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				About the book

				The Fiancée Belinda’s life is in free-fall after the sudden death of her fiancé, Andy. But then ghostly signs begin to appear that suggest he might not really be gone. And Belinda tumbles even further – until she finds his final parting gift. But will it be enough to save her?

			  The Mother Evelyn McGavin, Andy’s mum, is also struggling in her bereavement. She copes by shoplifting (once), hating Belinda (constantly) and jumping out of a plane. In her skydiving instructor, Baz, she finds an unexpected friend. But why is he so agitated when he hears how Andy died?

			  Two women, united in their loss, separated by their sorrow. And yet still linked in a most unexpected way …

				Free-Falling is a beguiling tragic-romantic comedy of heartbreak and heroism, grief and ghostly dreams …
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				Prologue

				The sharp beeping of the text message rudely invaded his dreamless sleep. He rolled over and opened his eyes groggily. He blinked until everything was in focus and looked first at his bedside clock.

				3 am. Who the hell was texting him at bloody 3 am? And, more importantly, since when was his phone set to beep that fricken loudly?

				He rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand and reached out for his mobile. The text was from a number he didn’t recognise, and simply said:
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				‘I’m not late for a damn thing,’ he mumbled irritably at his slick-looking Nokia. He was in the middle of switching the phone off so it didn’t wake him again when he heard the noise.

				He was suddenly much more awake.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part One

				The First Day

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 1

				Belinda

			  The day after her fiancé died, Belinda drove to the RSPCA and picked out a puppy. She left the radio off and the windows up so that there was a hollow kind of quiet, a quiet that seemed to suck the air out of her chest. She kept thinking she needed her puffer then realising she hadn’t had an asthma attack since she was twelve years old. She didn’t even have a puffer anymore.

				Blossoming trees lined the quiet suburban streets, making the world just that bit too colourful. Garish even. ‘You’re too early,’ she scolded them. ‘Don’t you know spring’s barely begun?’ The trees swayed smugly in the breeze.

				When she brought the puppy home to her apartment, she found herself wondering where to keep it. She had chosen a cattle cross collie. It would need a big backyard with room to run around. ‘What the hell am I doing?’ she muttered irritably. Never mind, figure things out later. For now she just wanted to sit on the couch and hold the puppy on her lap.

				The puppy was one of those scruffy-looking mixed breeds that you might see in a Disney film about an adorable stray that charms its way off the streets and into the loving arms of some rich, lonely aristocrat. In reality, the rich guy would probably phone the council and demand that the flea-ridden mutt be removed from his grounds before it spread disease to his purebred Pekingese.

				The dog looked up at her with trusting eyes. It made her feel sick, the pure responsibility of it all. She put the puppy on the floor and walked carefully, purposefully to the bathroom. She knelt in front of the toilet and waited to be sick. She waited and stared and nothing happened. She put her fingers down her throat, choked and took them back out again. She never could make herself throw up. She’d had one half-hearted go at bulimia in Year Ten but, upon the discovery that it was actually really hard to make yourself vomit, she gave up and decided, quite sensibly, to accept her body for what it was – not that bad really.

				She got back up from the bathroom floor and walked out into the living room. The puppy ran to greet her. It nipped playfully at her ankles and drew blood. ‘Ouch,’ she murmured. She sat down on the floor and pulled her ankle up to rest on her knee so she could examine the bite. She watched the blood as it pooled just above the knobbly bit of her ankle bone. She pressed gently on the skin around it, pushing more out, waiting intently for the moment when it would spill over the smooth lump of her bone and drip to the floor. She pressed harder and harder, but the cut wasn’t deep and the blood was seeping out agonisingly slowly. Finally, when enough had gathered, a single drop slid over the hump, down to her heel where it hung – a crimson tear. And then it fell, instantly staining the cream carpet. The spell was broken; the world came rushing back to her.

				Andy is dead.

				Ssshh, don’t think about that just now.

				But I really should call someone. Mum, Stacey, someone . . .

				Ssshh . . .

				She looked up to see the puppy scratching desperately at the screen door that led out onto the balcony. She lifted it into her arms and walked out of her apartment and along the hall, into the lift. The recorded elevator voice kept them company on the way down: ‘Emergency phone line disconnected. Contact phone company immediately. Emergency phone line disconnected . . .’ That warning had been playing since they’d moved into the apartment block over two years ago.

				When she stepped outside, the sunlight was bright and everything felt stark and white and burnt. She walked across the road to one of the older houses that would surely have a nice, big backyard and knocked on the door. A boy answered, maybe about fifteen. She smiled warmly and handed him the puppy. This was how you pulled yourself together. This was behaving sensibly.

				‘Here you go,’ she whispered, and walked away quickly, without waiting for his reaction, not wanting to allow him the opportunity to refuse the unexpected gift. 

				She wondered if that had been a bit too dramatic – just handing the dog over to a stranger like that. It would have worked if there had been a movie soundtrack playing in the background. Maybe a stirring Coldplay song, causing emotion to well up in the viewer. ‘Oh!’ they would sob, ‘she’s lost her fiancé and now she has to give away her new dog!’ But this wasn’t a movie. This was her life.

				Andy is dead.

				She walked past her apartment block and up the street. If she concentrated on her steps, one foot in front of the other, she could keep that annoying voice at bay.

				She kept walking and walking, and smiled politely when she passed an older couple who were working in their front garden, husband kneeling on one knee, wiping his forehead and frowning as he tugged at something tough and prickly; wife sitting back on the grass, giant sun hat on her head, squinting through the afternoon light to smile back. Their dedication to their tiny little garden soothed her.

				Eventually she found herself at Hunters Hill High School, in the middle of the oval. By now the sun was setting and an orange haze had descended upon the grounds. She wasn’t wearing her watch today, so she had no real comprehension of the exact time. When she had woken up this morning, she had taken it off to shower and made a conscious decision not to put it back on.

				She knelt in the middle of the oval and placed her hands in the grass, pressing down hard into the dirt. Harder. Her hand touched a sharp stone. Harder. The rock pushed into her skin, but didn’t cut her hand. Harder. But it wouldn’t cut her skin. Damn it. She lifted her hand and slammed it onto the stone. Over and over again. It didn’t cut her skin. Her hand hurt and she felt stupid and defeated. She allowed the voice to penetrate her mind.

				Andy is dead.

				She played with the words, sounded them out carefully. They almost lost their meaning, became just words – but a part of her knew that this wasn’t the case. They weren’t just words. They were an icy, cold truth that scraped at her skin.

				You’ll never get to touch him again. You’ll never get to hold his hand. You won’t get to kiss his warm, soft lips under that beautiful big oak tree in Elkington Park when the celebrant announces that it’s time to kiss the bride. You won’t get to have his children one day.

				‘STOP IT!’ she screamed out shrilly. She fell forward onto her hands and knees as a massive wave rose up in her chest and she began to sob. She took great gusty breaths as she cried and cried. She felt hungry for more. She wheezed as she sucked in the air and then wailed her sobs back out. She dug her fingernails hard into the grass and the dirt and then sat back up and stamped her feet down. She thrashed her head about and allowed her throat to release a most unladylike, deep, primitive sort of bellow. She threw the biggest tantrum she had ever thrown in all of her life, right there in the middle of Andy’s old high school grounds.
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				‘How many kids do you want to have?’

				‘Where did that come from?’

				‘It’s just a question. I was just wondering, is all.’

				‘I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it. How many do you want?’

				‘I asked you first.’

				‘Don’t be so immature. Anyway, what if I don’t even want kids?’

				‘What? You don’t want kids?’

				‘I didn’t say that. I didn’t say, “I definitely don’t want kids.” I just said, “What if I don’t?”’

				‘But I always thought you did. I guess I always thought I’d be a dad one day. Don’t you want to be a mum?’

				‘Maybe. Maybe not. Why did you have to bring this up now? It doesn’t matter yet, does it? I mean, we’re, like, teenagers.’

				‘You’re twenty-two. I’m twenty-four.’

				‘Thanks. It was just a figure of speech.’

				‘“We’re, like, teenagers” is not a figure of speech.’

				‘Can we please just talk about this later?’
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				She got up from the ground and had to spit grass out of her mouth. She brushed at her hair and found some leaves stuck in her short, barely there excuse for a ponytail. In fact, today had been the first day that her hair had grown long enough to gather it back into an elastic. The first time since he had cut it for her. Although, admittedly, it had taken her about ten minutes and a good fifteen or so clips just to hold it in place. But now the elastic was sliding slowly backwards, releasing her hair, strand by strand – and then it fell to the grass, allowing her hair to finally spring free, sticking out at all sorts of odd angles.

				I hate you.

				Who?

				I don’t know who. I just hate you.
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				‘Hey, babe, we should really be leaving. We’re going to be seriously late . . . Babe? Babe? Are you in there? . . . Fuck, look at your hair! What are you doing?’

				‘Nothing, nothing; my hair wouldn’t work. I just wanted to make it work.’

				‘But your beautiful hair. Why did you do that?’

				‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to, I didn’t – I just. I had to do something . . . But now look at it.’

				‘Don’t worry, I’ll fix it for you.’

				‘Do you really think you can?’

				‘Yeah, of course I can. I can sort this out. Here, give me the scissors, I’ll fix it for you. I love you, okay?’
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				She wasn’t crying anymore. Her eyes were dry and stinging. Her legs felt sweaty under her jeans. There didn’t seem to be anything else to do but head back home. She wasn’t really sure why she had come here to begin with. His old school. As she walked, she realised she wasn’t wearing anything on her feet. When did I take off my shoes? Maybe I didn’t put any on when I left the apartment? But the grass was cool against the soles of her feet and she headed towards home just concentrating on the feel of the soft grass between her toes.

				She kept her hands in her pockets and her eyes on the ground until she was almost home, and then she saw it. A small, dark shape on the side of the road, near the front of her apartment block. There was her puppy, curled up in the gutter. Splattered with blood. It must have been hit by a car or something.

				Inconsiderate little bastard, just let the poor dog out into the street on its own.

				It was easier to blame the teenager over the road than herself. Easier not to think about how ridiculous she’d been, knocking on some random person’s front door, handing over a puppy and just expecting them to take care of it.

				It’s always easier to blame someone else.

				Like him.

				She took off her shirt and wrapped it around the small body of the puppy, averting her eyes from the sticky, matted clumps of fur as she did. There was a twenty-four-hour medical centre around the corner from her apartment. She had no idea where there was a vet because she had never had a pet here in Sydney before. Back home on the farm was a different story, of course, but not here. She walked towards the medical centre with the puppy held against her chest and felt no guilt. She felt nothing at all.
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				‘I’m almost done.’

				‘Okay.’

				‘I just thought I’d tell you.’

				‘Okay.’

				‘That’s all really.’

				‘Okay.’

				‘So I’ll see you soon then.’

				‘Yep.’

				‘Okay . . . bye.’

				‘Bye.’
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				But she didn’t see him soon. She didn’t see him ever again. And their final phone call had been so mundane. So . . . nothing. Her voice, clipped and irritable – she was concentrating on other things, she didn’t know that that was going to be the last time they would speak, didn’t realise she should have been professing her undying love for him.

				She sat in a hard plastic chair and wondered, with genuine curiosity, how he could have lied to her like that. How could he have promised that they would see each other soon when they were never going to see each other again? Deep down, she knew she wasn’t playing fair.

				She noticed a couple about her age, staring at her. She looked down and realised that she was sitting under the bright, unforgiving lights of the medical centre waiting room with no shirt on, no shoes, just jeans and one of her old bras – one that had gone a pale shade of grey when she had washed her whites with her colours. She knew her short, dark hair would be jutting out all over the place as well.

				Her hands were covered in dirt, there was grass between her toes and there was puppy blood smeared on her bra. She lifted her arms to cross them over her chest but, changing her mind, let them drop either side of her, palms up. She stared back at the young couple until they looked away. She felt another set of eyes boring into her and turned to see the receptionist gazing quite unashamedly at her too, her mouth slightly open. A flash of sparkling red caught her attention and, looking up, she realised there were Christmas decorations on display already, just above the front desk. For Christ’s sake, it’s September people.
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				‘Merry Christmas, Bambino!’

				‘Merry Christmas to you too.’

				‘Look at the time. I suppose we should get up. You know, last few presents to wrap and what-not.’

				‘Or we could stay in bed for just a tiny bit longer. What difference is fifteen minutes going to make if we’re already late?’

				‘Ahh, I see, you want a few more minutes sleep, do you?’

				‘Ha! No, that’s not exactly what I had in mind.’

				‘All right, fine, but you’re on top.’

				‘Lazy.’

				‘No I’m not. I just know what works best for us, babe.’

				‘Lazy.’

				‘Shut up!’
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				She got up from the plastic chair and walked out of the medical centre and back towards her apartment. She thought maybe the receptionist called out for her to wait, but she really couldn’t be sure.

				When she got to the door of her apartment block, she realised she didn’t have any keys. She walked around the back and looked up at her balcony. Just three floors up. Not so high. There were ridges in the bricks every four rows. There was also a huge tree growing right next to the building. Some of the higher branches stretched right across, the leaves caressing the railing invitingly. Still, she decided to start with the wall first.

				She couldn’t climb any higher than a couple of ridges. She kept trying but her feet kept sliding back down, her toes kept scraping against the bricks. Her fingers wouldn’t grip. She was definitely no rock climber. She scratched against the wall desperately, then banged her fists against it angrily.

				Where are you? I’m stuck and I need you. You’re supposed to be here for me.

				Let me in.
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				‘God, what a gorgeous night, babe, this has been so romantic! All right, what’s going on? All this effort? Totally not your style!’

				‘I’ll have you know I’ve taken every one of my ex-girlfriends on romantic, moonlit picnics at the cliffs above Clontarf Beach. And look, over there is where I pushed each one off the edge when they started whingeing that –’

				‘Shut up, you big jerk! Stop ruining the mood.’

				‘Okay, okay. Here, this might help get the moment back. Open it.’

				‘Um, I know they say chocolate is an aphrodisiac, but really, Andy, a block of Cadbury Snack isn’t going to do it for me.’

				‘Jeez, you’re impossible. Who said I was trying to get you “hot and bothered”? Just open it, wench!’

				‘All right, all right, I’m opening the . . . Hey, check this out, the first row are all pineapples, how cool is that? The pineapple pieces are the best ones!’

				‘I know they are, babe, have a look at the rest of the chocolate.’

				‘No way! Did you do this? How did you get an entire block with just my favourite bits?’

				‘I have my ways . . .’

				‘You’re hilarious. This is so cool. Why on earth did you go to so much trouble?’

				‘I had to make sure you were in a good mood . . . So you’d be more likely to say yes when I gave you this.’

				[image: Dinkus.png]

				She kicked the wall. Just once, because it hurt her bare foot so much that she couldn’t handle doing it again. I can do this on my own. She turned her attention to the tree and took a deep breath. I can do this. She grabbed the first branch and hauled herself up. The branches were thick and close together. She wound her way through the leaves, around the trunk, branch after branch, methodical and determined. The branches were getting thinner and eventually she reached one that wasn’t strong enough for her weight. Inevitable really. It snapped under her foot and she grasped the branch above just in time. She was left hanging, ridiculously, in the middle of the tree.

				A light flicked on in the apartment directly below hers and someone walked out onto the balcony.

				‘Shit, do you need some help?’ A guy was peering incredulously at her.

				She stared back at him for a moment and then her hands slipped and she fell. She rushed through the leaves, bumping against branches and eventually landed hard on the ground, her legs crumpling beneath her and her head banging painfully against the dirt.

				She lay still and looked at the tree above her. This was just too priceless. Minutes later, the guy was squatting on the ground next to her. He put his hand gently on her arm.

				‘Are you okay?’

				She shook her head and let a tear slip from her eye.

				‘Fuck me! You fell a long way. Maybe I should take you to a doctor?’

				God, no, not another medical centre. ‘Take me inside, please, just take me in to your place.’

				He positioned her arm around his neck, then lifted her effortlessly. He carried her inside, into the lift and up into his apartment, where he laid her with great care onto the couch. But when he put her down, she wouldn’t let go of his neck. She pulled him towards her and started to kiss him, softly at first and then harder when she could feel him resisting her. He leant back.

				‘Don’t you have a boyfriend or something? I’ve seen you with him before . . .’

				She didn’t respond. She just drew him towards her once more and continued to kiss him forcefully. I need this. I need to feel something . . . anything. She kept kissing and kissing until he kissed her too. He fell into her arms and kissed her neck hungrily. Next thing, she was tearing desperately at his shirt, pulling it off over his head. He ran his hands across her body while she writhed against him and dug her fingernails into his skin. She tried to keep her mind blank, but a voice spoke out from within. 

				Don’t! Stop before it’s too late!

				She stiffened underneath him and stopped kissing him abruptly.

				What the hell am I doing?

				‘This isn’t right,’ she whispered, on the verge of tears.

				Then she pushed him off her and strode out of the apartment, leaving him on the couch, dazed. She took the lift up to her place and found her apartment door unlocked.

				It felt empty.

				She felt empty.

				Why the hell aren’t you here, Andy?

				And the tears began to flow again.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Evelyn

				The day after her son died, Evelyn spent the afternoon playing video games. She wasn’t very good at them; she’d never actually played them before. But she pulled the outdated games console from Andrew’s old bedroom closet and, after swearing a lot, figured out how to plug it into the TV.

				She smoked half a packet of cigarettes as she played, even though she had never smoked a day in her life up until today. Even though she had never let a single living person step inside her house with a cigarette in their hand. Now there was a pile of butts squashed into her Royal Doulton centrepiece bowl on her cedar coffee table. 

				She had found the packet stashed in a corner of his closet as she wrestled the Nintendo out from amongst the junk. I never knew he smoked. What else did I miss? Had she found that pack of cigarettes ten years ago, she would have wrung his neck. But the anger that had briefly sizzled in the pit of her stomach when she’d seen them – hiding amongst the old Lego collection that he hadn’t quite been able to let go of and his mint-condition, never-opened Star Wars game (his plan had been to sell that one on eBay in another twenty years or so) – was quick to extinguish as she realised there was no one to be mad at.

				When her non-smoker lungs had reached their limit and she’d grown tired of being killed over and over in the extremely violent video game, she got up from the couch and walked to the bathroom. She scrubbed the cigarette smell out of her hands and fixed up her hair. She put on a little lipstick, a little blush and smoothed her pants.

				Then she went shopping.

