have the cut of truth. On the other hand, Sylvie wants to ask Alice whether she realises just how lucky she is—if she has ever considered what happened to Sylvie when, as a teenager herself, she exercised her own small rebellion against her parents. Has she ever thought about what it would be like to be disowned, left to fend for herself? To really live alone? Or maybe she would like to go and live in Wellington with Don and his new family, in the huge echoing house where screens babble day and night and every wide gleaming surface is covered in plastic crap. (Sylvie has never actually seen where Don lives, but she can imagine.) But no, of course not—none of this has even crossed Alice’s mind. She is so secure in Sylvie’s regard, even when her intent is to destroy it: she has always known that nothing truly bad will ever happen to her. 

They drive south, following the highway past Blueskin Bay and up the hill towards town. Sylvie keeps her hands steady on the wheel. She folds her anger down inside her like a piece of paper. Practical things: a motel to stay at tonight, something for dinner. They left quickly, packed haphazardly and almost certainly incompletely, but Sylvie doesn’t care. Let Isaiah have their forgotten books and jumpers. She is already thinking about what she’ll do next, after they have a roof over their heads: she’ll look up all the gallerists in town, she’ll drop Michael’s name with abandon, and she’ll see if they’re interested in coming to take a look at her work.

At a motel near the university, the VACANCY sign glows blankly. Sylvie pulls into the car park and cuts the engine. In the passenger seat, Alice is curled half away, her forehead resting against the glass.

‘Alice,’ Sylvie says.

She doesn’t turn. Sylvie reaches out and touches her shoulder, and at this Alice begins to cry, sobs racking out of her chest and shaking her body. Sylvie reaches over the gearbox and folds her into an embrace. And for a moment, as Alice leans into her, Sylvie feels the familiar thrill of being able to give comfort just by her presence. As it had been when Alice was very small. Before she’d had a child, Sylvie had not understood—had not remembered, from her own childhood—the extent to which small children craved and adored their mothers, how they reached and reached for them. The purity of love. The purity of need. It took her breath away sometimes. And perhaps it never really disappeared, that aching need, even as the shell of the girl grew over it. 

‘It’s all right,’ she says softly, into Alice’s shorn neck. ‘Don’t cry, darling, it’s not the end of the world. It’s all right.’

‘It’s not all right.’

‘Listen, we can make him get rid of it. He said as much to me earlier, so . . . Don’t worry, love. You’ll never have to see him again.’

Even as she speaks, she recognises the inadequacy of her attempt at protection, the locking of the stable door after the horse has bolted. Her stomach is tight. Bad mother, comes the refrain in her mind. Bad mother. And then another thought, worming in at the edges: was this how her own mother felt, after Sylvie left home?

(Ran away, comes Rachel’s voice. You didn’t leave home. You ran away.)

‘It’s not about that,’ Alice says, lifting her wet face from Sylvie’s chest. ‘I think somebody needs to look after him, or do something. He seemed . . . He was—’

‘Sweetheart, do you think I don’t know that? Do you think I haven’t tried?’

‘No, listen. You’re not listening, you never—’

‘Alice, that’s enough. Come on, let’s go inside.’

Alice’s face wavers.

‘Stop crying,’ Sylvie says brusquely, and that’s the end of the conversation. Alice hauls her bag out from the back seat and follows Sylvie into the motel.

The woman behind the desk glances up in surprise, and Sylvie realises they must look strange—she hasn’t had a proper haircut since they moved to Isaiah, and her old jeans and thick woollen jumper are out of place here in town. And Alice, with her shaved head and red-rimmed eyes, wrapping her arms around her torso. She is still wearing Ingrid’s red-checkered coat. 

•

In the motel room that night Sylvie dreams of Michael, the way she used to in the beginning—masked, performing in some complex and elaborate play. In the dream she follows him from room to darkened room. If she can catch up with him and give him the information she’s been trusted to impart, then everything will turn out all right—she’ll be saved, or he will, or something like that. A crisis averted. But when she does catch up with him, the dream changes and slips away, and she wakes disorientated with a dry mouth. Beside her, Alice breathes quietly in sleep.

They stay at the motel for a week while Sylvie sorts out a new house, a new school for Alice. Rachel’s money pays for everything. In waking life Sylvie is efficient, unbothered, managing the real estate agent and the school administrator and even Alice with curt authority. (Alice, at least, doesn’t try to argue anymore. She is quiet. Purple shadows under her eyes.) Sylvie is still intending to talk to Michael about the painting, to tell him that he has to get rid of it one way or another, but somehow she has not yet picked up the phone. Truthfully, she doesn’t want to hear his voice. She is afraid of what it might do to her.

On their seventh night away from Isaiah, she dreams of the painting again. This time she does destroy it, squeezing thick black paint over its surface and kneeling to rub it in. The dream is surprisingly tactile: she can feel the paint gumming cold and tacky between her fingers. Pure relief washes through her. When she is finished, she has the sense of a ritual being completed, as if the act of destroying the painting stood in for something deeper that could not be performed outright. The paint has left a thin grey sheen on her hands. And when she wakes to a heavy knock on the door, she thinks at first that the dream is real, and has the frantic instinct to hide her hands. They’ve come for me, she thinks. They’ve come to arrest me for what I did to Michael’s painting. 

But the police officer standing outside the motel room door explains that he’s here about something else. Sylvie does not understand much of what he’s saying at first, and it will take days before she can piece together the whole story, which in any case is not much of a story at that point but more of a question. Does she know where Michael is? He was last seen at Isaiah three days ago, and his car was found at the beach nearby. Empty bottle of whisky in the passenger footwell. Key still in the ignition. He hasn’t been heard from since, and the people at Isaiah have alerted the police. At first, Sylvie cannot really believe this: nobody at Isaiah has ever trusted police.

‘We’re following all leads,’ the officer says. ‘That’s why we’re here. But at this point you should know that we’re not treating the disappearance as suspicious.’

Following all leads. Not treating it as suspicious. Sylvie has no idea what the man is talking about, but then Alice steps forward and says, in a voice that Sylvie will always remember as clear and precise, ‘You’ve been in touch with his family?’

‘We have. His mother and sister haven’t heard from him either, I’m afraid.’ The officer shifts heavily. ‘Look, I don’t want you to assume the worst, but I wouldn’t be here if there weren’t some cause for concern. Someone disappears like that—after a few days, we start to worry about their welfare.’

 Sylvie can’t follow this conversation. Maybe because it’s not a real conversation; it’s another one of her dreams, or a TV cop show. A momentary slip out of reality. Soon the world will right itself.

‘What are you saying?’ she says thickly.

‘Well, we have to consider—’

‘Have you even bothered to go and look at that beach?’

‘We have, yes. When we went to collect his vehicle.’

‘Then you saw—the sea’s flat, there aren’t any waves. He couldn’t have . . .’ The words have a strange shape, as if they will not fit through her mouth. ‘You couldn’t be swept out there if you tried.’

Another silence. Does she imagine it, or does the officer give Alice a quick and almost conspiratorial look? Does he realise that Alice is not really a party to this conversation? That she is not yet sixteen? Sylvie opens her mouth to tell him this, but all at once the world turns black and woozy and she retches hard, clutching at the doorknob. A flurry of motion, her knees hitting hard tile, pain slamming through her legs. ‘Steady on,’ the officer says, or something like that, and then to Alice, ‘Your mum?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Right, well . . . Look after her.’

He begins to tell Alice where to reach him if they do hear from Michael, handing her his card. Sylvie is not listening. She is staring at her own hands: the knots of knuckles, veins rising from the flesh in bumpy ridges. She tries to say Michael’s name but finds that there’s nothing there, and abstractly she feels that this is the mirror to his own disappearance; that his name means nothing anymore, it’s gone because he is, there’s just a blank space where he ought to be. Perhaps if she could speak it out loud, he might return to them. Michael, she says in her mind, over and over. Michael, Michael. Her mouth works at empty air. 
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SYLVIE WAS CLEANING the stove when her phone rang. Her hair was tied up, her hands in rubber gloves. For a moment she considered not answering—at this time of the afternoon, it was probably someone trying to sell something—but then she thought of Alice and stripped off the rubber gloves. The number flashing on her screen was unfamiliar. When she answered, it took her a few seconds to recognise Caroline’s voice.

•

Traffic going across the city was bad. In the rain, the world outside seemed blurred and liquid, in danger of losing all its edges. Sylvie gripped the steering wheel hard. She had the radio on but couldn’t understand anything the announcer was saying. She’d barely understood Caroline on the phone. Something about Alice and how she’d gone swimming at the beach, even though it was too cold. But what was she even doing at the beach? Sylvie had asked stupidly, unable to move her mind past this snag. She had the sense then, as she often did, of Alice’s adult life as mysterious and unreachable: a complex iceberg of which Sylvie would only ever see the tip. Its goings-on, its moral codes, even its language was largely incomprehensible to her. Beside Alice, she often felt old. 