				She was an expert when it came to keeping her composure in public, skilled in the art of emotion-blocking 101 (as those Americans would put it). Tears were simply unnecessary; hysteria was quite out of the question. Chin up, brave face, feelings far from bubbling at the surface. Quite the contrary: they were buried safe and deep, locked away – zip it up, throw away the key, my lips are sealed, nothing to see here.

				Yadda bloody yadda, who the hell am I kidding? My goddamn son is dead.

				Oh, look! The new summer range is out at Noni-B! A tasteful charcoal suit should be perfect for the funeral. And I must get in contact with that charming florist they were planning on using for the wedding.
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				‘Socks? Underwear? Winter socks? Winter samp>underwear?’

			  ‘Yes, Mum. All manner of seasonal underwear and socks. Check it out: here are my autumn socks, and those ones are spring, and ooh, look, here’s a pair of summer undies – aren’t they just to die for?’

				‘Don’t mock me, child. I brought you into this world and I can bloody well put you straight back where you came from.’

				‘Delightful imagery, Mum.’

				‘You’ll have to forgive me, I’m a little rusty on account of the fact that two-thirds of my family are getting on a plane in less than twenty-four hours and travelling halfway around the world for goodness-only-knows how long.’

				‘God, you’re not going to start the guilt-trip thing again, are you?’

				‘I’m merely stating a fact, Andrew. Right, where is that twin brother of yours? Has he even started to pack yet?’

				‘You’re kidding, right? Don’t even expect James to be packed when the taxi’s waiting outside tomorrow morning. I keep telling you, why get your hopes up? You’ve just gotta keep lowering that bar and one day he is going to shock you when he steps on over it and strides off into the sunset.’

				‘Sweetheart, you know it upsets me when you use unnecessarily descriptive metaphors. You sound like a gay man.’

				‘Jesus, Mum.’
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				She stood in the change room in Noni-B, staring at her semi-naked body in the mirror. She put her hands on her hips and twisted back and forth.

				Flabby white skin, the scar from her caesarean. When did my body get so old?

				She pulled on the trousers, zipping them up over her tummy and patting them smooth. Next was the crisp black shirt under the charcoal suit jacket. The vulnerability of her naked body slipped away to be replaced by a confident (slightly younger?) and much slimmer image. Beautiful manicured nails. Neatly set, short, auburn hair (not a hint of grey showing). Gorgeous pearl earrings.

				She was perfectly in control.

				Composed.

				Even-headed.

				Reckless.

				She tucked the tags of the new clothes out of sight, picked up her handbag and, leaving her old pants and blouse in a heap on the floor, strode from the change rooms and out of the shop. The security tag set off the beeper but she happened to be leaving at the same time as a mother and her two daughters and they immediately turned back towards the shop assistant – big, exasperated smiles as they opened their bags wide for inspection.

				Evelyn didn’t stop until she’d reached a coffee shop on the other side of the shopping centre and sat herself down at a table in the corner. Her heart was beating furiously; she felt both exhilarated and completely ridiculous. Why on earth had she done that? No one in the store had even looked at her twice as she’d marched out of there, head held high. In hindsight, she realised how lucky she was to have escaped unnoticed in a completely different outfit from the one she had walked in wearing. She hadn’t even thought about what she was going to do about the security tags until now. The adrenalin of the whole crazy incident started to drain away as she ordered herself a latte and let her mind drift.

				I should pick up some bread at the supermarket on the way out. Really should have got a load of washing on the line today – the sun is simply gorgeous. I should catch up with Vi sometime soon – we haven’t got together in weeks. I really should call my son and tell him that his twin brother is dead.

				She reached into her handbag for her purse. She wanted to get out of there before anymore jarring thoughts jumped into her head. She frowned when she couldn’t place her hand on the purse straight away. She pulled the bag up onto the table and started fishing through its contents. She froze. It had been in the pocket of her other pants. The ones she had left on the change room floor in Noni-B.

				She would have to be the absolute worst thief ever.
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				‘Boys, what the hell were you thinking? Were you even thinking at all? I mean, I really thought you two had at least half a brain between you. Maybe I was wrong. Well, was I? Boys?’

			  ‘He made me do it.’

				‘Oh, James, I will not accept such a clichéd excuse from my creative son. Come on, give me something better than that.’

			  ‘Mum, please, it’s true – it was all my fault . . . I really wanted a skateboard. I made him help me steal it.’

				‘See, I told you, he made me do it.’

			  ‘You two must have rocks in your heads. Andrew, you haven’t been near a skateboard since you fell off bloody what’s-his-name’s one from down the street. I’m having a very hard time believing you would so badly want one of your own. You, James, are a different story. Either way, you are both in big trouble.’
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				She stood up and headed to the café counter, ready to explain her situation – to an extent, anyway. The manager behind the till was too busy reprimanding a teenage waitress to even notice Evelyn. She glanced around and saw that the only other visible staff member, a waiter about her sons’ age, was leaning on a chair and flirting with a pretty girl, while her shy boyfriend flushed with embarrassment across the table.

				Well really, why bother trying to explain?

				Once a thief . . .

				She marched out of the coffee shop and made a beeline for Noni-B. She had just reached the entrance of the store when she heard a familiar voice behind her.

				‘Yoo-hoo! Fancy seeing you here!’

				For goodness sake, are we really that old that we need to say things like ‘yoo-hoo’?

				‘Hello there, Marge, how are you?’ she asked briskly, as she turned to see her well-rounded, well-meaning neighbour bustling towards her, pushing a stroller with a likewise rather well-rounded little boy perched on the edge of the seat. He was looking grandly at the shops as though he were being chauffeured through his own kingdom. She momentarily envisioned his future, saw him as a pudgy, mid-thirties businessman barking orders at a secretary, and then realised that her neighbour had launched into a long and irrelevant story about her grandson’s amazing ability to navigate through the shops.

				‘. . . and the little mite always finds his way to the Darrell Lea chocolate shop on level three! Can you believe that? He’s learned that all by himself. So I say to Bob, “Who could resist the clever little fellow?” So of course I just have to pop in and let him choose a little choccy as a reward. But we don’t tell Mummy about that, do we, Pumpkin?’ she gushed indulgently at the little boy. The child turned to look at Evelyn and, she could have sworn, gave her a conspiratorial wink, as though to say, ‘I know I’m onto a good thing here.’

				‘So how have you been? Bought yourself a new suit, I see.’ Marge had finally managed to wrench her gaze from her grandson and was now eyeing the stolen clothes with just a hint of envy in her eyes.

				Right, keep your composure, she doesn’t need to know what’s going on in your life, and she certainly doesn’t need to know what you’ve been up to today. Let’s tread carefully here.

				Oh, fuck it.

				‘Well, Marge, my son died yesterday. Was killed, in fact. No, not James, Andrew. So I have spent the day playing video games, smoking half a packet of cigarettes and stealing this suit from Noni-B over there. However, I’m just about to head back into Noni-B to fetch my purse, which I left in the change room, something I realised while drinking a latte down at Percy’s coffee shop – also stolen, by the way. So if you’ll excuse me, I really must collect my purse before one of those ditzy young sales girls finds it and puts me in the rather uncomfortable and inconvenient position of being charged with theft when I’m far too busy arranging a funeral. But before I go, Marge, I do feel compelled to tell you that that grandson of yours needs to hop out of that stroller and walk off a few pounds. Finding his way to Darrell Lea every time you’re here is not only far too simple for a child who should really be in kindergarten, but is also not doing the little fatty any good whatsoever.’
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				‘Mum, have you got a minute?’

				‘What is it, dear?’

				‘Umm, I’ve got something to tell you.’

				‘All right, so spit it out then. What is it? What have you done?’

				‘Mum, I haven’t done anything. Actually . . . it’s, umm, it’s something I’d like to do. Can you stop ironing for a second and pay attention? This is sort of important.’

				‘Have you bought the ring yet or can I help you choose something tasteful?’
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				She headed back into Noni-B, painfully aware of Marge’s slack jaw and wide-eyed gaze following her as she went. Oh dear, did I perhaps take that a bit too far? But Evelyn was immediately distracted from her guilt by the sight of the same mother with her two daughters from earlier, still in the shop. One daughter was sobbing, in a rather unattractive and uncontrollable way, while the other threw her sister filthy glares. The mother looked livid as she tried to convince the two shop assistants that alerting security had simply been unnecessary and they should really call them again and tell them not to bother coming as this was all a terrible mistake. Her daughter really didn’t mean to leave that top on under her jacket.

				Well! What were the chances? They had been just as much to blame for setting off the security alarm. The distraction allowed Evelyn to duck into the change room, pop her old clothes back on (still in a heap on the floor), retrieve her wallet and then head out to the counter to actually buy the silly suit this time. The shop assistant who took care of Evelyn’s purchase managed to ignore her completely throughout the entire transaction, instead keeping one eager eye on the mother–daughter drama while still managing to glance narcissistically at herself in the mirror at regular intervals.

				The centre’s security staff turned up as the suit was being tucked into a shopping bag. The mother immediately launched into her explanation while the other, more competent, shop assistant snapped at security for taking so long. The hysterically sobbing daughter starting wailing about how her sister had made her do it and at once the mother dropped her polite demeanour and rounded on the two of them.

				‘Angela, how many times do I have to tell you not to lead your sister astray? Monique, stop blubbering – you do not have to do everything Angela tells you to do. She might be your twin sister but, for God’s sake, I’m your bloody mother – how about the two of you try doing what I tell you for a change!’

				Evelyn had been listening politely, rather enjoying the show, until she heard the word twin. She felt a sudden stab of pain deep in her stomach and a ridiculous pang of longing to be that mother, with nothing to deal with but a couple of teenagers who were simply being teenagers.

				I’ve lost my son.

				Grief rushed up from inside and seemed to swallow her whole. She fled from the shop, straight into the nearest bathroom, which thankfully was empty. She allowed herself five minutes of tears. Five minutes of longing and anger and desperate begging for this to all be a cruel and terrible trick that someone was playing on her.

				This isn’t bloody happening. It’s not right and it’s not fair and it really can’t be happening. Not to me. Not now. Not ever.

				But it really was. And crying about it in a shopping centre bathroom wasn’t going to change things. So she dabbed at her mascara, squared her shoulders, took a deep breath and headed out of the bathroom and out of that damn mall.
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				‘Hello, this is Evelyn speaking . . . Really not a good time, Belinda. Perhaps you could call back tomorrow? Or possibly next week, yes, next week would be best . . . Of course I will. Goodbye.’

				‘Mum, who was that on the phone?’

				‘Just what’s-her-name. But don’t worry, I let her know it wasn’t a good time.’

				‘What the hell? Was that Belle on the phone just now?’

				‘Belinda? Yes, it was.’

				‘Okay, Mum, I am trying to get along with you here, I am doing my best – but what the hell? Why didn’t you get me?’

				‘Because, dear, you are supposed to be studying. I certainly did not put you through university for you to waste your time with silly young girls instead of focusing on your work.’

				‘First of all, you didn’t put me through uni. Ever heard of HECS? And secondly, thanks, Mum, thanks so much.’

			  ‘You’re quite welcome, dear.’

				‘Thanks for making this so much easier on me. I’m moving out. As soon as bloody possible.’
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				She drove away from the shopping centre and began to form a plan in her head. Someone was to blame for this and she knew who it bloody well was. Let’s see: if he had never met that stupid, airy-fairy Belinda with her annoyingly cutesy, petite face and her spindly, tall legs, then he would never have felt the need to move out. Then Michael Coombes wouldn’t have offered him a job at that ridiculous GameTech head office in the city and he would never have been put in that position yesterday afternoon and some other nameless, faceless parent could be grieving instead of her.

				Who cares who it was, as long as it was someone other than my son.

				So it was perfectly clear now that Belinda was to blame. For goodness sake, the girl was from the country. She called herself Belle. When Andrew had first met her she had been working behind a bar at the local tavern and since then she had only gone so far as to ‘upgrade’ her career to swimming instructor. She worked with snotty-nosed little children and she was studying sports science at university – what did that even mean? She was too thin, too tall, too pretty, too giggly.

				Evelyn should never have let him propose, she should have realised Belinda was nothing but trouble for her son. Yes, she was more James’s type. James would never have been trapped by her – far too street-smart. But Andrew, well, Andrew needs someone sweet, quiet, polite. Someone who has at least half a brain.

				I mean Andrew needed someone like that.

				As she drove up her driveway, she wondered if she could somehow explain to everyone in the eulogy that ‘the evil fiancée’ was to blame and not the loving mother.

				I suppose that would be a little crass. Perhaps it is time I phoned Vi and had her round before I go out stealing anything else. And I guess she might want to talk about what has happened to her nephew.

				She parked her car in the garage, but had a sudden thought and reversed out onto the driveway again. She accelerated across the lawn, crushing the garden gnome that the twit of a girl had bought her for Mother’s Day.

				I’m not your mother. I’m Andrew’s mother, and it should have been you lying there on that cold linoleum floor looking so surprised and so small and so pathetic . . . not him. Not my son.

				Something twinged at the corners of her memory as the image of her son’s last moments flashed through her mind. But she pushed it away and ignored it. This wasn’t the time to deal with that; she wasn’t seeing properly, too overwhelmed with grief. She must have imagined it.

				When she was satisfied that the garden gnome was obliterated, she parked her car in the garage, went inside and phoned her sister immediately. She got her answering machine and left her a message that she thought was both calm and succinct.

				‘Hi there, Vi. I was thinking it was about time we had a catch-up and was wondering if you could pop round tonight and possibly pick up a bottle of bourbon on the way. To give you the short version: Andrew is dead (as you know), James has no idea yet, I’m a criminal, and his fiancée Belinda is to blame for the whole thing. Oh, and perhaps you could pick up a pack of “Winnie Blues” – I believe that’s the correct terminology – on your way too. I seem to have taken up smoking along with the excessive drinking I’ve got planned for this evening. Thanks, Vi! Bye.’

				Don’t you worry, Andrew sweetheart. I’m going to make that Belinda pay for what she’s done to you.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part Two

				Falling

			

		

	
		
			
				
                				Chapter 3

				Belinda

				death “stages of grief”

				Belinda read the words that had been typed into the Google search bar and then frowned at her best friend.

				They had just arrived back at her apartment after Andy’s funeral. She had tried to convince Stacey that she would be okay on her own, that she was coping fine. Truthfully, though, what she really wanted to do was sit in the middle of the living room floor surrounded by Andy’s things, listening to his favourite Jimmy Eat World CD, drinking vodka straight from the bottle and crying – like she had done for the past three nights in a row.

				But Stacey had insisted. ‘Look, Belinda, you shouldn’t be alone. If Barbara was staying I’d leave you be – maybe – but she’s not, so you’ve got me, okay?’

				Barbara was Belinda’s fiercely protective mother. She cared deeply for her children and had desperately wanted to be there to comfort her eldest daughter, but Belinda knew that she would be ill-equipped to cope with a tragedy of this magnitude. That sort of emotional support had simply never been her strong point. So Belinda had generously given her mother an escape, suggesting that she ought to get back to the farm as soon as possible. Once upon a time, the Heartfords’ farm had employed several staff who could have kept things running without a problem, but with the recent year’s damaging weather, which had brutally alternated between drought and floods, her parents had had to lay off one worker after another, until it was just them and a couple of the longer-serving staff they couldn’t bring themselves to let go. It was easy to convince Barbara that she should return home immediately after the wake. While Belinda knew that her mum would have stayed in a heartbeat had she been asked, she was also aware that Barbara would have been terrified at the prospect of doing so. Yet Belinda was still given a crushing hug by her mother before she climbed into the four-wheel drive with the rest of the family.

				‘Maybe I could stay,’ she’d started to say, one foot hovering back out of the car door.

				‘No, no, Mum, you need to help Dad. I’ll be okay; Stace says she’ll look after me.’

				Now, as Belinda looked at Stacey intently tapping away at the laptop, she wondered if she had spoken too soon. She ached to be alone, to wrap herself up in one of Andy’s old jumpers and just cry herself to sleep.

				‘Umm, what exactly are you doing, Stacey?’ she asked as she watched the screen fill up with a cascade of search results. She was astonished by how natural her voice could sound, even though she felt as if thousands of tiny, burning needles were puncturing every inch of her skin.

				‘I’m figuring out what’s wrong with you,’ Stacey responded matter-of-factly.

				‘What do you mean, what’s wrong with me? We’ve just been to Andy’s funeral – isn’t that enough?’

				‘Yes, but I’m talking about how you reacted the day after he died. Everything you did.’ Stacey stared back at her defiantly.

				Belinda twisted uncomfortably in her seat. She’d forgotten that when she’d got drunk last night she had called her friend. Whilst sobbing somewhat snottily into the phone, she’d given every last, gritty detail of that awful day.

				Stacey looked up from the computer long enough to reach a hand out and give Belinda an awkward pat on the arm – her apparent attempt at comforting the bereaved. The two of them were sitting on the huge wrap-around couch in Belinda’s living room. ‘Wrap-around’ had been Andy’s silly (but kind of cute) way of describing their modular lounge suite. It was one of those terms that nestles its way into your vocabulary, making you use it all the time until you thought it was the normal word for something: ‘Should we eat dinner on the wrap-around tonight?’ ‘Nah, we always eat in front of the TV. Let’s eat at the table and sit on the wrap-around later for dessert.’

				Thinking about it now made Belinda irritated with Andy: he had tricked her into using an incorrect word. When she and Stacey had arrived back at her place that evening, Belinda had had to make a conscious effort to suggest they sit on the ‘couch’. The feeling of irritation was followed almost immediately by a thud of guilt. She had just been at his funeral and here she was feeling annoyed at him over something so childish and silly. God, what was wrong with her? I’m sorry, Andy, I didn’t mean that, I didn’t mean it.

				Admittedly, the feeling of irritation with her dead fiancé could have had something to do with the said dead fiancé’s evil mother and her performance at the funeral. She let an image of Mrs McGavin creep into her mind, saw her standing up the front of the church in her smart charcoal suit – the woman looked like she was dressed for some high-powered business lunch. There wasn’t a hair out of place and it appeared she’d just had the colour redone: fiery auburn, glinting in the sunlight that filtered in through the church’s stained-glass windows. By comparison, Belinda had felt dowdy in her knee-length grey skirt and flat sandals, bits of her own hair stuck to her cheeks with tears. And then there was Belinda’s family, doing their best to look formal for the occasion but unable to hide their country roots. Her little brothers holding their hats respectfully to their chests, her sister in a dress for perhaps only the second time in her life, and her mum’s hair combed back and plaited in an effort to control her unruly curls. The sight of her dad’s boots – normally caked with mud, now carefully shined up for the day – had made Belinda cry almost as much as the sight of Andy’s casket.

				Then Evelyn had made her speech. And Belinda had felt as though someone had whacked her hard in the stomach. She’d wanted to reach for Andy’s hand, but it wasn’t there to hold.

				Wow, look how close I came to having that bitch of a woman as my mother-in-law. Imagine how bad— Belinda stopped herself mid-thought as another wave of guilt washed over her. Excuse me, but did I just feel relief that my fiancé is dead because it saved me from being related to an unpleasant family member? I am seriously not a good person. I’m sorry, Andy, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.

				She was rescued from her self-torment by Stacey’s brisk voice. ‘Look, there was a logical reason you went on a self-destructive rampage the day after Andrew’s death and I believe Google can help us to understand why.’ She paused to study the search results and then triumphantly clicked on the first link. ‘Aha, here’s the info I was after. Now we can begin to understand why you’ve been behaving like such a raving nutcase.’

				‘Jesus Christ, Stacey!’ Belinda shook her head at her friend’s extraordinary lack of tact. ‘I think we’re going to need some drinks,’ she added, thankful for the excuse. She headed into the kitchen and straight for the hard stuff. The drinks would help to numb the pain again, would fill that empty feeling that was starting to become all too familiar, and maybe drown out her inner, scolding voice.

				Several hours later the two of them were sitting somewhat more comfortably on the couch – lounging back, surrounded by a collection of glasses and several different bottles of spirits. Admittedly, though, most of the empty glasses belonged to Belinda. The alcohol had taken the edge off for her and, wanting to hold herself together in front of no-nonsense Stacey, she was managing to refrain from her usual disintegration into a messy heap on the living room floor.

				On the coffee table next to the laptop lay a piece of paper with Stacey’s neat handwriting scrawled all over it. Five words had been listed and then furiously circled, underlined and surrounded by arrows pointing to theories and explanations about Belinda’s behaviour on the night after Andy’s death.

				Denial

				Anger

				Bargaining

				Depression

				Acceptance

				Stacey drained her bourbon and Coke and snatched up the paper. ‘Belinda, I believe I am ready to present you with my professional conclusion, explaining your actions on the night in question,’ she said in a mock-formal voice. She cleared her throat and held the piece of paper up in front of her friend ceremoniously. Belinda rolled her eyes, which turned out to be a bad idea because it made the room spin and the couch sway somewhat dangerously. 

				Stacey was about to continue with her diagnosis when she was interrupted by a whimpering noise coming from the laundry. She jumped. ‘What the hell was that?’

				‘Oh, that’s just the puppy,’ Belinda said as she wandered (in a slightly diagonal fashion) over to the laundry door and poked her head in to check on him.

				‘Hang on, you got the dog back?’

				‘Didn’t I tell you?’ Her voice was full of innocence.

				‘No, you neglected to mention that little fact. So how did you end up getting it back again?’

				Belinda winced as she remembered the mortifying phone call she’d received the morning after that night. It was almost enough to sober her up on the spot.
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				‘Good morning, is this Ms Belinda Heartford?’

				‘Yes, it is. Who’s this?’

				‘This is Rita from Williams Street Medical Centre. You left your dog here with us last night.’

				‘Oh, did I? Umm, how do you know that was me?’

				‘You gave the receptionist your credit card when you came in and we were able to look up your details. You’ve been here once before so you were in the system, and that did make you pretty easy to track down, dear.’

				‘Ah.’

				‘Even though it was most certainly not his job, Doctor Brookes was kind enough to take the puppy to the animal hospital on Cecil Avenue. It’s been patched up and you can collect it from there this afternoon.’

				‘Right.’

				‘Really, why someone would think they could bring an animal into a medical centre for people is just beyond me. Now are you quite all right, dear, because if you do need to talk to someone, there are helplines you know?’
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				Stacey raised her eyebrows expectantly at Belinda as she waited for an explanation. Belinda just shrugged, though, and said to Stacey, as casually as she could, ‘I went back for the puppy the next day, found it all stitched up and feeling sorry for itself. I’ll keep it till it’s a bit stronger, then I’ll take it up to the farm to live. So let’s hear your analysis of me, Doctor Phil – or is it Oprah?’ She wanted to change the subject, even if it was to one that would probably be just as bad.

				Stacey was more than happy to oblige. ‘Right, you experienced the five stages of grief as follows: firstly, denial – you bought a puppy because you were in denial about the fact that you are allergic to dogs. Secondly—’

				‘Ahh, Stacey, I don’t think that’s what it means by denial.’

				‘Hup, hup, let me finish. I just spent three hours researching so I think I know a little more about this than you do. Okay, second! You gave the puppy away because you were angry with the puppy for making your throat scratchy. Thirdly, you threw a tantrum in the middle of the oval because you were still angry with the puppy for giving you hay fever. Next, upon finding the puppy, you took it to the medical centre where you bargained with the staff to get them to treat an animal. After that, you became so depressed that you threw yourself out of a tree and, finally, you accepted Andrew’s death, illustrated by a heavy-petting session with the neighbour from downstairs. If that’s not accepting and moving on, I don’t know what is!’ Stacey finished her speech with a bow and an extravagant flourish of her hands. She looked extremely pleased with herself.

				Belinda couldn’t help it: she let a smile spread across her face as she said fondly, ‘Classic Stacey.’ Stacey looked a little affronted; clearly, she had been aiming for more of an emotional breakthrough than this. Belinda laughed and pulled her friend into a quick hug. ‘Thank you, Stacey. I didn’t know it, but I needed you tonight. I needed your help to feel . . . normal again.’

				But even as she spoke the words, the normal feeling was already starting to vanish and she was beginning to wonder if laughter on the night of your fiancé’s funeral was really allowed. Sorry, Andy, sorry.

				‘God, I hope I don’t have a hangover tomorrow,’ shuddered Stacey, as Belinda picked up the bottle of scotch in front of her and squinted worriedly at its dwindling contents.

				‘Now who’s in denial?’ Belinda said with a rueful smile.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 4

				Evelyn

				Evelyn sat in the darkness of her lounge room and stared out of the bay windows at the quiet suburban street. She felt slightly ill. The humiliation of what she had done at her son’s funeral was starting to set in. She had been so sure that focusing her anger on that stupid girl was going to help her deal with today, but now it was just making her feel childish and embarrassed. Although it wasn’t the sentiment that bothered her, she certainly still felt strongly about that . . . but maybe her methods weren’t the best.

				Evelyn had written a beautiful eulogy, describing her son’s kind nature, his talents, his sense of humour and promising career. She had refused to even mention his fiancée – not until the very last line.

				‘One last thing I believe you all need to know: if you were wondering who is responsible for Andrew’s death, she’s here with us today, sitting right there in the front row.’ Evelyn had brazenly pointed one finger at Belinda; the congregation seemed to take a collective breath. The minister stumbled over his words as he tried to finish the service.

				At the time, the sight of Belinda’s shocked and hurt face, already wet with messy tears, hadn’t even made her flinch. But now the satisfaction had slipped away to be replaced by this annoying sick feeling. No one had mentioned a thing about it to her afterwards. Right through the wake they all pretended that nothing out of the ordinary had happened. Even Belinda’s own family had politely offered their condolences without a hint of malice in their eyes. But no doubt they would all be gossiping about it behind her back. ‘If you ask me, the old bat’s lost it.’ ‘Yep, not even a healthy dose of therapy can fix up a nutter that far gone.’

				How was she supposed to cope with this? It was unfair – she had already buried her husband, Carl, a good fifteen years ago, so he wasn’t here to be devastated alongside her. From the moment she had stepped out of the church on the day of Carl’s funeral and caught her sons fighting, she had been faced with the realisation that she would be dealing with each and every parenting moment on her own from then on. That prospect had been so daunting that her chest had tightened up and she almost hadn’t reacted in time. But instinct had kicked in and she’d grabbed Andrew’s fist just before he had the chance to give James an unsightly bloody nose for the wake.
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				‘Andrew! What on earth are you doing?’

			  ‘He’s saying mean things about Dad. Tell him to take it back, tell him he’s wrong, wrong, wrong!’

			  ‘All right, but you need to calm down first. Quickly, let’s go over to that bench and talk. We need to sort this out before everyone else comes spilling out of those church doors.’

				‘But you should have heard him, Mum, you should have heard what he called Dad.’

				‘Stop. Sit. Listen. I know today is hard for you both. You loved your dad very much and so did I. He was a wonderful man and he was so looking forward to taking you boys fishing.’

				‘Oh, yeah, then why—’

				‘I’m not finished yet, James Matthew McGavin. If your father could have helped it, there is no way in hell that he would have left you two – or me, I’d like to think. But you are allowed to be angry with him. And, you are allowed to cry – there is absolutely no shame in crying at your own father’s funeral. However, I do need you to keep the sibling-related violence to a minimum. Just this once, do you think you could please get along? For me?’

			  [image: Dinkus.png]

				She started as she heard a noise behind her and turned to see her sister, Violet, walking in from the kitchen.

				‘Right, that’s the last load going through the dishwasher as we speak.’

				‘Vi, I almost forgot you were still here.’ Evelyn was caught by surprise, as she often was when she looked into her sister’s face. It was her own, just seven years younger and therefore seven years softer. Although Violet had kept her hair long and wore it loosely tied back, making her look younger still.

				Evelyn was glad to have the company. She needed to focus on something else and stop punishing herself for today.

				‘That was quite a performance you put on at the funeral, huh?’ Violet sounded as though she was trying to keep her voice light and casual.

				So much for taking my mind off things.

				‘Look, Vi, the last thing I need at the moment is a guilt trip from you, okay?’

				‘Ev, that’s not what I was planning, but I do think we need to talk. I know you’re grieving, but I’ve gotta tell you, over the last few days your behaviour’s been a bit . . . off.’

				‘Excuse me? I’ve lost my child, my son, and you think I’m a bit off?’

				Violet immediately started backpedalling. ‘All right, not necessarily the right choice of words, but I’m just worried about you, about how you’re dealing with this.’

				‘I shouldn’t be dealing with it at all. Parents aren’t meant to bury their children – ever. We’re not built for this kind of loss, so please forgive me if I’m not reacting textbook perfectly as the grieving mother.’ Evelyn’s voice was beginning to rise dangerously.

				‘Look, I’m sorry. I’m not trying to upset you, it’s just that I’m afraid you’re holding something back. I haven’t seen you shed a single tear. I mean, shoplifting? Smoking? Drinking? This isn’t you. Well, maybe the odd drink or two . . .’ she trailed off.

				‘And what the hell do you want me to do?’

				‘I want you to tell me what you’re feeling. At least let me give you one hug, for God’s sake.’ Violet stepped hopefully toward her sister. Her optimism was not rewarded.

				‘You imagine losing one of your children when he hasn’t done a damn thing to deserve it, when there’s no good reason for it at all, a completely meaningless death, and then you see how well you’d handle things.’

				Evelyn turned and began to stride from the room, but tripped on a bouquet of flowers near the doorway. She looked down to see a tag that read, ‘Our thoughts and prayers are with you – Mr and Mrs Heartford.’

				Heartford, Heartford . . . Ahh, Belinda’s parents.

				She stooped and picked up the flowers, then hurled them across the room. ‘There. How’s that for showing my emotions?’

				Later, having summoned the courage to go after her, Violet came up behind Evelyn in the kitchen and tentatively touched her shoulder. Evelyn had been staring into the empty fireplace with blank, burning eyes, but now she turned as Violet placed a deck of cards carefully onto the table and waited. Evelyn looked at the cards, then up at her sister.

				‘What took you so long?’

				They spent the rest of the night playing Flip – the high-speed card game that had become a family tradition over the years. The piece of childhood that her boys had never left behind. Even when they were teenagers and just about everything else she could suggest would be considered ‘extremely lame’, they would always give in to a game of Flip and a chance to be the family champion.

				James arrived home a little after 4 am. He sat down at the table and took off his cap – one that Evelyn recognised as having belonged to Andrew, one that hid his slightly longer sandy-coloured curls and made him look even more like his cleaner-cut brother – and they dealt him in without a word. By sunrise, James had broken the silence to start telling stories about his brother, some that they all already knew and others that came as a surprise to his mother and aunt. He reminisced about all the times Andy had been there trying to bail him out of trouble – whether he had asked for the help or not. Eventually Violet joined in with some stories of her own and, after a while, Evelyn found she was able to smile properly for the first time since she’d heard the news.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 5

				Belinda

				A week or so after the funeral, Belinda remembered to wonder where her period was.

				This can’t be right . . . she was looking over her calendar in confusion when it started to dawn on her. She had spent the last couple of weeks feeling nauseous on and off. She had been tired and cranky and, well, obviously emotional. But she had taken all of these symptoms as normal for a grieving bride-to-be who was actually no longer going to be.

				The first thing she did was pick up her mobile to call Andy about it. When she saw the words ‘Andy – work’ up on the screen and realised what she was doing, she felt so angry at her own heartbreaking mistake that she threw the phone across the room. Unfortunately, she was in her bedroom, where the majority of the room was taken up by their king-sized bed. Her mobile landed quite safely after bouncing off the pillows piled high against the headboard, meaning the moment rather lacked the required drama of having something smash to smithereens against a wall.

				Okay, pull yourself together. Let’s work through this logically.

				First of all, she was on the pill – and had been for about three years. And secondly . . . secondly . . . my fiancé is dead. I can’t be pregnant, I absolutely cannot be about to go through this on my own.

				Thirty minutes later she had returned from the chemist and was standing in the bathroom, staring down at the home pregnancy kit. She considered phoning Stacey or maybe one of her uni friends, someone like Jules, perhaps, who would be more relaxed and easy-going about it all, but decided she wasn’t yet ready to involve anyone else in this. If the test were positive, having someone know about it would make it all seem too real.

				She took the test and then sat on the edge of the bathtub to wait for the results. While she waited she pored over her calendar, trying to convince herself that this couldn’t be right. How could she not have realised that she hadn’t had her period for nine whole weeks. That put her at four to five weeks late. As she looked back through the months, she saw ‘Jenny’s hen’s night’ written in bright pink pen on the 5th of August. That was the night she had got drunk on homemade sangria. Really drunk. Messy drunk. She’d thrown up in the early hours of the morning shortly after getting home – after going to bed and taking the pill as part of her normal bedtime ritual. Did that mean she’d thrown up the pill along with all of that nasty sangria?

				Oh God, maybe this really is happening.

				Sixty seconds to go. She accidentally let herself lapse into a daydream, imagining what this moment would be like if Andy were alive. As much as she wasn’t ready to be a mother, it still would have had a completely different feel to it. There would have been nervous excitement. There would have been a hand to hold as they waited. A leg next to her leg here on the edge of the tub that she could anxiously press her thigh against. They’d have made little jokes and worried about what their parents would have thought – but, ultimately, they would know they had each other and if they’d brought the wedding forward, they could have been married before she’d even started to show. They could have worked things out. Andy had always said he wanted to have lots of kids. He probably would have been perfectly fine with it all . . . No doubt his enthusiasm would have rubbed off on her. If the result were positive, maybe he would have let out a whoop of delight and pulled her up from the edge of the bathtub and then danced her across the room, his tanned, brown arms tight around her waist.

				She could feel tears welling up and shook herself back out of the daydream. It was time to check the results.

				Two lines. One slightly more faded than the other.

				Great, what the hell does a faded line mean?

				She double-checked the instructions and, according to the pack, faded or not – two lines was two lines.

				Two lines was a positive result.

				There was no ‘whoop of delight’. She took a deep breath, put the test stick in the bin and walked out of the bathroom. She paced the lounge room for several minutes, and then she began to doubt herself.

				No. I must have got it wrong. I’m seeing things because of the grief, right? And that second line slowly faded further and further away until it was gone, never having existed to begin with. After all, she was quite sure she’d only imagined it. Wow, can’t believe I almost thought I was pregnant there, hey? How embarrassing! Wonder what I should make for dinner tonight.

				For another month, Belinda refused to think about her missing period. Each morning, as the sickness got worse and she found herself gagging and vomiting almost every time she tried to clean her teeth, she dismissed it as . . . a nasty bug! Hung over! Food poisoning – again!! She went on with her life as usual. Four shifts a week at her part-time job at the swimming pool. Head to the gym once or twice a week. Come home from her uni lectures and study for an hour or two. Make a stir fry, a casserole, pasta for dinner – whatever she felt like really – no one else to consult. Curl up in front of the TV and watch . . . whatever she wanted! Again, there was no one else to worry about; no one to sneer at her highly embarrassing secret addiction to lowbrow programs like Funniest Home Videos or The Bachelorette. It was just her and the puppy, snuggled together on the wrap-around. Then go to bed whenever she pleased! Take a tub of ice-cream under the covers with her if she happened to feel like it, let the spoon slip from her fingers as she fell asleep, wake to find the sheets smeared with melted neapolitan. Life was perfect, really: obviously this was how you were supposed to live, just doing whatever the hell you wanted. And the puppy made great company – he agreed with everything she said!

				‘Want to make a bet on what stories will be on Today Tonight this week?’

				A large, dribbly yawn from the puppy in response.

				‘Too easy for you, huh? All right then, I’ve got ten bucks says there’ll be at least one piece on rising petrol prices and at least two appearances from Aussie battlers battling against something or other.’

				A doubtful look from the puppy.

				‘You’re not buying it? How about we raise the stakes then? Let’s make it one month’s worth of Dr Harry-recommended Pedigree dog food instead of the lousy old Chum I serve you up each night?’ She raised her eyebrows expectantly. The puppy’s tail gave an excited wag. ‘Aha! He’s in!’ She shook the dog’s good paw and then settled back and flicked on the TV to see if her bet was a safe one.

				There was just one little thing that kept ruining her fabulous mood. Each morning – each damn day without fail – she kept waking up and having that moment. That split second. In fact, it didn’t even qualify as a split second. It was a minuscule speck of a split second. It was a sliver of time, a cruel little slice of her life, where she thought that none of it had ever happened. She could just reach out a hand and there Andy would be. Next to her. Where he belonged. She would roll over and see his short brown curly hair, his huge, friendly smile with just the one dimple – left cheek – his bright, sharp, blue eyes. Then the speck would vanish and she would be waking up properly and the wave of sickness would overcome her. In fact, it was probably that cruel little speck that was causing the sickness altogether. Yes, that was it – it had absolutely nothing to do with a vague memory of a faded little line. A faded little line that didn’t mean a thing.