Caroline answered the door of the flat in North Melbourne. The sleeves of her sweater were pushed up, and she had the businesslike demeanour of a nurse—a role that suited her, Sylvie could see. They exchanged thin smiles and Caroline reported that Alice was in her room. ‘She had a hot shower and then I made her get into bed.’

‘Have you given her a hot-water bottle?’

‘Of course I have.’

Sylvie bent down to take her shoes off. It felt important, in that moment, not to reach out to balance herself against the wall. ‘Can you tell me what brought this on?’

‘What brought what on?’

‘This whole business, Caroline. I assume the two of you weren’t there to go swimming.’

Straightening up, she could see that Caroline was caught—uncomfortably—between the good manners that had been drilled into her since childhood and the adult independence that she was trying on now like a new dress. She was not yet thirty, after all. Sylvie told herself—as she’d spent months telling herself—that the animosity between herself and Caroline was not personal, that they didn’t even really know one another, it was just circumstances which had forced them into conflict. It was natural that Caroline should want to push a woman of Sylvie’s age aside. But even though Sylvie was nearly fifty, had accepted the fact on paper, she was still not quite used to the role she was expected to play—a woman of her age, scorned or ignored by the younger generation. How quickly it happened, and how ruthlessly, this changing of the guard. Like a knife coming down on your former self.

 ‘I think Alice can tell you about that,’ Caroline said carefully. ‘If she wants to.’

‘Right.’

‘I’m not trying to be difficult, Sylvie, I just think—’

‘No, of course. Whatever you think goes.’

Caroline took the barb calmly; graciously, even. Those good manners again. Sylvie could see that she would never get past them. In any case, she felt too tired to keep trying. Let Caroline have what she wanted—Alice, Michael. Sylvie was too old to hold on to them anymore.

‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘I’ll go in and see her. Thank you for calling me.’

‘I’ll head home, leave you to it. But you know, she . . .’ Caroline paused, teeth working at her lower lip. She was not comfortable with emotional conversations, Sylvie realised. ‘It wasn’t actually my idea to call you.’

‘Oh?’

‘Alice asked me to. She wanted you to come.’

In Alice’s room the curtains were drawn, the bedside lamp glowing softly. Alice herself was a humped shape under the quilt. She didn’t turn over when Sylvie opened the door, or when she sat on the edge of the mattress, and so Sylvie lifted the bedcovers and tucked herself around her daughter. Her child who had been taller than her for years. Unbelievable—truly unbelievable, it boggled the mind—that she came from Sylvie’s body, that she was once curled like a comma inside it. An unseen stranger, asleep in her own silent world.

She rubbed Alice’s shoulder and her upper arm, as if to warm her, although the heater was on and Alice was not shivering. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

 ‘I’m fine.’

It was the same thing she always said. Sylvie bit back her questions and kept rubbing Alice’s arm, rubbing and rubbing, until Alice turned and said, ‘Stop.’

‘What’s going on, sweetheart?’

Alice gave an effortful smile, her teeth flashing briefly. ‘A lot of different things.’

‘Such as?’

‘Personal stuff.’

Sylvie thought of Alice sitting at her table the week before, looking tired and withdrawn. Talking about her father, or not talking about him. Brushing him away like she did everything. Sylvie had had the sense then that something was bothering her, that Alice was grappling with some private difficulty—a man? A woman?—but it was only a sense. That was how it had always been with Alice: only ever the tip of the iceberg.

‘Well, you can talk to me about it if you want,’ she said. ‘Better than launching yourself into the sea.’

‘I don’t think you want to talk about it, though.’

‘What?’

‘We’ve never really talked about it, have we? What happened to Michael.’

The room seemed to shift a little around the fixed point of Sylvie’s body. Even now, any mention of Michael’s name was always like that: a chasm opening up in the normal world. She concentrated on taking air into her lungs and letting it out again. Her face felt tight like a fist.

‘I did try to talk to you,’ she said. ‘When I picked you up from the airport—’

 ‘No, that was you trying to talk at me. You only ever wanted to tell me what happened—Michael was a monster, he did all this shit to me, and I needed to go to therapy to process my trauma. It was so infantilising. You never wanted to listen to what I had to say.’

‘All right. What do you have to say?’

Alice took a quick breath, shook her head.

‘Alice. What?’

Briefly, in a voice as flat as paint, Alice recounted her story: the studio on that last day, Michael’s strange mood. His attempt to give her a painting. How he’d told her he would never work again. She thought now, she told Sylvie, that he was telling her what he was going to do. Not in so many words, but the truth was there if she’d cared to look at it. He was showing her, she could have seen it—only she, at the crucial moment, had chosen to look away.

‘I tried to tell you when we got to the motel,’ she said, her voice breaking and emptying. ‘In the car, I mean. But you wouldn’t listen, and I just let it drop, and—you know, when the policeman came, I wasn’t surprised. I remember hearing him knock on the door, and you opened it, and I saw him and I thought, Oh. He’s come to tell us about Michael.’

She stopped speaking then and turned her face away, so Sylvie could only see the side of her ear and the little duck’s tail of hair at the nape of her neck. For a brief second she flashed back to Alice’s silky baby hair, smelling of milk and sweat. The smell was so delicious to Sylvie. And the game she used to play with Alice’s toes: I’m eating you! she’d say, grabbing one small pink foot and pretending to chew on it. Yum, yum! Alice had shrieked with laughter, pretended to twist away. It was the edge of truth that gave the game its thrill—the dark unconscious possibility that Sylvie, having birthed Alice from her body, could consume her again if she wanted to. And sometimes, watching Alice sleep, Sylvie had been half aware of some buried primal urge to put the child into her mouth: a love so strong that it felt like hunger. 

‘Sweetheart,’ she said, ‘you couldn’t have done anything to stop him. You were just a kid, and—’

‘No, I wasn’t! That’s the whole fucking point, Sylvie. Like, okay, I’d never read about the main warning signs of suicide, but I knew something wasn’t right. I knew enough to be scared, anyway. And we still had time then, that’s what I keep coming back to. There was a whole week in the motel when I said nothing, even though I kept thinking about it and thinking about it, and if I’d just tried harder to make you understand—’

‘Well, then it’s my fault more than yours. Isn’t it?’

Alice shook her head. She was looking at the ceiling, wiping her hands over her face. Sylvie felt a wrench of grief at the thought of Alice dragging all that guilt and sadness along behind her: a cross that was never hers to bear. Like the painting itself, which sometimes seemed to Sylvie like Alice’s dark twin, a split self haunting them through the years. The other side of her good daughter. And was it fair—was it right—that Alice should have to live in close quarters with such a thing? That it should be paraded around in public for everyone to see and comment on? That was all she’d been trying to say to Alice, that night when she picked her up from the airport, but as usual she hadn’t been able to find the right words. Alice had taken offence, kicked her away.

Now she took Alice’s hand under the covers, stroked the long fingers with her own. ‘You know,’ she said softly, ‘there was a lot you didn’t see.’

 ‘Such as?’

‘Well, I don’t know if Michael was ever formally diagnosed, but he spent time in hospital when he was younger. He had these depressive spells, and he didn’t sleep well, and his drinking . . .’

‘I know he drank.’

‘Yes, you remember. And people think there’s a sort of romance to it when it’s a great artist, but he was really very sick. There wasn’t anything you or I could have done for him.’

‘You don’t think it’s possible to stop someone from killing themselves?’

Sylvie pretended to consider the question. Of course she had already considered it many times over, during her sleepless nights and her solitary walks along the beach—walks that Alice didn’t know about, that nobody knew about—and the countless other moments over the years when Michael had come back to her, almost lifelike in memory, and seemed to lay his hand upon her shoulder. It was worse after they left Isaiah. Sylvie still remembered the days of total despair, the sleep that wouldn’t come, and then nightmare after hot vivid nightmare of being trapped underwater. Waking in the small hours to find her nightgown wet with sweat. For a time she felt so crazed with guilt and grief that she thought it was only right for her to die too; she went around expecting a car accident, a lightning strike. She had to sit in a room with Michael’s mother and sister while the lawyer read out the will. Cheap brown carpet, dead flies on the windowsill. Three paintings for her new life. His mother would not look at her.

The sale of two of the paintings paid for everything: the move to Melbourne, the house, time and space to work. If she was an artist now, at the age of forty-eight, it was only because of Michael. He had changed her life.

 And yet. And yet, still a part of her resented him for it: all the easy gifts he had to bestow, even in death. The way he’d known better than her what she needed. And from time to time she still woke sweating and sucking at air, afraid of being dragged underwater again, and after a while it became easier to hate him for what he’d done. Which was no small thing, after all.

‘No, I don’t think so,’ she said eventually. ‘Not in this case, anyway. You remember how he was—it’s not as if anyone could have talked him out of it. And you know, darling . . .’

‘What?’

‘Well, something about that story made me wonder.’ Sylvie paused, feeling her way along carefully. ‘Maybe you’re right, maybe he was giving you a hint, but maybe that was on purpose. He needed to tell someone, and you were there.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, he got to let out everything he was feeling—all his sadness and desperation—it would have been a relief, in a way. But you were too young, love, you really were. No fifteen-year-old would have known what to do. And he knew that very well himself.’