				She would get on with her day again. Crush any happy memories of Andy and replace them with the times when they had fought: sometimes it had just been a tiny disagreement over some insignificant wedding detail; other times it was an ear-splitting screaming match over the rubbish that Belinda never took out or the dishwasher that Andy never unpacked. It was easier to think of those times. It gave her reassurance that she was, in fact, better off. That there was no need to cry, no need to grieve.
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				‘Today Tonight is doing another story on bras.’

			  ‘You owe me ten bucks.’

				‘Double or nothing.’

				‘Give it up, babe. You know they’ll run another one within a week or two.’

				‘Fair enough, you can take it out in trade then.’

				‘Not now! We’re just about to make dinner!’

				‘All right, fine. After dinner?’

				‘Count on it. Although I’ve got a great idea for something even more fun we can do after dinner.’

				‘Oh, yeah? What’s that?’

				‘Thank-you notes for the engagement presents.’

				‘Belle, your idea of fun really, really sucks.’

				‘Fair call. Still gotta be done, though, and I want to get it out of the way before we’ve forgotten who gave us what. You realise it’s been almost two months since the party?’

				‘Yeah, yeah, Little Miss Sensible.’

				‘Guess there’s nowhere to send a card to your brother though. Any idea which country he’s even gone to?’

				‘Does it matter? It’s not like he’d give a shit about some thank-you card.’

				‘True. I was just curious where he’s ended up this time.’

				‘Why do you care? You missing him already or something?’

				‘What? Why would I be missing your brother?’

			  ‘Right, now he’s just my brother, is he? And here I thought he was your new best friend? You can’t deny you two really hit it off at the engagement party.’

			  ‘Have I done something wrong? It seems like you’re trying to pick a fight with me or something?’

				‘What’s with all this dancing around my questions? How about you just answer me straight – have you got a thing for my brother?’

				‘Where is this even coming from?’

				‘You’re unbelievable. You’re not going to answer me, are you? Fuck this. I’m going out for a drink. Maybe by the time I get back you might be ready to answer my question.’
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				If a nicer memory tried to creep its way to the surface, something like maybe the night they first met (it was at the pub where she used to work), tears would instantly begin to sting her eyes and she would bury it as quickly as possible. On that particular night, Andy had valiantly tried to ‘rescue’ Belinda from a guy who was hassling her. Unfortunately, the guy was actually a bouncer at the pub and they were having a perfectly innocent conversation. He didn’t take kindly to Andy’s attempts to drag him away from the bar. Belinda had appreciated the sentiment, though, finding Andy outside when her shift was over and offering him some ice for his swollen lip. Their relationship had blossomed from there.

				She had always loved telling people about how they had met, but now she convinced herself that thinking of that night was simply not healthy, and she busied her days with uni work instead. One night she was scanning through her student email account, searching for an old email that contained contact details of another student she was supposed to be working on a group assignment with, and came across one from Andy titled ‘Kick around’. Without really meaning to, she opened it up and then bit her lip to stop herself from crying as she read the light-hearted exchange.

				Okay people,

				Here’s the deal: informal soccer game, first Sunday of every month, starting April 3. Crestwood Oval (on the high side across the road from the high school), 1 pm. Putting it out there.

				Want to make it more interesting? We’ll split the group up into two teams. If most people show we should have at least enough people for 5-a-side. Losing team buys winning team a round of drinks at Winsto pub after the game. Will admit downing a few beers after the game defeats the purpose – you know, get fit and what-not, but whatever floats your boat.

				You all better show or we’ll just have to assume you’re too soft. Yes, even the girls.

				Cheers,

				Andy

				Hi all,

			  Let’s make it girls vs guys. Boys, we’re going to kick your butts. Girls – ten-buck cocktails at the pub after?

				Belle

				x

			  Hey Ando, 

				Control your woman.

				Belle, is that a promise, baby?

				Yours faithfully

				The Shankmeister

				- Rock out with your cock out -

				Have some class, Belle, we’ll have those boys buying us bottles of Moet ;)

			  Right, looks like I’ll be spending the night sharpening the studs on my old soccer boots. Watch out, Shanks, this is gonna hurt way more than the time I stepped on your foot in my stilettos.

				Peace,

				Jules

			  Guys,

				Could we all stop hitting reply all?

				Some of us are trying to get some work done.

				Thanks

				Kind regards

				Stacey Thomas

				Customer Service Manager

				Bardens Lending House

				‘Bardens takes the sORROW out of bORROWing!’

			  Oh, shit, think I just hit reply all.

			  Jeez, so sORRY about that Stacey.

				Yours faithfully

				The Shankmeister

				- Rock out with your cock out -

			  She hadn’t realised just how much she missed Andy’s muck-around soccer games. They had been going on for about five or six months before he had died, and Andy and Belle had found that they played well together – once they made the decision to always stay on the same team. Belinda’s competitive nature coupled with Andy’s supreme soccer skills had meant that playing on opposing sides just caused fights between the two of them.

				Reading the emails, she began to wonder once again about calling one of Andy’s mates. The thought had crossed her mind on and off over the last month. After all, they’d all been her friends too. So had James, for that matter. But each time she had held her phone in her hand, she’d ended up finding some excuse not to.

				Not right now, really should do some studying.

				Maybe later, after I get home from the gym.

				And now, as she closed the emails and turned away from the computer, she talked herself out of it yet again.

				A couple of times, one or another of his good school friends had tried to contact her. There was a message from Coombes in her Facebook inbox titled ‘just checking in with you’ that she kept meaning to read, and once an awkward, stilted voicemail from Aaron Shanks . . . But she couldn’t think what she would say to them. Andy was the connection between her and the guys. Would she know how to act around them without him? And James hadn’t made any attempt to call or message, so for all she knew he felt the same way as his mother did.

				The longer she left it, the harder it seemed.
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				‘Uh, hi, babe.’

				‘Nice time?’

				‘I guess. Look I just wanted to say I’m really sorry about tonight. I totally realise I was a wanker for no reason at all and I feel terrible about it.’

				‘Why the change of heart?’

				‘Surprisingly enough – it was Shanks. I ran into him at the pub and he made me see how irrational I was being. The guy definitely has his moments.’

				‘I see.’

				‘Umm, not that I’m complaining here – but why aren’t you yelling? Aren’t you mad with me? Not only did I overreact but I’ve got beer breath, which I know you hate.’

				‘Yeah, I know. It’s weird, huh? I was angry. Actually, I was fuming. It was supposed to be your turn to cook. But then I started to think it through, tried to see it from your perspective and, well, I decided to cut you a little slack. The few glasses of wine I had didn’t hurt either.’

			  ‘You’re amazing. Oh, I almost forgot, I bought you some flowers. They’re out in the kitchen. I was going to put them in water for you first.’

				‘Let me guess, roses?’

				‘Yep.’

				‘Ah, babe, when are you going to learn? Lilies are my favourite! But thank you. And to answer your question, no, I sure as hell don’t have a thing for your brother. I have a thing for you.’
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				‘So how are you holding up these days?’ Stacey asked when the two friends met for a catch-up at a café in North Sydney, around the corner from Stacey’s work.

				‘Holding up? What do you mean? Oh, uni assignments? Yeah – I mean, they’re pretty full on, but I’m managing.’

				‘No, actually, that wasn’t what I meant. How are you coping . . . without Andy?’

				Stacey never used to call him Andy; she would always refuse to shorten his name even though that’s what he actually preferred. The softness in her voice made Belinda melt a little. Her friend was normally such a logical, unemotional, straight-down-the-line kind of girl. That faded little line began to swim into view and she quickly hardened up again, scrubbing it from her mind.

				‘Oh, that. Look, you always knew we weren’t meant for one another anyway, so it’s like fate or something, right?’ Belinda nonchalantly lifted her cappuccino towards her lips but the aroma of the coffee reached her nostrils first and she recoiled from it, completely repulsed. She put the cup back down on the saucer with unintended force, causing froth to slosh over the side.

				Stacey’s eyes narrowed. ‘When are you going to announce it?’

				‘Announce what?’ Belinda looked genuinely bewildered.

				‘I’m your best friend and, to be perfectly honest, I can’t believe you haven’t even told me yet.’ Her soft tone from earlier had been replaced by her usual bluntness. ‘Honey, I’m not stupid,’ she continued. ‘You’re constantly running off to the bathroom to be sick, you keep pressing your arms against your boobs like they’re killing you and you’re looking at that coffee like it’s a cup of boiled cabbage. I remember when my sister was pregnant for the first time, she said one of the earliest signs was her sudden aversion to her morning coffee. Seeing as you usually keep Starbucks in business, I’m thinking something a little dodgy is going on here.’

				Belinda stood up, trembling. She turned to leave, but Stacey wasn’t prepared to give in on this one. She grabbed Belinda by the wrist and yanked hard so that she was forced to turn back to her.

				‘You need to deal with this, hon, and there’s no time like the present.’ She was staring fiercely into her eyes. ‘So snap out of it.’

				Belinda couldn’t hold on to it any longer. Those two neat little lines began to form and harden. They danced before her eyes; they twirled little canes and tipped their top hats at her. ‘We’re not going anywhere,’ they announced happily.

				A positive pregnancy test. It really was true.

				She slumped into her chair and rested her head in her hands, trying to take it all in. She looked up at her best friend. ‘I’m pregnant?’ she asked in a small, wavering voice.

				Stacey immediately softened again. ‘Oh, sweetheart!’ She dragged her chair next to Belinda and draped an arm around her. ‘We don’t know for absolute sure that you are . . . although I kind of think you could be showing already.’

				Belinda saw the two lines again, now in razor-sharp focus. They were doing the tango. ‘Yes, we do know,’ she admitted. She started crying into her friend’s shoulder and, moments later, Stacey had joined her.

				She wailed into Stacey’s neck for a good five minutes, letting everything out – disjointed sentences between sobs and sniffles – while Stacey reassured her when she could.

				‘I ca— can’t do this on my own.’

				‘You’re not going to be alone. You’ll have me, and your family will come and visit too.’

				 ‘I’ve been drinking all the time! What if I’ve hurt the baby?’

				‘Plenty of people drink early on when they don’t realise they’re pregnant. Your baby will turn out fine.’

				‘How could he leave me like this?’

				‘He didn’t want to leave you. If he could have, he would have done anything to be by your side for this.’

				‘I didn’t mean what I said before, about us not being meant for each other. We weren’t that bad together. Were we?’

				‘No, honey, you two were great together.’

				Belinda managed a half-laugh into Stacey’s shoulder. ‘Now I know you’re lying. You never approved of Andy.’

				‘Yes, well, the guy spent his days playing computer games. What kind of career is that?’

				‘Stacey! He designed games. He was brilliant at it.’

				‘Okay, okay, can you just work with me here? I’m trying to play the supportive, comforting friend!’

				Belinda sat up and wiped at her sticky, tear-stained face. ‘And you’re doing a great job, Stace. So I guess it’s about time I went to see a doctor then. Will you come with?’

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 6

				Evelyn

				‘You’re certain you want to do this?’

				‘Yes, of course, why else would I be here?’

				‘It’s just that you’re not exactly in the ahh . . . demographic of our normal clientele.’

				Evelyn rolled her eyes, irritated by the young man’s bluntness. ‘Look, buddy-boy, there’s no age limit on this and I’m perfectly fit and healthy. They didn’t hire you for your brilliant personnel skills, did they?’

				‘No, ma’am, they hired me ’cause I’m one hell of an adrenalin junkie.’ He smoothed back his dreadlocks and grinned at her proudly, clearly unaware of the dig she’d just made at him.

				‘Look, just get me signed up. I’d like to start the training right away. When will I be able to do the first one?’

				‘All right, it’s your call. Let me just take a look at the bookings . . . Right, give us forty-eight hours and we can have you strapped onto one of my good colleagues here.’

				‘Great, and then when can I do it solo?’

				‘Wouldn’t you like to see how the first one goes and then decide if you want to go through with one on your own? It’s a big process you know. You’ll have to sign up to get your skydiving licence, and it’ll cost you a lot of dough.’ His gently condescending tone was infuriating.

				Evelyn took in a slow breath to help with her frustration and spoke carefully. ‘Chad, is it? All right, Chad, how about you stop mollycoddling me and just accept that I’m actually looking to take this up as a regular sport and to hell with the money. So I’m going to be hanging around here quite a bit in the near future. Let’s just say I need an “outlet”, okay? Now run along and get things moving for me. I want to get started straight away.’

				Chad didn’t seem to be the least bit offended by the way she was patronising him. In fact he was looking quite impressed, although she did get the feeling that she may have lost him on the word ‘mollycoddling’.

				‘All right – the old lady wants to boogie, we’ll let her boogie! Fill in these forms and then we’ll get you introduced to your jump master. I reckon Bazza’ll be perfect for you.’ He handed over the paperwork and disappeared out the back, no doubt to tell ‘Bazza’ about the crazy old lady who wanted to take up a sport usually reserved for kids her sons’ age.

				It was all James’s fault that she was here. That very morning he had announced that he was going to go skydiving as some sort of tribute to Andy. He had already been surfing with his mates at 3 am last Wednesday night, where they’d apparently formed a circle past the waves and meditated on the loss of his brother. Next he’d been to a two-day music festival, where he’d used a careful combination of punk rock, hip-hop and copious amounts of alcohol to feel closer to his dead twin. And now he seemed to think skydiving was the final step in this ridiculous ‘spiritual journey’.

				‘I think not, James Matthew. Do you really believe that I’m going to willingly allow you to risk your life when you’re just about all the family I have left?’

				‘Just chill for a minute, Mum. Skydiving is perfectly safe.’ He’d patted her reassuringly on the back and then added, ‘And I’m doing this for Andy.’

				Evelyn had snapped. ‘That’s enough of this rubbish! Your brother hated surfing, had completely different taste in music to you and would have never even considering hurling himself out of a perfectly good aeroplane. You cannot expect me to believe that this thrill-seeking rampage could possibly pass as a way to somehow honour your brother in the afterlife.’

				‘Mum, I’m just trying to find an outlet.’ James had looked at her with pity, as though she could never understand the depths of his pain.

				For goodness sake. ‘How about you sort through Andy’s old closet. That ought to make you feel a little closer to him.’ Evelyn had snatched the brochure from James’s hand and stormed out of the house, grabbing her car keys from the hall table as she went.

				She’d got in the car and just started driving, with no idea where she was heading, until, at a set of lights, she’d picked the brochure up off the seat next to her and gazed at the words:
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			  I’m the one who needs a bloody outlet, she’d thought angrily. I’m the one who needs to feel something.

				And now here she was, audaciously claiming that she wanted to take up this insane activity as a regular sport. Where the hell had that idea come from? It was absolutely too late to back out. There was no way she would let those twenty-something-year-olds, who were somehow managing to run this place, get the better of her. It didn’t matter that she would never see any of them again should she decide to cut and run. Her pride was now at stake; she had something to prove to Bazza and Chad and even to James – should she ever tell him.

				She wondered what Carl would have thought of her being here. Her late husband probably would have loved the idea – would have been sitting right alongside her, egging her on. ‘Come on, Ev, you only live once. Do something spectacular while you can!’

				That’s how he always used to talk: so full of positive energy, right up until the end. Even as the cancer began to spread to his bones, he was still talking like they had a long future together.
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				‘Carl, you can’t keep making these promises to the boys. You don’t know that you’ll be strong enough to take them fishing this year.’

				‘Don’t be ridiculous, sweetheart. I can do anything I set my mind to. The power of positive thinking – you don’t realise how important that really is.’

				‘Positive thinking can only take you so far.’

				‘Stop stressing so much. It’s got me here and it’s going to help me make it through.’

				‘But you know what Dr Coleman said. You know you haven’t got long.’

				‘You think I’m going to accept a death sentence, just because he says so?’

				‘Carl, we’ve got to start preparing James and Andrew. They can’t be looking forward to a fishing trip that we both know isn’t going to happen.’

				‘It’s going to happen if I say it is, dammit!’

				‘You’re in complete and utter denial about this, and I need for you not to be. Please, I don’t know how I’m going to cope on my own, after . . .’

				‘I know, Ev. Don’t you think I know you’re right? But I’m just not ready to let go.’
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				‘How are we going with those forms there? All done then?’

				The voice brought her tumbling out of the shockingly clear memory. She looked up to see a tall, young man standing in front of her, rocking backwards and forwards on his toes, eyes glinting.

				As it turned out, Bazza was a refreshing change from Chad and all the other kids she’d seen wandering around the warehouse that was home to ‘SkyChallenge’ (what an original name that was). While he was just as young as his colleagues, he had a closely shaved head, unlike the unruly dreadlocks that most of them were sporting, considerably less facial piercings (although she did take note of a small stud in his left eyebrow), and was instantly warm and welcoming to her. He was polite without using that fake, sickeningly sweet voice that most young people put on when they were trying to show ‘respect for their elders’.

				‘Okeydoke, looks like everything’s in order here. I think it’s time we got your training under way, Mrs McGavin. Just follow me and prepare to be blown away by the most unbelievable, incredible, terrifying experience of your entire life!’

				Well! Not a hint of sarcasm, no surprised or doubtful expression on his face when he saw her. He sounded like he genuinely believed this would be the most unbelievable experience of her life. In fact, he got more and more excited as he described it all to her. She decided he was nice enough for her to refrain from asking him if he’d like to try giving birth to a surprisingly large set of twin boys (one naturally and the second by caesarean) before deciding that skydiving was the most terrifying experience ever.

				Bazza had a real passion for skydiving without any of the macho bravado of his workmates. His excitement quickly started to rub off on Evelyn and she found herself looking forward to taking the plunge. They spent a fairly pleasant afternoon outside in the fresh air, running preparation drills and learning all about his part-time study, his ex-girlfriend, Mandy, and his new crush on some girl from his apartment building named Isabel whom he barely even knew, and his secret ambition of moving into a career in psychology. ‘You see, I want skydiving to be more of a hobby for me instead of a job, before I lose interest from doing it twenty-four-seven,’ he’d explained.

				‘Tell me something,’ said Evelyn as she sat down on the grass for a break and tilted her face up towards the warm October sunshine. ‘I know I’d have to be out of touch with you young people to some extent at my age, but I’m just curious about what the term boogie has to do with skydiving.’

				‘Wait, let me guess,’ said Bazza with a grin. ‘Chad used it, didn’t he?’ He shook his head and murmured affectionately to himself, ‘Chad, you mighty big tosser. He can’t help himself,’ he continued. ‘Tries to impress anyone he can with “skydiver slang”.’ Bazza held up his fingers to indicate inverted commas on the last two words. ‘The problem is he generally ends up using most of the terms in the wrong context. Like “SkyGod”; he’ll claim to most people – mainly chicks he’s trying to tune – that he’s known as a SkyGod amongst his mates because he thinks that it means he’s an ace skydiver. What he doesn’t realise is that it’s actually slang for a skydiver whose ego has grown too big for his own thick head and who isn’t as skilful as he thinks he is.’

				‘Ahh, so boogie means . . .?’

				‘It actually refers to a group of skydivers who make a jump together for kicks.’

				‘All right, there’s only one thing I didn’t follow. You said he tries to “tune” girls. What am I missing there? Some kind of odd reference to transistor radios?’

				‘Basically just means trying to hit on them, you know, like pick them up.’ Bazza gave her a sly smile and added, ‘Or court them, as I’m sure they said back in your day in what – the early eighteen-hundreds?’

				‘Watch it there, kiddo, I’m not that fond of you yet!’

				‘Hey,’ said Bazza, holding his hands up in defence. ‘I’m just trying to say, you’re really not as old as you make out you are, McGavin.’

				Evelyn smiled despite herself. She rather liked his habit of calling her by just her surname. He’d been doing it all afternoon and it had made her feel like she was just another one of his mates. It was rather enjoyable to be feeling young and hip once again.

				‘You just might live to see another day, Barry.’

				‘Ahh, McGavin, how many times do I have to tell you? It’s Bazza. Or Baz, if you like. Careful, you’re starting to show your age again.’

				‘I take it back. You’re in big trouble there, mister.’ Evelyn pursed her lips and folded her arms menacingly, but there was a hint of a smile at the corners of her mouth and she thought to herself, Who would have thought it? I’m really getting to like this kid.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 7

				Belinda

				‘From what you’re describing, it sounds to me like you’ve been experiencing the beginnings of pervasive pregnancy denial, but the good thing is you’re here now.’

				The obstetrician gave Belinda an encouraging smile and patted her hand. ‘How about you hop up onto the bed here and we’ll take a look and see that everything is going along okay.’ She had just a hint of an Indian accent, which made her voice sound gentle and smooth.

				Belinda had spent the last forty-five minutes explaining to the doctor why she was having her first check-up so late. Stacey had been sitting next to her, interrupting with helpful comments like, ‘Last time we had a wine and cheese night, I wouldn’t let her have any Camembert cheese. I knew something was up, you know? And soft cheese is bad for pregnant people, right? Although I guess I should have tried to stop her from drinking all that wine . . .’

				As she climbed up onto the bed, Belinda asked the question that had been bothering her for the last few days – ever since she had finally accepted the fact that she was pregnant. ‘Um, how did this even happen? I only missed one pill. Didn’t even skip it, actually, just threw it up – is it really that unreliable?’

				‘Honestly, it depends on the situation, sweetheart. I’ve had patients that have fallen pregnant simply from taking just one single pill at a different time of the day. Whereas others could take their doses as irregularly as an arrhythmic heartbeat and never fall pregnant—’ she paused here as though expecting some sort of appreciative reaction to her clever metaphor; when none was forthcoming, she continued. ‘Fact is, you just got lucky . . . I guess,’ she added a little falteringly. 

				Belinda shivered then, as a cool gel was squeezed onto her belly and she looked the other way as Doctor Vashna tapped at her keyboard. As they waited for the image to appear on the monitor, a thought suddenly occurred to Belinda that she hadn’t even considered up until now. She seized the doctor’s wrist just as she was about to place the ultrasound device on her stomach.

				‘Wait! The father is a twin! What if I’m carrying twins? Oh my God, oh my God, I can’t have two babies!’ She was almost hyperventilating when Doctor Vashna burst out laughing.

				‘That’s why I’m the one who’s getting paid the big bucks here. The father being a twin has absolutely no bearing at all on your chances of falling pregnant with them. So stop worrying. You’re no more likely than I am to have a multiple birth. Can I possibly have my hand back, dear?’

				Belinda let her go and relaxed again, feeling more than a little embarrassed. The doctor placed the probe on her stomach and began to slide it around, pressing down quite firmly. A grainy image appeared on the screen. Belinda was peering at it, trying to make it out when Doctor Vashna abruptly stopped moving her hand.

				‘Oh.’

				‘What is it? What’s wrong?’ Belinda’s heart started to beat faster. There’s something wrong with it. I’ve stuffed this up by pretending it wasn’t there.

				‘Nothing is wrong as such. In fact, this is really quite uncanny!’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘Well, Belinda, are there any twins on your side of the family?’
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				After her first obstetrician visit, Belinda found herself spending more and more time at the gym. She had been assured that exercise was still allowed, but had been told not to overdo it, or to let herself overheat. Doctor Vashna had also wanted to send her to a psychologist to discuss the period of pregnancy denial she had experienced, but Belinda had promised her that she was feeling much better about it all – even with the shock of discovering she was pregnant with twins. Twins!

				Late one evening, after a long day at uni, she dragged herself into the gym, feeling tired and irritable. She really would have preferred a nap on the couch. It was the last week of study before exams started and her lecturers were filling her head with revision-info overload. Jules had been sitting next to her in the last tutorial of the day and had sent a message to her Facebook page from her iPhone.
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				Belinda had frowned with irritation. Apparently Jules was having trouble accepting the news of her pregnancy and understanding what that meant for her social life.

				Now that Belinda was at the gym, though, she tried to put thoughts of Jules and the others enjoying their cocktails out of her mind. She stepped onto the treadmill, adjusted the settings and started off with a slow walk. As she walked she chanted in her head: April 27, April 27, April 27. This was the date when her life was going to be changed beyond recognition. The date her twin babies were due. She was fifteen weeks’ pregnant and already starting to show a little. Oh, all right, already starting to show quite a lot really. No more blaming that tummy on all the late-night ice-cream, she thought somewhat bitterly. The knowledge that she had been pregnant way back before Andy had died seemed to alter her memories of the last couple of weeks with him. Now she pictured a tiny little presence alongside them as they went about their lives. Make that two tiny little presences.

				As she walked a little faster and pictured her and Andy doing the normal, everyday things – watching TV together, going out for drinks with their friends, playing Andy’s crazy soccer games – she began to feel anger rising up from deep in her gut. Anger with herself: now that she knew she was pregnant, it seemed so ridiculous that she hadn’t figured it out sooner – before Andy had been erased from her life. It wasn’t right, for him to be gone and not even know what he was missing out on. It wasn’t fair.

				She notched up the speed and felt angry with him. Why had he let this happen? He should have been more careful; he should have fought harder for his life. What if he had known? If she had been just a little smarter and had realised sooner, had told him the news – would that have given him the reason he needed? The strength to find a way to stay alive?

				Her walk became a jog. She pounded her feet in time to the bass of the dance music that was pumping through the gym.

				So you knocked me up.

				With TWINS.

				And now you’re gone.

				And you don’t even know about any of this.

				And I didn’t get to say goodbye.

				She could feel herself about to lose it, eyes becoming glassy, and she shook her head. She ran faster and faster and finally allowed herself to think about the real reason she was so angry with him. She began to remember the day Andy died.

				It was early evening and she was running late to pick him up from work. Everything up to the moment she parked near his office block was crisp and clear in her memory. After that, it got very, very blurry. First, there was his mate Michael Coombes running out of the front doors and calling to her, ‘Something’s happened, down the road at a convenience store – Andy’s there.’ Then she was running as fast as she could, following Coombes to the end of the block. There was a crowd of people out the front. Police cars, an ambulance – flashing lights and a whining siren. No one seemed to know exactly what was going on inside.

				Suddenly Andy’s mum was striding toward her. Tall and capable in her crisp business suit, heels clickety-clacking across the bitumen. She had slid her sunglasses up on top of her head where they sat perched in her short, red hair. Belinda still didn’t know where she had come from, how she had known to be there. But she had squeezed Belinda’s arm and assured her, ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart, I’ll find out what’s going on. It’s going to be fine.’ The first – and last – nice thing she’d ever said to her. Then Evelyn marched straight past the protesting police officers and into the shop. Belinda had stood waiting, watching Coombes’s anxious face. She’d felt nervous but not really that worried. This wasn’t real. It was like she was watching an episode of NCIS or something. This had nothing to do with her. Nothing to do with their lives. Nothing could have happened to Andy.

				Could it?

				And then there were whispers through the crowd. Someone is dead in there.

				Well, okay – but not Andy, right?

				At some point amongst all the chaos she’d felt her mobile phone vibrate with a message. She pulled it out of her pocket and held it in her hand. She would look at it in a minute, when she knew that everything really was all right. Of course it would be – she just needed confirmation, that’s all.

				But then there was Evelyn emerging from the store. She’d never be able to forget her face. And she knew. She heard Coombes suck his breath in next to her, felt his hand grasp her arm tightly. That’s when, for some reason, she looked at the phone and she saw the message. It was from Andy. Her heart skipped a beat. She had pressed the buttons to open the message with trembling hands.

				There it was. The last thing he would ever say to her. It was just two words, and remembering those words was like having her chest torn apart.
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				Because she was late to pick him up from work that day. Meaning he blamed her, because if she had been on time, everything would have been different. Meaning it was her fault that he was dead.

				And he was right.

				She hadn’t even realised that she’d slipped until she saw the front of the treadmill rushing away from her, and then the ceiling and the floor all seeming to tumble around her. Moments later she was lying flat on her back on the prickly carpet of the gym floor with a very sore tailbone. She closed her eyes, mortified, praying for this to be one of those terrible dreams. It wasn’t. She must have briefly passed out because the next thing she knew she was waking up on a couch in the staffroom of the gym, with an icepack on her head and a girl peering into her face while enthusiastically chewing gum.

				Belinda sat up slowly. She slid awkwardly along the couch and out from under the young woman’s eager gaze.

				‘How’s the head feelin’ there, love?’ She had a strong ocker accent, accentuated by the noisy gum chewing.

				‘Just fine, thanks. Umm, can I go?’

				‘Sure, no wuckers, just give me your autograph on this incident report form and we’re all done. No pre-existing medical condition we oughta know about is there, hon?’ The girl’s eyes flicked down to Belinda’s stomach and then back up again. She raised her eyebrows as she waited.

				Belinda bit the inside of her cheek nervously. Obviously pregnancy might be a condition worth noting, but she really just wanted to get out of there.

				‘Not that I can think of,’ she said as casually as she could manage.

				‘Looks like we can let you go then.’ The girl paused, then added in a tone that suggested she simply couldn’t help herself, ‘Impressive fall, though. Any idea how you managed to come off?’ There was also just a hint of amusement at the edges of her voice.

				Belinda cried all the way home.

				She had just stepped out of the lift, still feeling somewhat fragile, when she saw something on the floor outside her apartment door. As she got closer, she realised it was a bunch of red roses, beautifully arranged in clear cellophane and tied with a white, silk ribbon. A note was attached.
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				She picked up the flowers and held them under one arm as she unlocked her door and walked inside. As soon as she had kicked off her shoes and dumped her gym bag, she phoned first Jules and then Stacey to see if one of them had left the roses.

				‘Ooh la la,’ said Jules. ‘Someone’s got a secret admirer!’

				‘When would I have time to bring you flowers?’ snapped Stacey.

				Belinda had paused, knowing that Stacey was going to hate what she said next. ‘What if it was Andy?’

				‘Belinda, are you feeling okay? You might recall that Andy is in fact dead, right?’

				Belinda had pressed on. ‘You know, I did remember that, but what if he’s haunting me? It’s just that the flowers were waiting for me here after I just had the worst experience at the gym. I was all upset and then here are these flowers saying, “To brighten your day”. No one knew about what just happened to me at the gym. And Andy was always buying me flowers when I needed cheering up.’

				‘Actually, Andy was always buying you flowers when you two had had a fight. And you’re telling me even as a ghost he couldn’t finally get it right and deliver lilies – your favourite?’ She had sounded triumphant, adding, ‘What exactly did happen at the gym anyway?’

				‘That’s not really important.’ A quick subject change. ‘All right, detective, then who did leave them?’

				‘You said they didn’t even say your name, right?’

				‘Uh huh.’

				‘Wrong apartment.’ Stacey stated it as though it were fact.

				‘What? So they’re not even for me? Great, I feel much better.’

				‘You asked, I answered.’

				Belinda made herself a late dinner and spent the night glancing doubtfully every once in a while at the gorgeous bunch of roses. She didn’t know why she had been so quick to jump to the conclusion that Andy was somehow responsible. I suppose you thought he’d ordered them from some ghost-florist on the spiritual plane, she chided herself sarcastically. She got carried away then, picturing a wispy-looking Andy strolling along a misty, winding pathway. He was heading for a bright light up ahead when a plump, transparent woman bounded out from the fog. ‘Flowers for the bereaved! Don’t go into the afterlife without first acknowledging the loved ones you’ve left behind! Bunch of daisies for your widow, dear?’ (For some reason, she would have a strong cockney accent.)

				Belinda snorted contemptuously at herself. She’d heard about ‘pregnancy brain’ but this was ridiculous. ‘I know, I know, I’m losing it,’ she said to the puppy as she grabbed the rubbish from the kitchen bin ready to take it to the garbage chute. She opened her apartment door and was just about to step into the hall when something bright caught her eye. A new bunch of flowers was sitting just outside her door. Lilies. She let the garbage bag fall from her hand, then slammed the door shut without picking up the flowers. She backed away and snatched up her phone, hitting the redial button.

				‘Stacey, can you come over – like now?’

				Twenty minutes later, Stacey was walking into her apartment, carrying the lilies that she’d picked up in the hallway.

				‘They’re still perfectly good flowers,’ she said sensibly.

				‘They’re ghost flowers!’

				Stacey put the back of her hand to Belinda’s forehead as though checking her temperature. ‘Delirious,’ she diagnosed. ‘Belinda, you don’t even watch Supernatural, and the guys in that are hot. You can’t tell me you suddenly believe in all this nonsense.’

				‘You’re the one who had to say he couldn’t even get it right in the afterlife.’ Another image of the ghostly florist popped into her head and she saw Andy ducking back inside the shop: ‘Sorry, do you think I could get some lilies as well? Apparently I got it wrong – as usual!’

				Stacey arranged the lilies neatly in a vase and placed them next to the roses. ‘There’s a note with these as well,’ she said, pulling the card off the wrapping.

				‘What does it say?’

				Stacey held it up so Belinda could see just one word scrawled across the card: a cheerful looking ‘Sorry!’

				‘See! They’re from Andy. He eavesdropped on our phone call and he’s apologising for getting it wrong the first time!’ Belinda looked up at the ceiling as though expecting Andy to materialise above them. ‘Hey, if you’re listening, I wouldn’t mind some help with these bloody twins you’ve put inside me,’ she called out, sounding a little crazed.

				Stacey took her by the hands and sat her down gently on the couch. ‘Have you been drinking red cordial?’ she asked in a very serious voice. ‘Look, how about you tell me exactly what did happen tonight at the gym?’

				Belinda reluctantly explained how she’d fallen from the treadmill and woken up in the staffroom, embarrassed and upset. She waited for Stacey to laugh at her, but she couldn’t have looked more serious.

				‘You’re pregnant. You can’t just ignore a fall like that. You have to see a doctor.’

				Belinda instantly felt irritated. ‘I think I know my own body. I’m fine and so are any life forms depending on me.’

				‘Life forms? Interesting choice of words. Belinda, I think you’re feeling a little too disconnected from your unborn babies. I think that’s why you didn’t even care enough to go and get checked out after the fall.’

				Typical Stace, not one to hold back.

				‘I cannot believe you just said that. Of course I care about them. I just happen to know that everything is fine.’

				‘Did your ghost-fiancé tell you that? What, is he psychic, too?’

				‘Look, I’m not in the mood for this. Maybe you should go home. I think I just want to go to bed.’

				‘Yeah right. You think you can call me over here to deal with your issues and then just kick me out? I’m not Andrew, Belinda. You can’t pick a fight with me and expect me to bite, just because you’re feeling guilty and need to take it out on someone. I’m not that easy to provoke, sweetie. Put your shoes on, I’m taking you to the medical centre.’

				‘Stacey, I’m already in my pyjamas.’

				This was how Belinda ended up in the waiting room of the twenty-four-hour medical centre, yet again. She wasn’t looking quite as bad as last time, but still interesting enough in her pyjamas to raise a few eyebrows.

				‘Heartford. Belinda Heartford,’ murmured the receptionist, tapping on her keyboard. She paused and looked up. ‘Oh, yes, Belinda Heartford. You’re the funny young girl that was in here with a puppy, of all things!’ She beamed up at her and Belinda saw the name badge pinned to her blouse: ‘Rita’.

				Wonderful, it was the woman who had lectured her over the phone a month or so back.

				Rita looked her up and down, then leant forward to hiss confidentially, ‘I take it you haven’t been to see a therapist yet, then?’

				Belinda was saved from having to answer by Stacey elbowing her aside. ‘Could you get her in to see a doctor as soon as possible, please? She’s pregnant with twins and was stupid enough to try running on a treadmill today and ended up falling.’

				Rita gasped. ‘Goodness, twins! And a fall to boot? That’s not good at all. Although I’m not sure that we’ll be able to do much for her here. She really needs to go and see her obstetrician.’

				‘Yes, well, how about we let a doctor decide that, shall we?’ Stacey had a habit of being just as abrupt with strangers as she was with her best friends.

				Rita didn’t seem to mind, though, nodding in agreement. ‘Of course, we have a wonderfully talented staff of doctors here.’ She turned to look at Belinda. ‘How about I see if I can get you in to Doctor Brookes? I’m sure you’ve been wanting to thank him for looking after that dog of yours, haven’t you?’

				Belinda opened her mouth, ready to say that she’d just as soon see whichever doctor was available next as she wasn’t too keen to hang around here in her PJs, but Stacey had already agreed on her behalf and was prodding her and motioning for her to sit down.