Alice said nothing. Sylvie sensed the iceberg again: she had no idea whether her words had made any impact, whether they had helped or made things worse. Finally Alice said, ‘It just seems unfair.’

‘What does?’

‘Well, the whole story everyone spun about me—claiming I was the victim in all this, when it was Michael who suffered, and I couldn’t help him. And I wanted him to treat me like a grown-up. That was the deal.’

‘It was never a deal, my love.’

 She tried to say it soothingly, in such a way that Alice would not lash out or roll her eyes or fold away into herself. Alice did not reply. And Sylvie, in turn, decided not to say the other things: that Michael knew far better than Alice what it meant to be treated like a grown-up, that he allowed her to put on the mantle of adulthood exactly as much as it suited him, and that his agenda was always about himself, never about her. He saw his opportunity with her and he took it, the same way he did with everyone.

Still Alice said nothing. Sylvie listened to the tick of the heater and thought of the same sound breaking the silence in George’s cabin, on that winter’s night all those years ago. She had wondered, of course, how things might have turned out if she hadn’t bribed George to leave. Maybe it would have bought them all some time, given Michael the impetus to go on living. For a while, at least. And Sylvie could have tried harder, got him some proper help—enlisted Aroha, called his mother. There were so many ways it could have gone differently.

Alice had turned her face away again. Sylvie patted her shoulder and—deciding to give her some privacy—went out to the kitchen. She boiled the kettle and found some tea in a cupboard above the sink. She didn’t know where anything was kept in this kitchen, Alice’s kitchen. It may as well have been the house of a stranger. Alice had done so well at keeping her out. And Sylvie had let her, to an extent; might even have played a part in it herself. She had refused to see Alice as an adult—a real adult, not a little one, not a precocious child. She had seen only what she wanted to see, she thought now, watching the tea bleed brown into hot water. Like all of them.

 They’d found his body two days after the policeman knocked on the motel room door. Someone identified it, Sylvie didn’t know who. She stumbled through the funeral in a diazepam haze, all edges blunted. Alice was at school. Sylvie hadn’t, in fact, told her about the funeral, but of course she found out later and then there was a fight. Or a fight of sorts. Sylvie wasn’t really up to fighting in those days—she wasn’t up to much, truth be told. Alice had taken over the shopping and the laundry. Their motel room had a hotplate and a kettle, so they ate two-minute noodles and muesli bars. Sylvie slept for most of the day.

You’re the one who’s not holding it together! Alice said furiously, when she found out Sylvie had gone to the funeral without her. And you’ve got the gall to say it would’ve been a lot for me to cope with? What gives you the right to decide what I can and can’t cope with?

I’m just doing my best, Alice.

What? Doing your best to what?

Doing my best to protect you. It’s all I can do.

You’ve chosen a pretty fucking convenient time to start caring about that, haven’t you?

Sylvie fished the teabag out of the mug and went to put it in the bin—and then, remembering herself, put it in the compost caddy instead. She padded down the hallway to Alice’s room and found her sitting up against her pillows, her lovely face bright and damp.

Sylvie handed her the tea and sat at the foot of the mattress. ‘So,’ she said. ‘What do you think of this retrospective, then? Are you planning to go?’

Alice made an uncertain face. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Things got out of hand with Caroline, and that whole project . . . It didn’t work out the way I thought it would.’

 Sylvie bit back the urge to say that she’d suspected as much all along, that she’d warned Alice to be careful, and didn’t she remember? Didn’t she listen? Instead she said, ‘Ah.’

‘I don’t know how things stand between us. Or how I feel about being in her essay now . . . You know, I ended up telling her what I told you, about Michael and what he said to me before he died. I told her when we were at the beach.’

‘Was she asking about it?’

‘No. I just didn’t feel like keeping it a secret anymore, so . . .’ Alice shrugged. ‘I don’t know if she’ll end up writing about it.’

For a minute they sat together in silence, Alice sipping the tea. Sylvie imagined the NGV on opening night, smartly dressed people hurrying into the lit-up entrance. The pools on either side reflecting the black sky, white light wavering and breaking in the water. A visit to the mausoleum. She never saw Michael’s corpse—the casket was closed at his funeral—but she could imagine it now, laid out in the gallery for all the vultures to pick over. Pale and marbled, like the portrait of himself as the dead Christ. Such a bloodless way to die. She’d been angry with him for that, too—for numbing himself with whisky and letting the water take him. Why not choose something quick and drastic, like hanging or shooting? Something that would have stayed true to the violence of the act, the black hole at its heart. Drowning seemed so noncommittal, in comparison. For a while his family had even tried to claim it was an accident.

‘Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing if she did write about it,’ Alice said. ‘Actually, I think that might be why I agreed to get involved with her essay in the first place. Maybe there was a part of me that wanted to say it after all.’

 Sylvie reached out and touched Alice’s head. The close-shaved hair—which still suited Alice, she had to admit—felt surprisingly soft. What could Sylvie say to comfort her? How could she make it right? The disappointing truth—that she couldn’t make anything right for Alice, that her enormous love was not enough, had never been enough, that Alice would keep on getting hurt in the world no matter what Sylvie did, and would even hold her responsible for some of it—sat in her chest like a stone. Mothers and children, she thought. Was anything harder? All she could hope for was that one day Alice might have her own child, might then understand the impossibility.

‘Your hair’s getting long,’ she said.

‘Yeah, I need to shave it again.’ Alice paused. ‘Anyway, what you asked before—I think I will go to the show, when it opens.’

‘All right.’

‘I was actually wondering if you wanted to come with me.’

Sylvie was not surprised by the request. Perhaps a part of her knew it was coming. This was the thing Alice was asking of her: to go back and stand before Michael’s work, the only part of him left in the world, and to know that she herself was nowhere there, but that instead he painted—he took for himself, without asking—the last moments of Alice’s girlhood. His final act. He’d known it would outlive him.

She touched Alice’s head again. Here it was: the head that Sylvie grew inside her body, pushed out, held and kissed and breathed in a million times. Feeling it, she thought of the moment of Alice’s birth, where all the free-floating possibility of the past nine months cohered into actuality: the baby’s cry, her body, her sudden possession of presence in the world, like a cloak she’d been waiting to slip into. The thing itself. No more abstractions.

Here you are, Sylvie remembered thinking, here you are at last. And here you still are, despite everything.

She nodded, and Alice—looking at her with surprise, graceful hands wound around her cup of tea—slowly nodded back. They sat there without speaking. And Sylvie ran her hand over Alice’s head, from the crown to the back of the neck, feeling it rise and ripple, mapping it there underneath the surface of her palm. Alice let her do it.
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THE RESTAURANT CAROLINE had chosen was expensive in an understated way: dark green exterior, brass light fittings. Billie Holiday was playing softly when Alice arrived. As she navigated her way to the table where Caroline sat, she was thinking mainly about prices—whether she’d be able to afford anything on the menu, and in the very likely case that she wouldn’t, the etiquette of asking Caroline to pay. If anything, it seemed like Alice—as the person who had thrown herself into a freezing body of water and made Caroline drive her home, googling symptoms of hypothermia at every traffic light—should be the one to pay for lunch this time. But maybe Caroline knew she couldn’t afford it.

At the table, Caroline stood and hugged Alice briefly. She was wearing black cigarette pants and a ginger sweater, a gold bracelet draped around her left wrist. ‘Thanks for coming,’ she said.

‘Thanks for inviting me.’

‘Well, I thought we should catch up. I’ve ordered a bottle of wine, by the way.’

For how much, Alice didn’t ask. She sat down and opened the menu, looking at the printed words without reading them. When the wine arrived, Caroline let the waiter pour them each a glass, held hers in the air. ‘A toast,’ she said, meeting Alice’s eye.

 ‘What are we toasting to this time?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. To friendship. Why not?’

Their glasses clinked together. Alice let Caroline order for them both, allowing words like ‘burrata’ and ‘risotto’ to slide over the surface of her mind. It had been several weeks since she’d last seen Caroline, and she had been using the time to work on her thesis outline, to take notes for what would become her conference presentation in Hobart. Bearing Witness to the End of the World: Dystopian Narratives in Contemporary Australian Climate Fiction. It had been a relief to lose herself again in work, to fit concepts and arguments together like puzzle pieces in her mind. It was the kind of thinking she’d always been good at, but she was beginning to realise that there were limits to its usefulness. In this restaurant, with Caroline sitting across from her and raising her glass to her lips, it would do her no good at all.

Once the waiter had left, Caroline took a sheaf of printed pages from her bag and handed it to Alice without speaking. Written at the top of the first page were the words Outsider Looking In: The Work of Michael Joyce.

Alice traced her fingers over the paper. ‘I like the title.’

‘Thanks. Read it.’