				Rita’s warnings were proved right. Doctor Brookes was lovely, but there wasn’t a lot he could do for her there at the medical centre. He checked her blood pressure, examined her stomach and attempted to listen to the babies’ heartbeats using a fetoscope, which he proudly told them was his own from home. (It turned out Doctor Brookes had a special interest in obstetrics despite it not being his speciality). But it was difficult for him to tell whether he was hearing two separate heartbeats or the same one twice as he moved around Belinda’s stomach. He suggested she schedule an extra check-up with her obstetrician to be sure that everything was fine.

				‘Now, about the puppy you brought in . . .’ he said, turning to look at Belinda again.

				Stacey cut him off. ‘Yes, yes, we all know – the girl’s delusional for bringing a dog here. I’ve already lectured her about it, so save it.’ 

				Belinda avoided the doctor’s eyes as Stacey pushed her out the door, for once appreciative of her friend’s abrupt nature. 
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				Back at the apartment, when Belinda finally had Stacey out of her hair, she started thinking that it could be time to get away from her friends for a little while and visit her family, especially seeing as she had some news that she supposed she needed to tell them. For the first few weeks after Andy had died, she’d been on the phone to her mum almost every second day. Sometimes it was just a quick phone call where she could predict their conversation almost down to the last word.

				‘And how are you coping today?’

				‘Bit better thanks, Mum.’

				‘And uni?’

				‘Good, going well.’

				‘Work?’

				‘Great, I’m loving it. How’s the farm?’

				‘Oh, it’s still here.’

				And they would dance around the deeper issues, carefully avoiding Andy’s name. But at other times, Barbara would break through (whether she had intended to or not) and Belinda would open up, finding herself crying down the phone, while her mum just whispered, ‘Ssshh, it’s all going to be okay, baby, sshhhh.’

				However, once Stacey had made Belinda face up to reality and accept that she was pregnant, she’d started to avoid talking to her mum, afraid to tell her the news. She lay in bed imagining what her mother would say. It wasn’t as though her parents were hardcore traditionalists, but they were still going to be a bit shocked that Belinda and Andy had let this happen before the wedding . . . a wedding that would never take place now. It was probably best if she put off telling them. In a few more weeks, her exams would be finished and she’d be driving up to the farm to spend Christmas with the family, so why bother trying to explain it all over the phone? 

				She felt movement at the end of the bed and lifted her head to see the puppy curling up by her feet. ‘Where did you come from?’ she asked, smiling as it tried its best to look inconspicuous. ‘Yep, definitely time to take you to your new home on the farm; you’re starting to get way too comfortable here. Hey buddy,’ she continued as though she half expected the puppy to join in the conversation, ‘you might finally be given a name!’

				Every member in Belinda’s family had a name starting with the letter ‘B’ and she supposed the theme would continue on with the puppy as well. The tradition had begun with her parents, Barbara and Brett, who had earned the nickname B ’n’ B (sometimes extended to Bed ’n’ Breakfast) from their friends when they’d first gotten together. It had seemed only natural to continue the custom with their kids. They even went so far as to christen Belinda’s sister ‘Becky’, rather than Rebecca, to make it more official than just a nickname. Belinda had always been fond of their similar names; it seemed to somehow enhance the family’s close-knit relationships. She was sure that there had been just a tiny bit of disappointment in her mum’s voice when she had first been introduced to Andy – the letter ‘A’, so close! Belinda’s ex-boyfriend’s name was Ben and he had just about had instant approval from her parents based solely on his name.

				Jeez, if I can’t even name a dog that’s been keeping me company for over two months, what chance do these little guys have? She instinctively touched her stomach. Little guys. Or is it girls in there? Or maybe, between the two of you, you’re representing both genders, eh?

				She felt a shiver travel up her spine and watched goosebumps appear on her arms. This was the first time she had really acknowledged the two new human beings that were growing inside her. It felt even stranger than chatting to the puppy.

				She took a deep breath, then whispered nervously, ‘Listen, guys. I just wanted to tell you that I’m really sorry about today. I never meant to do anything that might put you two in any danger.’ Her voice started to crack and she rushed on, ‘I know so far I’m not shaping up to be the best mum, but um . . . I’m going to try and improve, okay? So good night and be good and no fighting with each other in there.’

				She switched off her bedside lamp and rolled onto her side, snuggling into the pillows. A tear slipped down her cheek, but there was a smile on her face as she drifted into sleep, her arms wrapped protectively around her stomach.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 8

				Evelyn

				‘Evelyn McGavin speaking.’

				‘Oh! Hi. Um, is this . . . is this James and Andy’s mum?’

				Evelyn huffed a little at the immature, breathy sound of the girl’s voice. ‘James and Andrew? Yes, this is she.’ She tugged irritably on the phone cord and waited for this unfamiliar and therefore irrelevant girl to get to the point.

				‘Right, yeah, Andrew I meant. Uh, you wouldn’t really know me. I went to school with them – your sons. Actually, I was a couple of years above them and it’s just that Andy asked me out once and, uh, well, he was so sweet and . . . Oh, sorry, I mean Andrew. But, look, that’s getting kind of off point. So . . . anyway, I heard through some friends of friends and stuff that . . . Andrew had—’ There was an uncomfortable sounding cough.

				‘Spit it out, dear.’ Evelyn examined her fingernails as she waited for the girl to get on with it. She was in no mood to be patient and sensitive.

				‘Is Andy dead?’ The words tumbled out in a rush followed immediately by a gasp as though the girl was shocked by her own bluntness.

				Evelyn sighed. This one sounded even worse than that silly Belinda, but she supposed that she could cut her a little slack. ‘Yes. I’m sorry to say that he has passed away. I’m afraid you’ve missed the funeral, though, it’s actually been a few weeks . . . months, in fact, since . . .’ It was Evelyn’s turn to find that she was struggling with the right words.

				‘Oh, no, that’s okay. It’s just that I wanted to – you know – pass on my condolences. So yeah, I’m really sorry. He seemed like a nice kid. Although I suppose he wasn’t really a kid anymore. Not to say that he wasn’t young . . . because he was. I’m not trying to say he’d already lived a full life or something like that. Because I know – you know, he was young so it must have been . . . hard. You know, for you. And for James, of course.’ The more the girl tried to explain herself, the more upset she sounded, as though she just couldn’t stop herself. There was an awkward pause and when Evelyn refused to fill the silence, the girl said in a rush, ‘I’m just gonna go then.’

				The stark vulnerability in her voice gave Evelyn a twinge of sympathy, so she relented and said quickly, ‘What’s your name?’ before the girl could hang up.

				‘Tania Stevens,’ she answered obediently.

				‘Well, Tania, thank you for your call. I appreciate you taking the time.’

				Relief flooded her voice as Tania began to gush again. ‘That’s no problem at all. Like I said, I just wanted to tell you that I was so sad to hear about it and it was just a shock, you know? But then, you know that already, don’t you? Because obviously it would have been even more of a shock to you and I hardly even knew him that well, so you probably don’t need to be told by complete strangers that it was a shock when you—’

				‘Tania?’ Evelyn cut her short.

				‘Yes?’

				‘Quit while you’re ahead.’

				‘Right. Yes. Umm . . . bye then?’ She sounded unsure.

				‘Goodbye.’ Evelyn tried to keep her voice kind as she confirmed that it was actually time for the phone call to end.

				She hung up and stood leaning against the wall, tapping her fingers on the glass top of the hall table. Tania. Why was that name so familiar? It was giving her a strange feeling, a mixture of suppressed laughter and a tiny bit of sorrow. She concentrated harder and slowly a memory floated its way to the surface.

				She saw Andrew, thirteen years old, stomping his way into the house one afternoon, his tie askew, his face grubby, and hurling his school bag across the living room before disappearing into his bedroom and slamming the door behind him. James was through the front door moments later. His attempts at a pokerface were unmistakable.

				‘What did you do to your brother?’

				A look of outrage. ‘Why do think it was me?’

				‘Because only you have the capacity to get Andrew that worked up.’

				‘I didn’t do nothin’. I was just trying to help.’

				‘You didn’t do anything,’ Evelyn corrected.

				‘Exactly!’ James looked pleased.

				Evelyn rolled her eyes. ‘No, that’s not what I meant . . . Never mind. Just tell me what happened at school today.’

				‘No problem, Mum.’ James flopped down on the couch and started yanking off his scuffed school shoes. ‘First we had homeroom. Samantha Forresdale was five minutes late and old Big W went ape at her cause she’s been late every day this week, and so then Samantha just started crying – in front of everyone! Oh, man, it was a classic. But then her best friend, Linda, jumped up and called Big W a fat cow and said she couldn’t believe she was being so mean to Samantha when her Nanna had just died this morning. So Big W is all shocked that Linda just called her a fat cow and is also trying to figure out which guy up the back had called out “Moooo” – that was my piece of work, by the way – and at the same time, she looked like she actually felt guilty about Samantha being upset and so she’s patting Samantha on the shoulder and saying, “There, there,” and she was being nice for the first time in her life and we all thought it might give her a brain tumour or something, until Samantha looked up and said, “Thanks, Mrs Warren, it’s just that I loved that fish,” and then Big W is all gasping and staring at Linda with death-ray eyes and Linda’s like, “What? Her fish was called Nanna!” And then they both got put in detention plus—’

				‘James.’

				‘Yeah, Mum?’

				‘Stop talking this instant.’

				‘Well, okay, but you wanted to know what happened at school today and I haven’t even got past period one yet, so I gotta tell ya, you’re missing out on some choice info.’

				‘Firstly, what could possibly make you think it would be a good idea to actually tell me that it was you making crass animal noises at your teacher? Next, I’ve told you in the past, do not refer to Mrs Warren as Big W. It’s rude and, worst of all, unoriginal. Finally, you know full well that I want to hear about what happened to upset Andrew, not every trivial event of your day – as riveting as it all sounds.’

				James stretched his arms up behind his head and then began to stroke his chin thoughtfully, as though he had a long goatee that he could twirl around his finger. Finally, he looked up at his mum and announced, ‘I’ll make you a deal. I’ll tell you exactly what happened today as long as you guarantee that I can watch as much TV as I like for the rest of the night.’

				‘This is not a negotiation. Speak now or you’ll be lucky to ever see your Nintendo again.’

				James sat up a little straighter. ‘Okay, okay, no need to overreact here.’ He squinted thoughtfully as though getting the facts straight in his head first, then finally launched into the story.

				‘Andy’s been hot for this chick that’s a couple of years above us for ages. I was getting totally sick of him whingeing about her, so today I decided it was time to do something about it. I was doing him a favour, Mum. Anyway, at lunch I just went straight up to her and asked her out for him.’ James puffed out his chest importantly.

				Evelyn’s eyes narrowed distrustfully. ‘Tell me exactly what you said to this girl.’

				‘I can’t remember the exact words I used . . .’

				‘James!’

				‘All right, all right, I might have said something like, “My brother really wants to pop your cherry, and he cries himself to sleep every night about how pretty you are, so do you wanna go out with him or what?”’

				Evelyn gasped. ‘Oh, James, please tell me that’s not what you really said!’

				James saw the look of horror on his mum’s face and realised she was about to get really mad. ‘Sorry, gotta go!’ He jumped up off the couch, dodged passed her and took off out into the backyard. Evelyn knew she wouldn’t catch him if she tried; the gate at the back of the yard led out into the reserve. She wouldn’t see him again until dinner time. She allowed herself a moment to wonder how Carl would deal with this if he were still around, and then composed her face before heading tentatively into Andy’s bedroom.

				‘Andrew, sweetheart. Can we please have a chat?’

				He was lying face down on his bed, his head buried into his pillow. ‘Go away!’ came the muffled, shaky voice.

				‘You know that’s not how it works in this house. I run a dictatorship, not a democracy. If I think we need to talk – then we talk.’ She sat down on the edge of his bed and tried to stroke his hair. ‘Your brother told me what he did at school today. Come on, sit up and let’s talk about this.’

				Andy turned towards his mum to show an angry, blotched, tear-stained face.

				‘It was Tania Stevens, Mum. All her friends heard what he said to her. She looked over at me and just laughed. Like I was nothing. Like I was just a big joke. They must all think I’m some kind of crybaby idiot. I can’t believe he told her that I cry about her, cause I don’t. Why would I cry myself to sleep over her?’ He shoved his face back into his pillow. ‘Can you please just go away, Mum? There’s no point talking about this cause there’s nothing you can do about it.’

				‘How do you know if you don’t give me the chance?’

				Andy sat up and gave his mum a contemptuous stare. ‘Can you turn back time?’

				‘No, obviously I can’t turn back time,’ she snapped.

				‘Then you can’t fix it, can you?’ He made to throw himself dramatically back into his pillow but she caught him by the elbow.

				‘Enough moping. We can fix this. Your mum still has a few tricks up her sleeve. You just wait and see.’
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				Evelyn was startled out of her trip down memory lane and back into the present by the sound of James’s footsteps thudding down the stairs.

				‘Going out.’ He grabbed his keys off the side table and brushed brusquely passed her towards the front door.

				‘Where?’ she asked sharply.

				‘Out.’ As if that explained it.

				‘How’s the job search going?’

				‘Not now, Mum.’ He was through the door before she could get another word in. 

				Since coming home for his brother’s funeral, James seemed to have settled into a routine of sleeping in until one or two in the afternoon, then disappearing and not coming back home until the early hours. His savings account must have been getting somewhat depleted, but he didn’t seem to have any set plans for what he was going to do. She didn’t even know if he might suddenly announce one day that he was going back overseas – yet again. And his sullen mood was intermittently broken up by bursts of rage. One minute, he’d be quietly watching the television in the living room; the next, she’d find him trashing his old bedroom, kicking junk from one side of the room to the other. She had no idea how to respond to these outbursts. Ignore them? Yell back at him? Gather him into her arms and let him cry it out? But that wasn’t the sort of family they were now. They didn’t hug. And they certainly didn’t share their feelings. They quashed them. They ignored them and they spoke to one another in short, snappy sentences, letting the tension just keep on mounting.

				Evelyn hadn’t told James that she’d been skydiving yet either. She wasn’t sure how he would react to her taking his place in the activity that she had banned him from experiencing. Her first jump had been terrifying and exhilarating all at once. Hurtling through the sky, plummeting down towards the earth, landing breathless with her head spinning. She had been instantly hooked. She had jumped again two days later. But both of those jumps had been tandem: each time she’d had Bazza strapped to her back, in charge of the important things like counting out each thousand feet and, more importantly, pulling the ripcord. Since then, she’d been torn between a desperate desire to skydive on her own and an alarming fear at the very thought of doing just that. 

				She had managed to put it off for quite some time, but eventually she had steeled her nerves and booked herself in to obtain her skydiving licence. She wasn’t sure why, but she needed this. Within a few days she had completed the first stage of the licence, which consisted of intense on-ground training and yet another tandem jump. This meant she was now due to make her first solo jump – that very afternoon. She picked up her own set of keys and was about to head for the door when the phone rang again.

				‘Evelyn McGavin speaking.’

				‘Hi, Evelyn, how are you going? It’s Gabbie . . . from the office?’ She was speaking to her slowly and clearly as though she were a five-year-old child.

				‘I’m well, thank you, Gabbie. What can I do for you? I’m just about to go out the door.’ Evelyn kept her voice curt.

				‘Oooh! You’re going somewhere? Good for you! I won’t keep you long then. Alby just asked me to give you a call and see if you’ve decided when you’ll be coming back to work. We don’t want to rush you. But it sounds like you’re already out and about so that must be a good sign, hey?’ Gabbie’s over-bubbly gushing grated on Evelyn.

				‘You can tell Alby that I’ve probably got a good six months worth of holidays stored up my sleeve, what with my long-service leave and the countless weeks of annual leave I skip every year, so I’ll come back to work when I’m good and bloody ready.’ That was enjoyable.

				‘Okeydoke, Evelyn. I’m so glad to hear you’re doing better. I’ll tell Alby you’ll be back on board in no time at all. Bye bye then.’ 

				Jesus, it was impossible to crush that woman’s spirit.

				Evelyn hung up the phone feeling considerably agitated. The way Gabbie spoke you’d think Evelyn had been off work with a bad case of the flu rather than grieving her dead son. She pictured Alby, sitting comfortably in his massive office, a good ten years younger than her and on a salary a good ten times more than hers (okay, maybe not ten times her salary – but still a lot more). He’d be struggling to get by without her there to organise his days for him. She smirked a little, imagining the meetings he was probably missing and the phone calls he’d be receiving that wouldn’t make a bit of sense to him. She had always been a damn good PA, even if she never knew how she’d fallen into that career path. The image of her slimy boss struggling without her lifted her mood a little as she hurried out the door.
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				A couple of hours later, she was 14,000 feet above the ground, air rushing around her as she perched at the edge of the doorway of the plane, ready to launch herself into the sky.

				My God, I must be insane.

				‘I know what you’re thinking!’ Bazza cupped his hand around his mouth to raise his voice above the noise of the engines and the rush of air. ‘But you’re completely ready for this!’ He squeezed her hands and then took his position by her side. A second instructor, John, was to her left. They would both be jumping with her and holding on to her until her parachute was deployed. Bazza gave an enthusiastic thumbs-up, and then she was given the signal. Three, two, one – jump!

				Instinct kicked in and she leapt from the plane along with her two guides. This was it: for the first time, she was flying solo. Literally. Well, okay, so she had two other people falling alongside her, their hands gripping her firmly – but this was still a hell of a change from a tandem jump. 

				Oh God, oh God, what the hell am I doing? Please God don’t let me die! Shit, I should be counting! One one thousand, two one thousand, three one thousand. Hang on – how many seconds did I already miss while I was praying to God just then? What am I up to? Four, five, six? How many more seconds am I wasting trying to figure out how many I’ve already missed?

				She looked over frantically at Bazza and watched in awe as he turned his head calmly back and forth, surveying the view with a giant grin on his face. Then, seeing her look of terror, he gave a bit of a nod and jerked his head upwards – it was time to pull the cord. She reached around to her side and tugged on it. She was instantly jerked away from the others and everything slowed right down. She realised she hadn’t really drawn a new breath all this time and took the opportunity to catch up, breathing deeply in and out, drinking in the air thirstily. She was finally able to take a look at the vast landscape unfolding beneath her. A feeling of pure freedom expanded in her chest.
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				‘That was amazing!’ Evelyn slid the packet of Tim Tams across the table to offer one to Bazza, then sat back in her chair, taking a sip of peppermint tea and letting the exhilaration of the day wash over her. They were relaxing in the staffroom at SkyChallenge. The staff there had accepted her as a regular and were wandering in and out of the tiny kitchen, giving her congratulatory little pats on the shoulder as though it were perfectly normal for her to be relaxing in their room.