Any account of Michael Joyce’s career necessarily begins and ends in New Zealand, where he lived and worked all his life. Numerous critics have noted the influence of the unique New Zealand landscape on Joyce’s work, particularly his most famous abstracts, which demonstrate a sensitivity to the natural world in both its beauty and its bleakness. However, Joyce himself famously refused to accept the label of ‘New Zealand artist’, referring to himself in a 1996 interview as ‘an artist from nowhere . . . My work isn’t rooted in any stable sense of place or identity. I paint from the perspective of an outsider looking in.’


This sense of exclusion was present even in Joyce’s early life. Born in 1958 to a middle-class Wellington family . . .



Alice skimmed through the account of Michael’s early life, his education, his years at art school and afterwards. His first solo show, Working Through, which established his striking originality in the medium of oil painting—a medium which had become increasingly unfashionable in the later decades of the twentieth century, but to which Joyce remained committed throughout his life. The purchase of Isaiah in 1994, using money his father had left him. His parents had been hugely encouraging of his career, apparently, and had supported him financially at several points, a fact that Alice could never remember Michael mentioning. She’d always assumed that he was estranged from his parents, like Sylvie—she’d half-thought that all artists must be.

The part about Alice came towards the end of the essay:


Now 27, Joyce’s young model has no regrets about her decision to sit for him, nor her controversial place in twenty-first-century art history. She remembers Joyce as a consummate professional: ‘He cared first and foremost about the picture, that much was always obvious.’ For her part, she experienced the portrait as an unforgettable—if rather public—coming of age, and one which she undertook with full knowledge of its likely reverberations. Although the viewer of Alice is tempted to see a teenage naïf, a childlike version of her namesake poised on the edge of some dark unknown wonderland, the model herself disputes that story.



The essay went on to briefly describe the circumstances of Michael’s death and the great loss it represented to contemporary art, circling rather neatly back to the theme of exclusion before suggesting that the current retrospective was the beginning of a much-needed redress on this front. At the end was Caroline’s name, followed by ‘Melbourne 2016’. 

Alice put the essay down and reached for her wineglass. The restaurant felt small; she could hear pots banging in the kitchen.

‘You haven’t used any of the things I told you,’ she said. Her voice sounded distant, outside herself. ‘Nothing about how it was my idea to pose nude, or how he tried to talk me out if it before he died—’

‘I know. I tried to put more in, but in the end I just felt . . . well, that stuff belongs to you, not to me. And I can’t resolve it for you.’

‘I wasn’t expecting you to.’

‘Sometimes I felt like it was implied. Or maybe I was putting that expectation on myself. But it was a lot.’

‘You were the one who asked me to—’

‘I know, I know. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not blaming you. Like I said, I tried to write it differently, but every time I finished a draft I’d get this gross feeling, like I didn’t want to look at it. And then I started to think, What am I even trying to do here? He’s dead, he’s not coming back. Nothing anyone writes is going to change that.’

‘But what about his memory? Isn’t that why you thought it was important, this whole project?’

Caroline glanced away. Her face was pensive, as if she were considering the question in great depth. Finally she said, ‘You’re right, I did think that.’

‘But?’

‘But . . . I don’t know. We can’t hang on to memories forever, can we? You pointed that out to me, when we first met—you said there was something inherently depressing about the past. I’ve thought about that a lot.’

 ‘I don’t even remember saying that.’

Caroline smiled. ‘Well, it stuck with me. Anyway, I always thought it was heroic, what Michael was doing, and the others, too—the men out of time. Like they were taking a stand for something by staying in the past, refusing to live in a world they found monstrous or perverted—and the way he died, too, was part of that. But we don’t have to live like that ourselves. I don’t know if you really can live like that.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Do I sound like a therapist?’

‘No, no. I get what you’re saying.’

Caroline dipped her head. She looked vaguely embarrassed, but there was something else in her face too, a kind of secret self-conscious pleasure. ‘Anyway, on that note,’ she said, ‘I wanted to tell you—I’ve been looking up sperm donors.’

‘What?’

‘Maybe it’s over the top. I’m only twenty-nine. But the other day I thought, Okay, I know this is what I want, and I have the money to do it, and I don’t want to wait around indefinitely, so what’s stopping me? I’ll be finished with my PhD next year, I can take time off.’ She looked at Alice and laughed. ‘Am I insane?’

‘Yes. Wow. That’s amazing, though—I mean, congratulations. Pre-emptive congratulations.’ Alice blinked, twisted her fingers underneath the table. ‘Wow.’

‘I was hoping you’d still be around next year to help me out. You could be a kind of aunt, or . . . I mean, if it comes to that. Obviously there aren’t any guarantees.’

Alice could only nod. Different emotions—awe at Caroline’s decisiveness, pleasure at her pleasure, a half-formed jealousy of the potential future baby which made her feel, even then, vaguely ashamed—were swirling inside her, and she was glad when the waiter appeared with their food. She began telling Caroline how she’d been learning to cook, starting with a book of recipes Sylvie had given her, but how she’d had to look up on YouTube the difference between ‘slicing’ and ‘dicing’ an onion. ‘And I’m still not totally sure what they mean by crushed garlic,’ she said. ‘Like, how is that different from minced garlic?’ 

‘I think crushed means crushing it with the flat blade of the knife. Minced means in the garlic mincer.’

‘Ah, you see, you know these things. I bet you know what a preserved lemon is, too. That’s what it means to grow up with money.’

Caroline laughed. ‘You’re so full of shit. Anyway, it’s got nothing to do with my background. Jasper was actually the one who taught me to cook.’

It was unexpected, hearing his name like that. Alice reached for her wineglass. She could hear the brittle note in Caroline’s voice—perhaps it had always been there, only she had not been listening. She’d treated Caroline’s secrecy as something titillating, a mystery to uncover; she had not, at bottom, ever considered that it might be concealing real pain. Or she had considered that pain as secondary to her own curiosity, her desire to hold Caroline in her hands and examine her from every angle. Had there ever been anything real between them? For a moment Alice had the sense of human existence as little more than a complicated web of hurt, inflicted intentionally and otherwise, radiating outwards from the tiny pinpricks of each individual life. The wilful destruction of the planet. The cutting down of trees. The final extinction of species after species. Floods, fires, drownings, miscarriages. The small endings of small worlds.

 ‘Anyway,’ Caroline said, cutting neatly into her steak, ‘just for the record, I have no idea what a preserved lemon is. Does that put me at risk of losing my middle-class credentials?’

‘Yeah. I mean, no.’ Alice paused, pushing a grain of rice across her plate with her fork. ‘Caroline?’

‘Hmm?’

‘You know, you don’t have a cold personality. You’re not like that at all.’

Caroline said nothing, and for a moment Alice thought she’d offended her. Then she nodded, her mouth a clamped shape, and reached for Alice’s hand across the table. Her skin was cool, just like the first time she’d shaken Alice’s hand at the dinner party, and Alice could feel the bumps of her knuckles and the soft tips of her fingers. Caroline’s touch was gentler than she’d expected, and it made Alice realise—in a way she hadn’t before—that Caroline would have been a good mother. Could still be one, maybe. There were plenty of things that could still happen.

•

After they’d left the restaurant and said their goodbyes (Caroline had paid the bill, in a swift and subtle motion that never even entertained the possibility of Alice making a contribution), Alice dawdled on the footpath, buttoning her coat and fetching her hat from her bag. A woman passed by with a baby in a stroller, and Alice found herself watching the baby, which was zipped into some kind of sack and chewing on its fist. Its blue eyes were large and watery, and a slick of drool coated its chin. The rounded nub of its nose was perfect.

You could be a kind of aunt, Caroline had said.

 It wasn’t anything Alice had ever considered before. She’d never even thought about having children of her own, and since her family was just her and Sylvie, the world of reproduction had always seemed foreign to her. But now here it was: a new life coming. It excited her. It worried her. She had the feeling she used to have at Isaiah, of things about to change—and like then it was frightening, it came from not knowing what she wanted, or from wanting too many things at once. To live a solitary life, unaffected by anyone else; and to be loved and taken care of. To have the power to stop the world from ending. To be a child again in Sylvie’s arms. And Michael had known it all, had somehow painted it without ever saying it in words. That was his genius: the genius of seeing.

Maybe it was exploitative. Maybe it involved taking advantage of her, taking possession of something in her; or maybe it was a gift he’d shared with her for a brief moment. To be seen by another. Maybe, in the nature of all gifts, it required something from her in return.

Had she known what she was giving him? Did it matter?

She took a deep breath of crisp air, pulled her hat over her ears, and began walking in the direction of home. Sun on her face: the weather was turning.
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THE NIGHT WE met Jack, I was wearing a yellow dress, and I remember wishing I’d worn something else. All the other people in the reception hall were dressed in black and white, and as soon as I arrived I felt conspicuous and slightly garish, a canary among penguins. In those days I had a complicated relationship to feeling conspicuous: I liked the idea of being the kind of person everyone would look at and wonder about, but I didn’t want anyone to actually look at me or wonder about me. I glanced around for Mari, who I assumed had been funnelled into the reception area through a different door, but I couldn’t see her. She had a talent for being late.