				‘McGavin, I knew you were going to love it!’ Bazza dunked his Tim Tam into his coffee and then slurped the liquid through it, shoving it into his mouth just before it collapsed. ‘There’s an art to this, you know?’ he mumbled through his full mouth.

				‘To skydiving? Of course there is. That’s why I did all that training.’

				‘Nah, not to jumping. You jump, you count, you pull the cord, done. No, to drinking your coffee through a Tim Tam. You have to get the timing absolutely spot-on to avoid losing it in your cup – but you can’t eat it too early, otherwise the whole thing isn’t soaked through. You try it.’

				‘Bazza, I have no intention at all of drinking my peppermint tea through a Tim Tam.’

				‘Whoa, did you just call me Bazza? Looks like taking the leap all on your lonesome has finally loosened you up a bit, McGavin. I didn’t know you were capable of using an actual nickname. Anyway, you have to try out the Tim Tam thing. It’s in your contract.’ He folded his arms in an unsuccessful attempt to look menacing. Despite the shaved head and eyebrow ring, Bazza’s warm eyes and cheeky grin meant he just couldn’t pull it off.

				‘In my contract?’ She raised her eyebrows at him.

				‘That’s right. When you signed all the forms to start up your training, you agreed to take part in the official Post Skydiving Come Back Down To Earth Tim Tam Ritual. You’re legally bound. Please, pick up your Tim Tam and take your position.’ Bazza demonstrated this by grabbing another biscuit from the pack and holding it above his coffee.

				Evelyn laughed and gave in. She picked one up and held it above her mug in imitation of Bazza. A couple of staff members had come into the kitchen for a drink and stopped to watch.

				‘Right, first you take a bite from the bottom-left corner like this.’ He munched away the corner, then added hurriedly, ‘But don’t take too much – all you want to get is a good clean entry point for your beverage. Next, flip your Tim Tam and take a similar bite from the corner diagonally opposite.’

				She did as she was told, finding herself laughing at his serious tone. Goodness, this boy has turned me into a giggling schoolgirl.

				‘Place the top bitten corner in your mouth like so, lower the Tim Tam into your chosen beverage so that the bitten corner sits just on the surface, and then suck.’ He proceeded to slurp up another mouthful of his coffee and then shove the Tim Tam in. ‘Right, your turn!’ he said thickly through the biscuit.

				Evelyn pursed her lips awkwardly around the top of the Tim Tam and then lowered her face down to her mug of tea. She began to suck but reeled back as too much of the hot liquid flooded her mouth, burning her tongue. Meanwhile, the Tim Tam completely disintegrated, showering the table with mushy bits of chocolate biscuit as she flailed about, waving her hand at her mouth. ‘It’th too hot, too hot!’ she yelled, holding her tongue and dancing around. Bazza and the other staff members fell about laughing and, despite her burning tongue, Evelyn couldn’t help joining in. It was all just so ridiculous. As she watched all the young boys snorting in hysterics at her, a memory swam to the surface that she thought she’d all but forgotten.

				She saw herself, Carl and their two sons. They were in the kitchen of their first house – the one they’d sold and moved out of mere months after Carl had been diagnosed with cancer (too many bad memories to stay on in that house). The boys must have been about five or six years old. They were all drinking milkshakes through straws and racing each other to finish first. All of a sudden, the milk had gone up Carl’s nose and he’d choked and spat it all over the floor. The boys started laughing and, before they knew it, milk was up their noses too. Chocolate and strawberry milk was everywhere. It was the kind of thing that Evelyn would normally reprimand the boys about – but all three of them were just having too much fun and it really was too funny to get mad. 

				Next thing she knew, she’d slipped in the milk and landed flat on her back. Well! This was just priceless. The boys piled on top of her, giggling uncontrollably, and Carl stood up from his chair to help her, still emitting great guffaws of laughter. As he leant down to take her hand, she grabbed hold of it and pulled. All four of them had then stayed on the kitchen floor, lying in puddles of milk, unable to stop laughing.

				Now, standing in the SkyChallenge staffroom, laughing hysterically with bits of Tim Tam all over the place, flapping her arms and holding her burnt tongue . . . Evelyn realised that she felt absolutely ridiculous. This wasn’t her. It may have been the way she behaved years ago. But not anymore. Now she was a mature fifty-eight-year-old.

				She was a grieving mother.

				She was a hollowed-out, brittle, old bitch.

				She stopped laughing abruptly, cupped her hand on the table and carefully scooped up the Tim Tam mess, dropping it into the bin. She tipped her peppermint tea down the sink and then said a polite thank you and goodbye, refusing to look Bazza in the eye. She turned and walked out of the staffroom and out of the warehouse, towards her car.

				What the hell had she been thinking anyway? Skydiving? This was a dreadful mistake and she would not be back here any time soon. She was just about to open her car door when a voice called out from behind her, followed by running footsteps crunching on the gravel.

				‘Oy! McGavin! Where are you taking off to, woman?’

				Woman? He was just a disrespectful young kid. How could she have thought he was so wonderful?

				She turned back, ready to give him a piece of her mind. ‘I really don’t appreciate being referred to as “woman”. You should learn a few manners or at least get a grasp on customer service. Although, on second thoughts, don’t bother because I won’t be coming back, so there’s no need to treat me as a customer any longer.’

				‘What are you talking about, not coming back? Today was great: you did terrific. What the hell just happened?’

				‘I’ve realised that this has all been a waste of time and, to be honest, I don’t know what I was thinking coming here. If you could just move out of my way so I can get into my car, thank you very much.’

				Bazza had positioned himself between Evelyn and the driver’s door. He stared at her, totally mystified by this sudden mood swing. Evelyn refused to meet his gaze.

				‘McGavin,’ he said, his voice low and serious. ‘What the fuck is all this? Did you just hit menopause or something? Because this is not you.’

				She snorted. ‘You really are pushing it, aren’t you? How would you know what is and isn’t me anyway?’

				‘Because I’ve just spent the last few weeks getting to know your personality, and this isn’t it.’ He paused and then, peering at her face as she kept averting her eyes, added, ‘You look at me.’ She glanced fleetingly at him and he continued forcefully, ‘No, look at me and tell me that this hardarse bitch is really the real you. And I mean deep-down you.’

				She felt the suppressed emotion bubbling dangerously at the surface. I am not going to cry in front of this bloody kid.

				‘I can’t,’ she choked out.

				‘Why? Why not? It’s just me. Why won’t you just bloody look me in the face?’

				Oh, this boy was determined.

				She couldn’t hold back any longer. All of the emotions that were simmering at the edges, tingling her fingertips and toes, were now exploding and she stamped her foot on the ground and yelled, ‘Because you remind me of my dead husband and you remind me of my dead son and I can’t take it any longer!’ The flood of tears began and she ploughed on through them. ‘You represent everything that was good in my life and now it’s all turned to crap and I need to grow up and stop holding onto a past that doesn’t bloody exist anymore, so I can’t keep coming here and pretending that everything is fine when it’s not.’

				Bazza stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her, hugging her tight as her chest heaved, her shoulders shuddered and she cried the snotty, gasping tears of a child. For just a moment, he became Carl, hugging her close the way he always did.

				Carl had been a hugger. All his life he was known for giving out great big bear hugs whenever they were needed and even when they weren’t. Evelyn was most certainly not a hugger. For years Carl would arrive home from work and automatically pull her into a firm embrace before scooping up his boys for a hug of their own. Night after night, Evelyn would tentatively hug him back, awkwardly patting his back – feeling like a fraud. The day that she found out her father had passed away, dying suddenly of a stroke at just sixty-nine years of age, Carl had come home early from work and immediately given her one of his warm, smothering hugs. She prepared to respond in her usual self-conscious way. But, without even realising it, she found herself melting into his arms and squeezing him back so tightly that she just about cracked one of his ribs.

				From then on, Evelyn became a hugger. She became the first to greet Carl at the door with an enthusiastic cuddle. She hugged the boys each night before bed – long, lingering cuddles, breathing in their ‘boy smells’ of dirt and red cordial (regardless of how well they assured her they had scrubbed themselves in the bath or brushed their teeth that night). She hugged her sister when they met for coffee and ignored Violet’s dubious looks each time she did so. She was a hugger for a good five years – until a few weeks after Carl died. At first when he passed away, she did her best to continue with this new tradition. She tried to adopt Carl’s personality, his carefree, relaxed way of dealing with the boys. She even went easy on the two of them when she found them fighting at his funeral. She reasoned with them like they were adults, gave them the benefit of the doubt and then cuddled Andrew like always (but shook James’s hand, knowing that he wouldn’t go for a hug in public). 

				But she couldn’t keep it up. A few weeks of being denied her regular evening bear hug and, well, she just forgot how to keep doing it herself. She went back to her normal way of disciplining her children: stern words and a smack on the bottom with the wooden spoon if required. She stopped the nighttime cuddles in favour of a quick, perfunctory kiss on the forehead before tucking them in tight. The first time she met Violet for a coffee after Carl’s funeral, Violet had leant in ready for the hug she had come to expect. When Evelyn had pulled back, turning the hug into barely a pat on the shoulder, the look on Violet’s face showed disappointment, but not surprise. Even her sister had known the hugging would run its course.

				Standing outside the SkyChallenge warehouse, Evelyn became a hugger yet again. Or at least for the moment she did.

				Then Bazza ruined it by whispering in her ear, ‘McGavin, you’re lucky you’re not a few years younger, otherwise you’d probably be slapping me in the face and I’d be explaining to the guys why the boss just canned me for pinching a customer on the butt!’

				Evelyn’s sobs turned into a laugh as she pushed him away and started searching through her bag for a tissue.

				‘Right. You’re coming for a drink with us,’ he announced, grabbing her by the elbow and leading her back towards the warehouse. ‘Let me just gather the troops and we’re outta here.’

				On the way over to a nearby Irish tavern, she thought about what Bazza had said to her. He claimed to know her personality so well and yet it seemed he saw her as a completely different person to the one she saw in the mirror each morning. It felt as though he somehow knew the old her. The person she once was, before Carl died and she had had to shut herself down and close herself off. Was she changing? Was the thrill of the jump loosening her up? Or was he just seeing something in her that others couldn’t. She was getting the feeling that that boy had definitely found his calling in the field of psychology.

				Evelyn, Bazza and about eight or nine staff members from SkyChallenge spent the rest of the night at a corner table in the tavern. She made an admirable attempt at keeping up with the young kids and their amazing ability to put away drink after drink, and she finally told Bazza the full story of why she had decided to come skydiving. She explained that she had just recently lost her son (although omitted the details of how it had happened, not prepared to describe fully that day to anyone else just yet) and that she was now being driven crazy by James – not knowing how to connect with him or help him deal with the loss of his brother when she was too damn busy dealing with the loss of her son.

				Bazza and his workmates offered slurred, drunken opinions. ‘It sounds like he’s just really hurting,’ said one of the young girls, earnestly. ‘Does he have a girlfriend?’ There was a hint of hope in her voice as she twirled her fingers around her fat, blonde curls.

				‘Trust me. You do not want me as a mother-in-law,’ said Evelyn, thinking briefly of Belinda, picturing her puffy, blotchy face at Andrew’s funeral.

				‘I didn’t say I wanted to marry him,’ the girl responded huffily.

				It was well into the early hours of the morning when Evelyn was rescued from a rowdy rendition of Monty Python’s ‘Always Look on the Bright Side of Life’ by her mobile phone ringing. She didn’t register that it was very late for someone to be calling her until she answered and heard Violet’s urgent tone. 

				‘Ev, where are you? We need you – it’s James.’

				Oh, no, oh no, not again.

				For a moment she was straight back at her office in the city, sitting at her desk, getting that call from Andrew.
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				‘Hey, Mum?’

				‘Yes, dear?’ Her response had been abrupt and impatient. She hadn’t noticed at first how small and fragile he sounded.

				‘Can you please come here? I kind of need you. Yeah, I think I need you, need you now.’ She slowly realised that he didn’t seem quite right. At first she thought he might have been drunk. The strange sing-song lilt to his voice.

				‘Where are you?’ she’d asked, starting to sit up a little straighter in her chair.

				‘Ummmm. I’m here. And there’s something I have to tell you. Mum, it’s so important. You should just come here. Yeah, I need you, need you, need you now.’

				And then she heard the voices in the background. Crying and panicked shouts. ‘Should we move him?’ ‘No, don’t touch him!’ ‘Has someone phoned for the ambulance?’

				‘Andrew, tell me where you are? Focus! Tell me exactly where you are?’

				‘I’m here, Mum! Need you, need you. . .’ The phone cut off halfway through his strange singing. 

				She’d tried ringing him back, but it rang once and then cut out again. She’d immediately dialled his work number instead, foot tapping anxiously as she waited for it to pick up. Andrew’s voicemail cut in. ‘Hi, you’ve reached Andy McGavin. I’m not available right now but please leave me a detailed message after the beep. Alternatively, press the star key to be transferred to reception.’ She’d jabbed the star key. 

				A bubbly receptionist picked up. ‘Good afternoon and welcome to GameTech, this is Sarah!’

				‘Transfer me to Michael Coombes, NOW.’

				‘Putting you through.’ The bubbles disappeared to be replaced by a short, curt voice – clearly she was offended by Evelyn’s bluntness.

				The phone rang, once, twice, three times. Pick up, pick up, pick up.

				‘Mike Coombes speaking.’

				Thank God.

				‘Michael. It’s Mrs McGavin. Where is Andrew? Quickly, has he left for the day?’ Her voice was rushed and garbled.

				‘Yeah, sorry, Mrs Mac – he’s already gone.’

				‘Yes, but where? Where was he going after work today? He phoned me. There’s something wrong, something’s happened. I need to know where he is.’

				‘He said something about going down to the Ezymart convenience store on Pitt Street to grab a couple of things for tonight before Belle came to pick him up. He might still be there.’

				She’d hung up without saying goodbye and charged out of her office. Andrew’s work was only a block or two from hers. She knew the Ezymart store Michael was talking about. She ran all the way there. When she arrived, there was already a crowd outside the shop. Police cars and an ambulance parked haphazardly around the entrance. She saw Michael and Belinda standing amongst the crowd. Michael must have run down here too after she’d phoned him. She saw the worried look on Belinda’s face and felt a rush of affection for her. I really do think she must love him as much as I do. She had patted Belinda on the shoulder and reassured her that everything would be fine. Then she had pushed past the eager spectators and into the shop. A policewoman put up her hands in protest.

				‘You can’t come through here, ma’am.’ She could have only been about twenty years old. No match for Evelyn. If her son said he needed her then she would be there for him. She had ignored the policewoman and sidestepped around her, moving towards the gathering on the far side of the store. There were ambulance officers kneeling on the floor next to a still figure. There was blood.

				She was too late.

				She was there to see her son take his last breath. She watched his hand loosen its grip on his phone. She saw his legs shudder. And then he was gone. His face was dead white and the look in his eyes was of such profound fear that she couldn’t bear it. She just had to turn away.

				The ambulance officers did their best to bring him back, but there was nothing they could do. The young policewoman took her by the shoulders and led her outside. She squashed the scene she had just witnessed deep down inside. Including what she had seen on the floor next to her dying son.
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				Back in the sweaty Irish tavern, Evelyn felt her breath catch in her throat. This can’t be happening again.

				She got up from the table and moved away from the noise. ‘What is it? What’s happened to James?’ she snapped, her voice short and urgent.

				‘He’s okay, he’s fine . . . it’s just that . . . he’s been locked up for the night at Hunters Hill police station. Used his “one phone call” to wake me up. Guess he was too afraid to call you. I didn’t even realise that whole “one phone call” thing was real – thought that was just from the movies. Anyway, thought you ought to know about it, even though he’ll probably never forgive me for calling, but I’m more afraid of you than I am of him. I’m on my way there now. Are you coming?’

				Evelyn felt relief flood her system. James was all right. ‘Is that all?’ she exclaimed.

				‘Ev, have you been drinking? What do you mean “is that all”?’

				‘Since you ask, I have had a few – but that’s beside the point. I’ll meet you there. Bye!’

				She hung up and walked back to the table. The kids from SkyChallenge were going to love this new twist to the story.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 9

				Belinda

				Belinda wound down the window, turned up the music and relaxed a little in her seat, enjoying the feel of the wind through her hair. She generally loved highway driving: once she was in fifth gear and sitting on 110 kilometres, she preferred to chill in the left lane and let the monotony of it allow her just to think about things.

				The trouble was, the only thing she could think about was Andy. The last time she’d driven out to her parents’ farm, it had been for their engagement party and Andy had been sitting next to her, right there in the passenger seat, eating a pack of magic dust – the stuff that pops in your mouth – and leaning over to her, opening his mouth wide so that it would crackle noisily in her ear. She’d kept batting him away and laughing as she tried to concentrate on not veering off the road.

				She glanced over at the empty seat and tried to picture him exactly as he was on that drive. What would he be doing on this trip? she wondered. Maybe patting her stomach and chatting to their unborn babies. Maybe offering her a packet of chips, or maybe he’d be driving and she’d be having a nap – that seemed to be becoming more and more of a necessity recently. She was up to her twentieth week of the pregnancy: halfway.

				There would be no need to make any happy announcement to her parents when she arrived. They were going to see her news the moment she stepped out of the car. God, how was she going to make it through Christmas on the farm without any champagne.

				She shook her head clear and went back to visualising Andy. Would he have his feet stretched out in front of him, or up on the dash, maybe with his shoes off? Would he be singing along to the radio, telling her some story from work, or would he be reassuring her about how her parents would react to her being pregnant?

				The harder she imagined it, the easier it became to pretend he really was sitting there. In fact, if she concentrated on the road ahead and kept the passenger seat blurry in her peripheral vision, then she could almost see the shape of his body, the tilt of his head, the blond hairs on his tanned arms, golden in the sunlight.

				What would he say to her? Maybe something like, ‘Don’t stress about it, Belle. Your parents know we love each other. We’re engaged! What difference does it make if we have kids now instead of later? The wedding is just a date. That’s all it is.’

				‘But it’s different like this,’ she whispered to him. ‘You see, you’re not really here. So we’re not going up to the farm to tell Mum and Dad together, as a team. I’m going to tell them on my own. I’m going to tell them that I’m about to become a single mum. Andy, I’m going to tell them that I’m pregnant to a dead guy.’