Eventually I saw her head bobbing through the crowd, and slowly little bits of her emerged from the crush of other people: her tall body in a neat black dress, long fingers tucking her hair behind one ear. Her liquid eyes and thick brows. Mari wasn’t exactly pretty, but she was striking in a way that made everyone else look washed-out and forgettable. When she reached me she pulled an exaggeratedly ironic face of excitement, which made me feel a little defensive about my own sense of anticlimax, the flatness I’d felt ever since I’d crossed the stage and become someone with a master’s degree. 

‘Congratulations,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t spot you at first. I thought you’d be in your cap and gown.’

‘Oh, I returned them. They made me feel stupid.’

‘No, that’s the whole point, you’re smart now. You should be putting yourself out there. Trying to find people to connect with on LinkedIn.’

I made a noise of disgust, and she laughed. We leaned against the wall beside the drinks table and gossiped, without any real malice, about the other people at the function. We knew most of them from our time as undergraduates (I’d studied philosophy and Mari anthropology – our degrees were, as she liked to say, aggressively useless) and we waved hello and smiled at them when they looked at us. We discussed the concept of networking and decided we hated it.

‘Should we go?’ Mari asked. ‘Unless you want to talk to people.’

‘No, I don’t want to talk to people.’

‘You never know. You could be missing out on some exciting career opportunities.’

‘I don’t think that’s very likely with a master’s in philosophy.’

Someone beside us laughed then, and we both turned our heads. It was a tall, lean man who looked to be in his forties, wearing a white linen shirt and reaching across the table for a glass of champagne. We looked at him; he caught my eye, or maybe it was Mari’s eye, and he said, ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. That was a bit brutal, though.’ It was Jack, of course: that was how we met him.

•

IF IT HAD been up to Mari, they never would have spoken to him. Generally she didn’t enjoy talking to strangers, especially strangers who made conversation, and this particular stranger was getting in the way of the cigarette she wanted to smoke. She smiled half-heartedly at him and began turning away, but it was too late: Elisabeth was making eye contact, wearing a polite smile. ‘Well, I’m only being brutal to myself,’ she said. ‘I work in a café, I don’t think that’s about to change.’

The stranger smiled back at her. His face was open and relaxed, and he stood with the slightly lolling posture of tall men. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Well, I don’t condone being brutal to yourself either. But I take your point.’

He introduced himself and shook their hands. He had a very firm handshake, which Mari registered with surprise and a flicker of appreciation; shaking hands with men her own age was usually a limp, dead-fish experience. Elisabeth asked Jack if he was an academic, and he made a wry expression with his mouth and said, ‘For my sins.’

‘Which department?’

‘History, actually. I supervised a few people graduating tonight, so . . . Sorry, this isn’t very interesting, is it? I suppose historians have a reputation for being boring.’

‘Oh no,’ said Elisabeth. She was using what Mari recognised as her social voice, the voice she used to flatter people and draw them in. ‘History’s fascinating. Not enough people care about history, don’t you think?’

Jack looked pleased – clearly, that was exactly what he thought. Mari picked up a glass of champagne and let her gaze drift away, over the crowd of ironed shirts and silk blouses. Polite smiles, no teeth. Her dress felt scratchy against her skin. She could tell that Jack was making an effort to include her in the conversation, and she answered his questions dutifully: yes, she was here for Elisabeth’s graduation, no, not her own. She had a degree in anthropology and was putting it to good use by working part-time in admin. ‘Pretty unimpressive,’ she said, using the light tone she’d developed for conversations about her future. ‘At least Elisabeth has her master’s, I don’t know what my excuse is.’ 

‘I wouldn’t put it that way,’ Jack said mildly. ‘Seems perfectly normal for someone your age.’

Mari tried not to show her surprise. Usually, if she mentioned her lack of career prospects to an adult, they took it as an opportunity to dispense unsolicited and often terrible advice. (Elisabeth’s parents had suggested that she simply call the museum, explain her qualifications, and ask for a job.) She sipped her champagne and met Jack’s eye. He wasn’t smiling, but his lips looked loose and ready to smile. ‘That’s nice of you,’ she said. ‘I do aspire to be perfectly normal.’

He did smile then. He had a nice face, Mari thought, although he was wearing the kind of squarish black-framed glasses that older men wore in an effort to look young. ‘Well, anyway,’ he said. ‘When you’re in the death grip of a so-called real job, you’ll wonder what all the fuss was about. Take it from me.’

‘Do you fantasise about long-term unemployment?’

He laughed, and Mari saw the phantom flash of a gold tooth in the back of his mouth. ‘More often than I’d like to admit.’

Elisabeth said that she didn’t mind working and there would always be a need for people to make coffee, but they should be paid as much as academics, or maybe the other way around. ‘It’s the emotional part that’s difficult,’ she said. ‘Having to put on a different personality at work. People expect you to be servile.’

 ‘Plenty of that in academia too,’ Jack said. ‘Anyway, I think we all put on different personalities at work. It’s part of what makes wage labour alienating.’

Elisabeth just smiled; as a rule, Mari knew, she refused to be impressed by jargon. The conversation moved on to the general encroachment of neoliberalism into higher education, a topic that Mari had read about online but never considered in any depth. Elisabeth probably had real opinions on it, but she stayed quiet while Mari talked. Jack nodded at everything she said. History was out of fashion in universities, he told them, especially his kind of history. He said it like that, as though he owned the history of communist thought in Italy during the early twentieth century.

‘That’s broadly speaking, of course,’ he said, with the air of someone getting into his stride. ‘More specifically, I’ve spent most of my working life writing about a heterodox Italian Marxist called Antonio Gramsci. He –’

‘Pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the will,’ Mari said. She didn’t know what made her say it – she’d never read Gramsci, had just seen the quote on the internet. Jack looked at her curiously, and she felt a lift of pleasure. She wasn’t quite sure what she would say if he asked her any questions about Gramsci’s work.

He didn’t. Instead he smiled, turned to Elisabeth and said, ‘Well, speaking of optimism – listen, Elisabeth, here’s my card. Give me a call if you ever want to discuss history. Or philosophy, the life of the mind, anything, really. I’m always up for learning something new.’ He handed her a business card and nodded to them. ‘It was nice to meet you both. Enjoy the rest of your evening.’

When he’d gone, Mari looked at Elisabeth and rolled her eyes. She didn’t know exactly what she was rolling her eyes about, and Elisabeth didn’t roll her eyes back, which left Mari feeling wrongfooted and slightly juvenile. 

Elisabeth put the card in her bag and smoothed down her hair. ‘How did you know to wear black?’ she asked. ‘I’m the only person here wearing colour.’

Mari hadn’t noticed this. In any case, she thought the yellow dress suited Elisabeth, who had an elfin prettiness about her – silky fawn-coloured curls surrounding a delicate face. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said. ‘You look nice, your boyfriend there certainly thought so. Can we go now?’

Outside in the thick warm darkness, they leaned against the building while Mari lit a cigarette. ‘You should quit,’ Elisabeth said. ‘Make it your New Year’s resolution.’

‘I think you might have suggested that once or twice before.’

‘You’ll get cancer and die.’

Mari blew smoke over her shoulder. ‘Well, at least when I’m dead you won’t be able to lecture me about quitting.’

Elisabeth didn’t reply. Behind them, the doors of the reception hall opened to a burst of noise, closed again. ‘He was nice,’ Elisabeth said, leaning her hands flat against the building. ‘Don’t you think?’

Mari drew on her cigarette. She didn’t know why Elisabeth was asking her opinion – she would have formed her own already, and soon she would present it for both of them to adopt. ‘Well, he’s like sixty years old,’ she said. ‘And he used the phrase “life of the mind” unironically.’

‘I thought he was being a bit ironic.’

‘Well, whatever. Good firm handshake, though.’

‘I noticed that too. He seems like a classic firm-handshake person, don’t you think?’

 Mari exhaled slowly, watching the smoke float in the air. Elisabeth was in the habit of establishing typologies that seemed random and meaningless but turned out to be surprisingly accurate: Mari would find herself realising that some people could, for example, be summed up by the term ‘classic firm-handshake person’. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘I guess so.’

‘Well, I liked him. You know, most academics just think everyone younger than them is basically their student, but he talked to us like we were adults.’

‘I know.’ Mari dropped her cigarette and twisted her heel over it. ‘That was weird.’

They took the ferry back across the river, dark water rushing under the boat. Elisabeth didn’t mention Jack again as they walked home, although Mari didn’t know if that was because she didn’t want to talk about him or because she wanted to make a point of not talking about him. They reached Paris Street, the weatherboard cottage where Mari lived with their friend Heidi.

‘See you tomorrow?’ Elisabeth said.

‘Yeah, see you then.’ Mari shoved the gate open with her hip. She felt like teasing Elisabeth a little, just to prove she could. ‘By the way, you know he doesn’t actually want to talk to you about history.’

Elisabeth was turning away, but she gave Mari the finger over her shoulder. Mari laughed. She went inside already planning how she’d tell Heidi about Jack, how she’d make it into a funny story, but the house was dark and quiet. There was no sign of Heidi except for a damp pink towel hanging over the back of a chair.

On the kitchen bench was a half-empty bottle of cheap red wine, left over from the night before. Mari took a glass out to the back deck and, in the warm jasmine-scented darkness, tried to replay the evening from a distance. The overall impression was of herself talking mindlessly and making stupid jokes. She couldn’t get a clear picture of Elisabeth, but it seemed likely that she’d been poised and polite, saying all the right things. Elisabeth seemed to have access to many different versions of herself that could be brought out and used as the situation required, like trying on clothes. Mari had only one version of herself, and she was stuck with it. She thought of Jack pretending to listen to her, the way he’d nodded politely as she spoke, and her face felt blank and hot. 

•

IN THE MORNING I woke early and lay in bed looking at the card Jack had given me. I studied it in the clean pale light: the university crest, the simple black serif font. Jack Bloom, senior lecturer. I put the card on my chest and let it lie there, rising and falling with my breath. It was early December, the edge of summer, and I was wearing a thin cotton nightgown.

I didn’t know exactly what a senior lecturer was, or how old they usually were. Jack had looked the way I imagined someone in their mid-forties to look, but all older people seemed broadly similar to me. At the time I had just turned twenty-five, and no one over thirty had ever taken me seriously. But I could hardly blame them – I lived in a share house and my parents still paid for my car registration. I was trapped in an endless cycle of downloading, deleting, and re-downloading dating apps, despite the fact that even a minute of swiping made me feel clinically depressed. Mari was the same. Once, listening to her complain about the lack of options, Heidi had asked why she didn’t just date girls.

‘Too much drama,’ Mari said, not looking up from her phone.

 ‘What, as opposed to men? Just try turning the filter on, you might be surprised. Right, Elisabeth?’

I shrugged. Heidi believed in queerness as the solution to most, if not all, of the world’s problems, but I didn’t necessarily agree. ‘There are lots of mediocre women out there,’ I said. ‘At least men are easy to understand.’

Heidi raised her eyebrows. ‘You understand Mari,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you just date her?’

‘Ha ha,’ Mari said. I didn’t say anything.

Later that morning I looked at Jack’s staff profile on the university website. His publications were listed at the bottom, and I found one article on an open-access website and read it all the way through. It was mildly interesting. The profile included a picture of him standing in front of a sandstone building and giving the camera a half-smile. I kept looking at it on and off, in between doing my laundry and listening to a podcast about the Iraq War.

In the afternoon, Mari came over with our friend Alex, and we lay on picnic rugs in the garden and played gin rummy. A breeze had started up, and shadows skittered and danced on the grass. Alex and I drank beers. Mari said she wasn’t going to drink one, but then she did. We talked about Alex’s housemate Jen, who had a long-running feud with Mari and had recently accused her of having ‘bad politics’.

‘I asked her what she meant by that and she couldn’t tell me,’ Mari said. ‘Anyway, having so-called good politics isn’t a substitute for having a personality.’

Alex whistled through his teeth. ‘Are you filming this, Elisabeth? I think you should be filming this.’

At the time I was experimenting with a project that involved me filming my friends in the course of their ordinary lives. I hadn’t really committed to the execution, and so far I had several hours of wobbly drunken footage interspersed with crushingly boring scenes of Heidi washing dishes, or our friend Paul explaining his comic book collection. Whenever I told anyone about the project they always said, ‘Oh, like Reality Bites,’ and I was forced to admit that yes, it was like Reality Bites. My friends had mixed feelings about being filmed – Paul loved it, but he always hammed it up so much that the footage of him was basically unusable; Mari hated it and often refused to speak when I held up my phone. 

‘If you start filming, I’ll leave,’ she told me.

‘Okay, okay. No filming.’

‘Sorry I brought it up,’ Alex said. ‘Oh, how was last night? The graduation thing.’

‘Unbelievably boring,’ Mari said. ‘Went for hours.’

‘That’s one good thing about medicine,’ said Alex. ‘Everyone’s too busy saving lives to bother with long events. You know, actually making a difference in the world. Wouldn’t expect you to understand.’

‘Well, at least we’ve got our degrees,’ Mari said. ‘What is this, your fifth year of studying? Maybe one day you’ll graduate yourself, then you can see how boring it is.’

He gave her the finger. I thought the conversation would move on, but Mari darted a glance at me and said, ‘One interesting thing did happen.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘Elisabeth attracted the attention of an older gentleman. A historian, I believe. He gave her his card – where’s that card, Elisabeth?’

‘I don’t know.’ It was on my desk, propped against the mug where I kept my pens.

 ‘Well, anyway. He said she should call him, he offered to teach her about history.’

‘Hot,’ said Alex. ‘I always wondered what it’d be like to sleep with a lecturer.’

‘Probably just like sleeping with anyone else,’ I said. ‘Anyway, I doubt he meant anything by it. Mari’s exaggerating, as usual.’

‘No, I’m not,’ Mari said. She was eating a peach, the juice dripping down her chin. ‘So is he about your dad’s age, or what? Just wondering.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘No, he’s not my dad’s age.’

‘Mmm. As I think Freud once said, close enough.’

‘Okay, you’ve made your point. Anyway, it’s not against the law, is it? We’re two consenting adults.’

She laughed, a bit hollowly. ‘Plenty of bad things can still happen between two consenting adults.’

Sometimes she adopted this world-weary air with me, as if to emphasise how naïve I was compared to her, and I always found it irritating. I laid my cards down. ‘Gin.’

She gave me a look, but she was wearing sunglasses and it was easy not to meet her eye. ‘Trying to change the subject?’

‘No. I don’t know what you want me to say, though. Look, gin.’

After they’d gone home, I went to the School of History website and clicked on the ‘Upcoming Events’ tab. It appeared that the School hosted a seminar every Thursday evening, and the next one was on ‘The 1944 Referendum on Reconstruction’. I wrote down the time and room number on a green sticky note, and I stuck it to the wall above my desk.
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AFTER WORK THE following Tuesday afternoon, I walked over to Mari and Heidi’s house and let myself in through the back door. At the time, Mari was working three days a week as an admin officer in the public service, and Tuesday happened to be one of her workdays. It didn’t take me long to find her navy dress in a pile of mostly clean laundry. She would never notice it was gone; she was careless about her possessions and had twice lost things I’d given her for her birthday, which was a source of ongoing conflict between us.

I tried on the dress when I got home. Mari was taller than me: the hem hit her thigh, but on me it was knee-length. That was okay, though. Now I had taken it, I felt like I had to go through with everything else, or else be left with an embarrassing memento of my own cowardice. On Thursday evening I put it on and took the ferry to campus. I sat on the front deck so I could watch the last of the day’s light bleeding pink and purple into the horizon, and the dark shapes of bats scattering silently across the sky.

I’d timed it so that I would arrive just before the seminar started, and when I slipped into the room, the lights were already dimmed and people were in their seats. I sat at the back and scanned a row. Two rows. Three rows. There was one dark-haired man of about Jack’s age, and when my eyes passed over him I felt a little jolt, but I knew it wasn’t really him. Then, in the fourth row, I saw him. 

He was sitting with a group of women, two on his left side and one on his right. The one on his right was saying something to him, and he was smiling at her with his mouth a little open, like he was about to reply. As I watched, he touched her gently on the upper arm – he was the kind of man, I could tell, who touched women easily and unselfconsciously – and I looked quickly towards the front of the room. A sandy-haired man was making his way to the lectern.

There was a hiss and screech from the microphone, and then he thanked us all for coming and introduced the speaker, a woman in a green dress. Everyone clapped politely. The green-dress woman began to talk, and intermittently I tried to pay attention so that I could form an original and intelligent opinion of what she was saying, but it was incredibly boring and my attention kept wandering. It seemed unbelievable that Jack could listen so attentively, never even looking my way. He was wearing a dark blue shirt, and I thought the buttons were tortoiseshell, but I was too far away to know for sure.

After the presentation I went out to the reception area and poured myself a glass of white wine. It tasted like a hangover, but I kept drinking it for something to do. People were milling around, making conversation, and I could see Jack across the room talking to two women and a man. He didn’t seem especially enthralled by the conversation: even as he talked, his gaze roamed the room absently, as if he were half-looking for something better. It didn’t take long before he saw me.

 I let myself meet his eye for a second, and then I turned away and pretended to be absorbed in a poster about the requirements for completing an undergraduate history major. In my peripheral vision, I saw him cross the room.

‘Hello,’ he said when he reached me. ‘I think we’ve met before.’

I just nodded. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up and I found myself noticing his forearms, which were tanned and had prominent veins running through them. I could imagine him tinkering with small appliances around the house, opening them up and using a range of different screwdrivers to fix whatever was wrong with them. He would know how to do this; he wouldn’t have to watch instructional videos on YouTube to find out.

‘No Mari tonight?’ he asked. ‘It was Mari, wasn’t it? Your friend, from the other night.’

‘Yeah. I mean, no. She’s not here.’

‘Right.’ He sipped his wine. If he was disappointed not to see Mari, he didn’t show it. ‘Well, it’s very nice to see you again. What did you think of the talk?’

My cheeks felt warm. I couldn’t remember a single thing about the talk except that the presenter had been wearing a green dress, and that it had been boring. ‘Well, you can’t go wrong with the 1944 referendum,’ I said lightly. ‘In fact, it’s probably my favourite referendum. If I had to choose.’

He smiled. ‘I had some fairly major problems with it myself, but I didn’t want to be that person. You know, the one who stands up during the Q&A and gives a ten-minute diatribe thinly disguised as a question. By that point everyone just wants to get out and start drinking the free booze.’

‘Actually, this wine is pretty horrible.’

‘It is, isn’t it?’

 ‘Yeah.’ The room seemed hot, a little airless. Out of my mouth came the words: ‘You could take me out for a proper drink.’

For a second he looked taken aback. Then he smiled at me, raising his eyebrows. ‘Could I?’

‘Yeah. Theoretically, you could.’

‘Theoretically, I see. And what about actually?’

‘Actually too.’

‘All right,’ he said easily. ‘You always have to check these things, with philosophy graduates.’

He told me he had to say hello to a few people before he left, and I walked down to the ferry stop to wait for him. I sat on a hard metal bench and let it dig grooves into my hands. The river was black and glassy, and occasionally I heard the neat splash of a fish jumping. No one else was waiting. I thought: If the ferry comes, I just have to get on it. After about fifteen minutes I heard footsteps echoing down the ramp, and I forced myself not to turn around. Jack sat down beside me and said, ‘Sorry. That took a bit longer than I thought it would.’

‘That’s okay.’ In the distance, I could hear the ferry chugging towards us. I tried not to let him see how happy I was. ‘Just in time.’

When we got on, Jack touched his card to the fare reader, but I didn’t. Fare evading was just something my friends and I did, one of the things that we felt vaguely constituted our politics, along with shoplifting from the supermarket and hating our landlords on principle. If Jack noticed, he didn’t say anything. We sat in silence on the front deck, and I began to feel awkward and childish, like I’d started something I couldn’t finish. When we got off, he said, ‘I’m parked along here, so I can drive if you like. Quicker than taking the bus.’

 His car was a black Honda, very clean inside. I asked if it was new and he gave me a funny look and said, ‘No, I’ve had it about five years, I think.’

‘Oh. It’s so clean, that’s all. Mine’s like an archaeological dig, layers and layers of crap.’ It wasn’t actually that bad, but for some reason I felt the need to exaggerate, as if to point out how carefree and happy-go-lucky I was in comparison to him.

‘Oh well,’ he said. ‘You’re young.’ I couldn’t see how that was relevant, but I didn’t press him.

He drove through the dark streets. It had started to rain lightly, and the wipers juddered across the windscreen. I’d always liked watching men drive, and when I mentioned this to Jack, he said, ‘Well, you’re easy to please.’

‘I’m not, actually. Not at all.’

Saying it felt daring and precise, like lobbing a tennis ball over a net. Jack shot me a quick look and turned his eyes back to the road. He was smiling. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Forewarned is forearmed.’

He parked around the corner from a bar where my friends and I often went. I was surprised but not opposed, although I wasn’t quite sure what I would say if we ran into anyone I knew. Inside it was full of buttery light and they were playing a Caribou song, one of Mari’s favourites. Rain dripped down the leaded-glass windows. Jack asked me what I wanted, and I said a gin and tonic.

He came back to the table holding two glasses and handed one to me. ‘Better than anything the history department has to offer,’ he said. ‘Mind you, there’s so little funding for history these days, I’m surprised they can afford to put on any booze at all.’

‘I didn’t realise it was so bad,’ I said. ‘Are you going to lose your job?’

 ‘No, I’m tenured, thankfully, but plenty of my colleagues are staring down that particular barrel. I suppose it’s the logic of ideology – radical histories pose a threat, and you can’t have history being contested. That’s what I like to tell myself, anyway. Maybe I’m just making excuses for spending my life in the ivory tower.’

‘Well, what’s the alternative? Selling socialist newspapers on the street?’

‘Yeah, nice of you to let me off the hook. I suppose the real alternative would be to take up some kind of proletarian occupation, quote unquote – working in a factory or something like that. These days it’d probably be packing boxes in an Amazon warehouse.’

‘Most Amazon workers would kill for a tenured position in a university history department.’

He gave me a half-smile; I recognised it from his picture online. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘It’s self-indulgent, feeling guilty about these things. What about you, though? What’s it like to be a barista?’

I told him about the café I worked at, where the employee dress code specified all-black clothing and encouraged us to display our tattoos, if we had any. There were vicious arguments among the staff over the music we played, which had only last week resulted in one of my co-workers accusing another of being a Stalinist.

‘I didn’t know Stalin had strong opinions about synth pop,’ Jack said.

‘Oh yeah, he was a real purist. I’m surprised you didn’t know that, being a historian. Although I guess you don’t have much to do with Stalin in your field.’

‘No, not much. Although I’d probably have a far more successful career if I’d specialised in him, instead of poor old Gramsci. It’ll shock you to hear that no one cares very much about an obscure Italian Marxist who died in prison in 1937.’ 

‘That does shock me.’

‘Really? I was beginning to think nothing had the power to shock you.’

I kept my face steady. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Oh, nothing. But you seem – well, okay, I should just ask. How old are you?’

I twisted my ankles around each other. It seemed important that I not answer the question directly. ‘How old do you think I am?’

‘Well, from certain angles you look about nineteen. You’re not nineteen, are you?’

‘No, I’m not nineteen. I’m twenty-five.’

I was looking away from him as I said it. When I looked back, he was rubbing his face with one hand. ‘Fuck,’ he said mildly.

I felt a jab of panic, and vague shame. ‘I mean, you gave me your card,’ I said. ‘At the graduation thing. How old did you think I was?’

‘No, you’re right. I knew you were younger, obviously, I just didn’t put it together. My fault.’ He sipped his drink. ‘You know I’m forty-four.’

‘Okay.’

‘Is that – I mean, does that surprise you?’

I shook my head. Now that the initial awkwardness had passed, I was enjoying his discomfort: it seemed to give me an advantage, as if I had a script for the conversation and he didn’t. ‘I was prepared for you to be forty-eight,’ I said. ‘Forty-eight is probably my limit.’

He laughed. ‘I don’t know if that’s a compliment or an insult. But no, I’ve got a few more years before forty-eight, thank God. I feel like I’ve only just made peace with turning forty.’ He took his glasses off and rubbed the bridge of his nose. 

‘So you don’t do this kind of thing often?’ I asked.

‘What, bore young people with my anxieties about the aging process? I try not to.’

‘No, I meant picking up women twenty years younger than you.’

There was a small silence, during which I replayed the exchange in my head with a mounting sense of unease. I’d intended it as the kind of knowing joke that adults made with one another, but it had come out sounding like an accusation. Jack looked down at his drink and laughed a little. I could tell he was shocked.

‘Jesus,’ he said. ‘Is that what I’m doing? Picking you up?’

I sipped my drink and tried to look unconcerned. Other than admitting defeat and pretending that I’d asked him to take me for a drink on purely platonic grounds, there was only one way to go. ‘I guess that’s up to you,’ I said. ‘I wouldn’t necessarily complain, though. If you did.’

He kept looking at his drink. A woman at the next table was showing her friends pictures of either a puppy or a baby, I didn’t know which, but there was a lot of cooing and exclaiming. I fantasised about being part of that conversation rather than the one I was actually having, which was clearly about to end in a humiliatingly kind rejection. I opened my mouth, deciding to get in first by claiming I’d been joking, but then Jack looked up and met my eye.

‘All right,’ he said quietly. ‘Well, I’m glad to hear that.’

When he said that I felt a rush of triumph and pleasure, like I’d pulled off some technically difficult manoeuvre in a challenging sport. Rock climbing, possibly. He asked if I wanted another drink, and while he was getting it I tried to remember every detail of the exchange so I could recount it to Mari later. (My recounting, admittedly, would play up Jack’s embarrassment and erase my own.) I thought about drafting it in my Notes app, but I decided that would be weird, and very difficult to explain if Jack happened to catch sight of it. 

We had another gin and tonic, and another one after that. Jack told me funny stories about his students, the things they said in class and wrote in their essays. He spoke about them affectionately, like he was on their side, and I thought a good chunk of them were probably in love with him. I asked him about this and he said, ‘My God, I hope not. Although maybe if they were in love with me they’d be better about doing the reading.’

‘Young people today are so lazy,’ I said. ‘I did the reading every week when I was a student.’

‘Oh, that doesn’t surprise me.’

‘No?’

‘No, not at all. You strike me as everyone’s ideal student – you know, intelligent, engaged, actually does the fucking reading for a change. On the other hand, you were probably cleverer than most of your lecturers, so I imagine that was a bit awkward for them.’

I tried to think of an ironic response and couldn’t, I was too pleased. Finally I said, ‘Very flattering.’

‘No, well, it’s true.’ He leaned back in his chair and gave me his half-smile again. ‘Luckily we’re in different fields, so I don’t have to suffer a crushing intellectual defeat at your hands.’

‘Oh, that’s what you think.’

He looked like he was about to reply, but the bartender came over and told us the bar was closing. I felt vaguely furious about this, but there was nothing I could do. Jack said he was going to come back for his car the next day – he lived on Baynes Street, he told me. ‘Huh,’ I said. ‘That’s so close to my house. I’m on Spring Street.’ 

‘Oh, that is close. Do you live with Mari?’

I shook my head. In truth, although I’d suggested it a few times, Mari didn’t want us to live together. She always said that I’d end up hating her, and I always pointed out that Heidi didn’t hate her, to which she shrugged and said: Heidi has the patience of a saint.

‘No,’ I said, ‘just in a share house. I have three housemates and I’m still paying one-eighty a week for my room. It’s pretty obscene.’

‘West End real estate, hey. It’s getting unliveable.’

I considered asking whether he really found it unliveable on his salary, but it seemed safer not to. We walked up Boundary Street together. The rain had stopped, but there was hardly anyone else out, and the street looked empty and shrunken. I made some comment about how early everything closed in Brisbane, and Jack said, ‘Yeah, in Italy they’d just be getting started.’ He shook his head. ‘Sorry, I can’t stand people like that.’

‘People like what?’

‘You know. Australians who are so keen to tell you that they’ve been to Europe and everything is better over there.’

I laughed. ‘It’s okay, I’ve been to Europe too.’

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him glance at me. ‘Nothing gets past you, does it?’ he said.

I looked away, trying to hide the smile on my face. I put my hands in the pockets of Mari’s dress and my fingers found an old tissue in the left pocket, shedding tiny scraps. Mari was not the kind of person who checked her pockets before she did laundry. We reached the corner of Spring Street and Jack said, ‘Okay, well.’

‘Okay.’

 I was the one who kissed him, I still remember that. And I remember the clean soapy scent of his skin flooding over me, and the way my body hummed when he put his hands on my waist. I couldn’t have said how long it went on for. When we broke apart I said softly, ‘You know, I’m not actually interested in the 1944 referendum on reconstruction.’

He smiled; I saw the slick white shape of his teeth in the dark. ‘No way,’ he said. ‘How could anyone not be interested in that?’

I leaned against the brick wall behind me. It was still warm from the heat of the day. ‘I know,’ I said. ‘I’m a philistine.’

We kissed some more. His tongue in my mouth, the unfamiliar weight of his body pressing me against the wall. My mind seemed to have disappeared, or at least become temporarily inaccessible to me. With his face close to mine, he said, ‘Honestly, this isn’t how I thought tonight would end up.’

‘No? You don’t regularly kiss twenty-five-year-olds in the street?’

‘Not that regularly, no.’ He leaned against the wall beside me. Ask me to go home with you, I thought. Ask me. Instead he said, ‘Look, not to be too ceremonial about this, but will you have dinner with me?’

‘It’s like eleven o’clock at night.’

He laughed. ‘Not now. Another time.’

‘Oh.’ I tried not to show my disappointment. ‘Yeah, if you like.’

He looked at me curiously. ‘Well, I would like it, but of course you don’t have to.’

‘No, no.’ My elbow had been touching his, just barely, but I moved it away. Everything between us suddenly felt slightly formal. ‘I mean, yes. I’d like to.’

‘All right,’ he said. ‘If you give me your number, I’ll call you. Sorry, that’s probably quite retrograde of me, isn’t it? People of your generation all seem to have a pathological fear of talking on the phone.’ 

‘Actually, I like talking on the phone. Mari says I’m a Luddite.’

I typed my number into his phone and waited for him to kiss me again, but he just rocked back on his heels and said, ‘Okay. Goodnight, then.’

‘Goodnight.’

I turned and walked towards my house. The rain had cut briefly through the warmth, but now humidity was steaming up from the street again, and the night smelled of jasmine and damp concrete. Possums screeched and rattled in the mango trees. When I got home my housemates were all asleep, and I shut myself in the bathroom and looked in the mirror. The person who looked back had flushed cheeks, a soft mouth. I turned from side to side. I touched my lips, my hair. I remember thinking that I looked younger than I would have liked.




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

THANK YOU TO everyone at Ultimo Press for supporting Catching the Light through its early stages, and for helping to shape it into a finished book. Particular thanks to Robert Watkins for seeing the novel’s potential and working with me to strengthen it; to Ali Lavau for understanding it so well and offering such insightful suggestions; to Alisa Ahmed for her work in bringing it into the world; and to Bec Hamilton for her careful proofreading.

I’m grateful to my agent, Sally Bird, who was the first person to read Catching the Light in manuscript form. The process of writing my second novel was in many ways more difficult than the first, and Sally’s enthusiasm gave me a confidence boost when it was much needed. Thank you.

I count myself lucky to have so many wonderful friends, who routinely lighten whatever burden I’m carrying. I love you all very much, and I hope you’ll forgive me for writing a novel set partially in Melbourne. On that note, thanks to James Dalmau for fact-checking some of my geographical references. Special mention also goes to Madeleine Nargar for being a supportive presence during the ‘Heavy Thunderstorm at Night’ phase of new motherhood, and to Laura Elvery for lending me her ear on everything from novel writing to baby sleep. 

In researching this novel, Sarah Thornton’s Seven Days in the Art World was exactly the book I needed and was enormously helpful. Siri Hustvedt’s novels What I Loved and The Blazing World gave insight into the lives of artists; Miro Bilbrough’s In the Time of the Manaroans was a rich and intelligent look at communal living in New Zealand. Thank you to the authors of these books.

My mother, Robin Law, was a geographer with a keen sense of poetry. Her appreciation of the New Zealand landscape was influential in birthing the idea for this novel, and Don’s poem in Chapter One is originally hers. For that, and many other things, I am grateful to her.

I owe my interest in art to my father, Stephen Horton. His many insights over the years have shaped my thinking and made me a better writer; he is also, without a doubt, the ideal person to visit an art gallery with. Thank you.

Finally, thanks to Max Chandler-Mather, ever my biggest supporter. And my greatest love and thanks to our son, Felix, for showing me the way.





[image: Image]
Joanna Horton is a writer living in Brisbane. She has an MA in anthropology from the University of Chicago, and is currently a doctoral candidate in sociology. Her work has appeared in Overland, Jacobin, StylusLit and The Millions. Her debut novel, Between You and Me, was published in 2023.





[image: Image]

Published in 2025 by Ultimo Press,

an imprint of Hardie Grant Publishing

Ultimo Press

Gadigal Country

7, 45 Jones Street

Ultimo, NSW 2007

ultimopress.com.au

[image: Image]

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publishers and copyright holders.

The moral rights of the author have been asserted.

Copyright © Joanna Horton 2025

Extract from Between You and Me copyright © Joanna Horton 2023

[image: Image]

Catching the Light

eISBN 978 1 76115 399 0

Cover design Design by Committee

Cover image Nude in an Interior c. 1935 by Pierre Bonnard courtesy of National Gallery of Art, Washington

Text design Simon Paterson, Bookhouse

Copyeditor Ali Lavau

Proofreader Rebecca Hamilton

Ultimo Press acknowledges the Traditional Owners of the Country on which we work, the Gadigal People of the Eora Nation and the Wurundjeri People of the Kulin Nation, and recognises their continuing connection to the land, waters and culture. We pay our respects to their Elders past and present.


OEBPS/toc.xhtml



TABLE OF CONTENTS







		Cover Page



		Title Page


		Contents



		Part 1 Fire Season

		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12







		Part 2 Child’s Eye

		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20







		Part 3 The Underwater World

		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31







		Extract from Between You and Me


		Acknowledgements


		Copyright Page










Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Table of Contents



		Start











List of Pages





		i



		ii



		iii



		1



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		153



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		343



		344



		345



		iv












OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
4 ‘%”
) ‘Immedlatﬂy gmﬁplng :
?and thmllmgly nuanced e

‘Powerful and mesmerlsmg





OEBPS/images/logo2.jpg
A caaloguerecord o tis

ML 0k is available from the
LTBRARY ~ National Library of Australia






OEBPS/images/logo1.jpg





OEBPS/images/p350.jpg
Between You and Me is a riveting portrayal
of female friendship, and the frayed boundary
between loyalty and desire.

Between
You&Me

JOANNA HORTON

‘At once unsettling
and totally captivating!
NATASHA SHOLL






OEBPS/images/p349.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
CATCHING
THE LIGHT

JOANNA
HORTON

ultimn~
sssss