				‘Hey, Bella-Ballerina, stop being so melodramatic. I’m still here, right next to you.’ The voice was so loud and clear inside her head that she almost thought she heard it rather than imagined it.

				‘Okay then, smarty-pants, do you realise that we’re having twins? Two babies, Andy, and are you going to be able to change their nappies for me? Are you going to be able to pick them up when they’re crying or help me feed them or bathe them or anything at all? No! That’s right, you can’t help with any of that because you’re not really here, are you?’ Her voice had grown from a whisper to a high-pitched shriek, and once she’d let it all out she swung her head to the side to look dead-on at the passenger seat.

				He wasn’t there. Of course he wasn’t there. There was no more of Andy’s calm voice in her head. She just felt silly and ridiculous and lost.

				No, actually, I really am lost.

				‘Oh, shit, I missed my exit,’ she said out loud, this time to no one in particular. Simultaneously, as her stomach started fluttering with tiny little movements from her babies, a whimpering started up from the back seat. The puppy that had been sleeping peacefully in its pet carrier had woken and wanted attention. And so it seemed had the babies. She’d first felt them move probably about a week and a half ago. It had been the strangest sensation and since then the movements had become more frequent and more obvious.

				‘All right, let’s all just settle down until I figure out where the hell we are,’ she announced to both the puppy and her uterus.

				She peered at the sign for the next exit, didn’t recognise any of the town names, but decided to take it regardless and find her way back from there. How much further up the highway had she travelled?

				‘This is your fault, you know?’ She spoke aloud, addressing Andy again – but this time not as though he were sitting next to her. She was imagining him floating around them, maybe above the car, caught in the slipstream, flying along. ‘If I hadn’t been doing all that stupid reminiscing about you, I would have been concentrating on where I was going. And you know why I can’t stop thinking about you, don’t you?’ Obviously there was no point waiting for an answer, but she couldn’t help automatically pausing for one. When none came, she continued on. ‘It’s because you won’t leave me alone, will you? It’s just rude, you know – haunting a person who doesn’t believe in ghosts. It flips around my whole way of thinking, messes everything up. If it had just been the two bunches of flowers, maybe I could have let it go. But you wanted to make it clear that it was you, didn’t you?’

				Belinda thought back to that day, about a week after she’d received the bouquets. She was walking up the hill towards the bus stop, wondering how she could have been so crazy as to have entertained the possibility that her dead fiancé had somehow delivered roses and lilies to her. Her car had a flat battery that she hadn’t got around to getting fixed yet, so she needed to catch the 9.15 am bus to make it into uni in time for her last exam. As she neared the top of the T-intersection where the bus stop was, she realised the bus was already pulling up. She started jogging, but was nervous about running too fast after her fall at the gym. She was almost at the top of the hill when the bus started off again. There was no way to catch it now, and this was the time of the morning when the buses started to thin out. There wouldn’t be another one for an hour, and it was looking like she might not make it in time for her exam.

				She turned around and started to head back towards her apartment, trying not to panic. Seconds later, she heard a horn beeping, loudly and insistently. She looked behind her and saw the bus reversing down Castle Hill Road. The driver’s arm was waving out the window at her.

				‘What the hell?’

				She resumed her jog up to the top of the hill, crossed the road and jumped on to the bus. The driver huffed a little crossly as he said, ‘Where to, love?’

				‘Sydney Uni, thanks.’ She handed over her money and glanced around to see what the other passengers were making of this. Mostly she saw a sea of irritated-looking faces. They clearly hadn’t liked being held up for a girl who was possibly pregnant, but at this stage might have been plain fat. A slow, fat girl who was running late for the bus and really didn’t deserve to have it return just for her.

				The driver handed her a ticket and her change. ‘Umm, thanks for, uh, coming back for me,’ she said and her voice faltered slightly at the look on his face.

				He gave yet another huge huff. ‘Don’t thank me, love, thank him.’ And he jerked his head slightly upwards and off to the side. ‘Someone’s sure lookin’ out for ya.’ Then he shook his head and closed the doors. She sat herself down on one of the warm, sticky vinyl seats in a state of shock.

				Andy stopped the bus for me?

				What else could he have meant? He’d nodded his head towards the roof of the bus. He either meant Andy or God, and seeing as she’d never been all that religious, she couldn’t think of any reason for God to stop the bus for her – let alone have it reverse down a major road, potentially causing traffic chaos. She spent the whole ride glancing nervously up every now and then, as though expecting Andy to come swooping down through the semi-open roof vent.

				Once again, she could have talked herself out of it or, at least, she could have let Stacey talk her out of it. After all, what kind of ghost communicates directly with bus drivers but doesn’t have the decency to come right out and just talk to their fiancée? But then it happened again.

				Another week went past and she’d finally got around to phoning the NRMA to come and look at her car battery. She took the mechanic down to the undercover car park to show him the problem. He checked it out and delivered the diagnosis. ‘Yep, battery’s shot. I could juice it for you, but you’ll probably only get one trip out of it before it goes again. Best to just put a new one in.’

				‘Fair enough. How much?’

				‘NRMA batteries are one hundred and ten dollars and come with a five-year guaran—’ He stopped as something caught his eye, then took a few steps around the side of the car. ‘Or I could just put this one in for you?’

				Belinda looked down to see a brand new battery sitting on the ground.

				‘I have no idea where that came from,’ she said. 

				The guy shrugged, he didn’t appear all that interested in the mystery of it all. ‘Look, I’m not really supposed to install non-NRMA products, but I guess I could make an exception for you.’ He seemed extremely bored by it all.

				Back inside the apartment, she sat on the couch, almost hyperventilating as she tried to figure out what was going on. Her parking spot was in a locked undercover car park. She’d never seen that battery before in her life. Where the hell had it come from?

				‘Andy?’ she asked, looking around the room. ‘Are you here? Did you do that?’

				When she’d told Stacey about this one, her reply had been, ‘If he could buy a new battery and leave it in your garage for you, why couldn’t he actually install it too?’

				‘Since when was Andy ever mechanical, Stacey?’ Belinda had retorted crossly.

				Now, driving through a small country town and remembering everything that had happened so far, Belinda felt a chill up her spine. As far as she was concerned, it really did all add up to Andy haunting her. She definitely didn’t buy Stacey’s explanation that the NRMA guy had planted the battery there when she wasn’t looking because he thought she was cute, or that the bus driver had come back for her for the same reason.

				‘Excuse me, but what kind of signals do you think I’m sending out to these blokes?’ she’d asked her friend, offended.

				As she tried to find a way back to the highway so she could finally get herself heading in the right direction, she saw a table set up in front of one of the small fibro houses that lined the town’s main road. Two little girls stood at the table and a homemade sign hung from the huge jacaranda tree above them. She could just make out the words ‘Come on down to Issy and Annie’s Nick Nack Shop!’ painted on the festively tinsel-decorated sign. The girls waved excitedly as she drove past. They obviously wouldn’t be getting much business in such a quiet little town.

				It brought back an instant memory of Belinda and her sister Becky setting up shop at the end of the long driveway of their farm when she was about eight years old. The only customers they ever got were her grandma, her Uncle Scott, and Ted and Sandi from the farm next door. How could she not stop and give these poor kids a sale? She pulled over, made a U-turn and drove slowly back.

				The two girls were just about squealing with delight to have a real customer stopping for them. She left a window open for the puppy and crossed the road to take a look at what they had on offer.

				‘Hello and welcome to our store,’ said one of the girls smoothly. ‘My name is Issy and this is my associate, Annie. Please feel free to browse and let us know if there is anything at all we can do to help you.’ Issy waved her arms around the display as though she were one of those models on a game show, presenting the prizes. Annie giggled into her fist and Issy nudged her crossly.

				Belinda did her best not to laugh – clearly Issy was taking her small business very seriously. The foldout table had been spread with a green-and-white checked tablecloth. On top were an odd collection of bits and pieces: hair clips, scrunchies, necklaces and pretty coloured stones, along with a can opener next to a tin of pineapple rings and a little package of cotton buds bundled up in a hair elastic. These were the types of things that Belinda and Becky used to have for sale at their own store – basically anything they could find when they raided the house.

				‘All right, how much for the butterfly necklace and the tin of pineapple?’ Belinda asked, pointing to the items.

				‘Make me an offer,’ Issy said, her face dead serious. 

				At the same time, Annie cried out, ‘Eighty cents!’ Issy shushed Annie and squared her shoulders, looking up at Belinda for a response.

				Belinda smiled. ‘All right, let’s say fifty cents.’

				‘Ha, you’re dreaming. I won’t sell them for a cent under eight bucks.’

				‘Issy!’ Annie looked shocked, clearly worried about losing their only sale.

				‘I’ll give you a buck fifty.’

				‘Five and I’ll throw in the can opener.’

				‘Two dollars and I’ll just use the can opener and give it back.’

				‘Three-fifty and you can have the matching clip-on earrings for the necklace.’

				Belinda managed to keep the laughter out of her voice as she reached across and shook Issy’s hand. ‘Deal!’

				She paid the girls the three dollars and fifty cents, enjoying the joyful expression on Annie’s face at getting quite a bit more than the eighty cents she’d been prepared to sell for. Issy was looking quietly satisfied with her bargaining skills. Belinda waited while they opened her tin of pineapple and packed her necklace and earrings into a little brown-paper bag. Once they were all done, she reached into her wallet, pulled out a twenty-dollar note and placed it on the table. The girls’ eyes widened.

				‘What’s that for?’ Issy asked in a breathy whisper, dropping her tough demeanour.

				‘That? Oh, that’s just your tip.’

				As Belinda drove back to the freeway, eating the syrupy tinned pineapple, she’d never felt better about herself. By the time she reached the farm, she was feeling quite serene. Her babies’ regular, rhythmic movements had been good company, the pineapple was sweet and refreshing and the detour – while accidental – had been worth it. She pulled up in front of the farmhouse and took in a deep breath as she saw her mum coming out to meet her.

				No turning back now.

				The moment she got out of the car her mum gasped. ‘Oh, Belle, sweetheart,’ was all she could say.

				As Barbara gathered her into a huge, smothering hug, Belinda couldn’t contain her emotions. She burst into tears. ‘What am I going to do?’ she sobbed into her mother’s shoulder.

				Barbara stood back from her and seemed to recover from the shock instantly. ‘The first thing you’re going to do is come in, sit down and have a cup of chamomile tea. Come on, the boys can get your bags and the puppy for you, they’re dying to see it anyway.’

				Belinda’s younger brothers, Blake and Brad, flew past her – barely stopping to say hello as they scrambled to get to the puppy first. The elder of the two, Brad, did give her a look, obviously wondering about the size of her stomach, but it clearly wasn’t enough to drag his interest away from the dog. Blake, on the other hand, at just four years old, didn’t even seem to notice. Blake was the Heartford’s surprise ‘bonus’ baby.

				Belinda and Barbara were able to have a good, long chat – just the two of them – while they waited for Brett to come back in from working in one of the far paddocks. Belinda told her mum about doing the home pregnancy test a few weeks after Andy’s funeral, about ignoring the results at first, until Stacey had snapped her out of it. Barbara looked on the verge of tears as she heard what Belle had been through, but still managed to hold it together. ‘That sounds like our Stacey,’ she’d interjected at one point. ‘She was always on the lookout for you. Even when you two were kids and you wanted to catch a brown snake and keep it as a pet, she was there to dob you in!’

				‘Mum, what’s Dad going to say? I mean we weren’t married yet. He can be a bit of a traditionalist sometimes. Will he be mad with me?’ Belinda chewed her fingernails worriedly.

				‘Don’t even think about it; he’ll be fine. Your father and I have always known that the two of you loved each other very much. For heaven’s sakes, you were engaged – that’s close enough, if you ask me.’ Barbara waved her hand dismissively.

				Belinda pictured Andy saying a self-satisfied ‘I told you so’. Of course he’d been right: her parents were the most understanding in the world, she was mad to have been so worried about telling them.

				‘Thanks, Mum, my babies are going to have the most fantastic grandparents ever.’ Belinda took a sip of her tea, letting the relief wash over her.

				‘Umm, babies? Plural? Did I miss something here?’ Barbara looked perplexed and added with a laugh, ‘Surely there’s no other little “baby Belles” running around out there that I don’t already know about?’

				Belinda choked on her tea. ‘Oh, shit, I forgot you don’t know that bit yet. I’m pregnant with twins.’

				‘That motherfucker!’ Barbara slammed down her tea cup.

				‘MUM!’

				‘I’m sorry, dear, it just came out. It was just a bit of a shock, that’s all.’

				‘Where did you even get that from?’ Belinda stared in amazement.

				‘It’s that “rap music” that Brad has started listening to. Apparently reaching high school means your music taste has to change rather dramatically. Anyway, I guess I’ve picked up a few new terms here and there.’

				‘I guess you have! What did you mean by that anyway?’

				‘I really didn’t even mean to say it.’ Her voice softened again. ‘I’m just angry that you’ve been left to do this all on your own. But not with Andy. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to say that. But twins, Belle! TWINS! Do you realise how much of a big deal this is?’

				‘Yes, actually, that had crossed my mind. But I’m not completely alone. I’ve got you guys, there’s my friends . . . I’ll have lots of help.’

				‘Yes, but you know that there’s not a lot we can do for you down there in the city, not with this damned farm that we have to keep running. For goodness sake, we had to leave you straight after the funeral to get back here!’ She stroked Belle’s cheek and gave a slightly guilty look. ‘My poor baby, mourning her fiancé and I couldn’t even be there for you.’ Now she did cry. ‘I’m so sorry.’ She pulled Belinda into yet another suffocating hug.

				‘Mum, it’s fine. I’ve always understood you have a responsibility to keep this place running – I grew up here, remember?’

				Barbara dabbed at her eyes. ‘Belle, I’ve just had a wonderful idea. You can move back home!’ Her voice began to rise hysterically. ‘YES! It’s perfect. The farm is the best place to raise those babies, and then we really can help you out.’ She clapped her hands together excitedly, a look of satisfaction on her face.

				Belinda had to nip this in the bud. ‘I can’t do it, Mum. My life is in the city now: work, uni, friends – I can’t give it all up. I can’t come back home.’

				‘But you do realise that once you’ve got two babies, there’s no way you can keep those things going. What do you expect you’ll do with them while you go to your lectures or your shifts at work? Who’ll look after them? How will you support yourself? I’ve actually been meaning to ask you how you’ve been managing to keep up the rent since Andy died. Now you’ll have two babies to support as well.’

				‘Look, uni’s fine. I’ve almost finished my degree anyway. I’ll only have one subject to go once they’re born and I’ll figure something out. Work – yes, I’ll have to take a bit of time off, but there’s child care, right? And money, okay, I’ll admit I’m not in the best position, but I’ve got a bit of savings. I never spent the money that Aunty Katie left me, so there’s that, and I guess I might just have to think about moving somewhere a little cheaper . . . but later. I’m not ready to leave our apartment just yet.’ She turned away, a little embarrassed about this. She wasn’t really sure what her mum would think of her being so sentimental.

				Barbara couldn’t hide her disappointment at her daughter’s resistance, but she didn’t have the opportunity to argue any further. There was a deep voice at the door.

				‘Looks to me like you’ve got a bit of news for your old dad!’

				Belinda smiled as she looked up and saw her father’s tall, angular frame leaning into the doorway, one arm wiping beads of sweat off his forehead and the other swatting away a persistent fly as it buzzed into the room and circled his head.

				Once the news had been broken to her dad, and eventually the rest of the family, Belinda was able to relax and enjoy spending some time with them. Becky insisted on driving her all over the farm, showing her the latest changes she’d been making. Becky had just turned eighteen, but appeared to show no interest in moving down to the city as her older sister had done at the same age. She was the most likely candidate to take over the farm from their parents one day, and Belinda felt quite proud of her little sister as she was shown the impressive and innovative updates she’d made to the various different tasks around the farm.

				As dusk began to settle, Becky finally drove them back to the house and Belinda headed into the bathroom to wash up before dinner. As she stood at the basin splashing her face, her eyes slid down to the bathtub and a memory sprang to the front of her mind. She sat down on the edge of the bath, closed her eyes, and let herself get drawn right down into that memory.

				She saw herself standing in this very spot, trying desperately to do something with her hair, tugging agitatedly at her dress, which just wouldn’t sit right, and scrubbing off her lipstick, which had suited her perfectly the day before, but now seemed to make her look like a garish clown. It was less than five minutes before her engagement party was about to start and she was just having one of those days.

				She knew Andy would be getting impatient. He’d want to get out to the marquee and make sure the chairs were set up right, get the bonfire lit and, in particular, check on his mum – who would probably be freaking out about being left on her own, surrounded by ‘country folk’, as Belinda had heard her refer to her family on more than one occasion.

				She made one more attempt at scraping her long hair up into a loose bun on top of her head and groaned with frustration when she saw it in the mirror. It looked hideous. That’s when she spotted them: a pair of scissors sitting on the shelf, glinting invitingly at her.

				Oh, why the hell not?

				She snatched them up and started chopping away at her hair. Before she knew it, she was surrounded by clumps of dark hair and a huge chunk was missing from her long locks, which usually spilled over her shoulders.

				Fuuuuck! What was I thinking?!

				She collapsed down on the edge of the bathtub, furious with herself. She always got like this. She would think she was doing something fun and spontaneous, get caught up in the moment, all brave and confident – and then she’d crash when she realised it was too late to go back.

				I’m going to have to miss my own engagement party, she thought. And then she burst into tears.

				A minute later, there was a knock at the door. She ignored it, embarrassed. Andy’s voice called, ‘Hey babe, we should really be leaving. We’re going to be seriously late.’ There was a pause, then he spoke again. ‘Babe? Babe? Are you in there?’ The door handle turned and Belinda looked up to see Andy’s shocked face as he stepped into the bathroom. ‘Fuck, look at your hair! What are you doing?’

				‘Nothing, nothing, my hair wouldn’t work. I just wanted to make it work.’

				He must think I’m a crazy person.

				‘But your beautiful hair. Why did you do that?’

				‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to, I didn’t – I just. I had to do something . . . But now look at it.’

				Andy stepped forward. She wouldn’t have blamed him if right then he started quizzing her on whether or not her family had a history of mental illness. He sat down next to her on the side of the tub and put an arm around her.

				‘Don’t worry, I’ll fix it for you.’

				‘Do you really think you can?’ She looked pleadingly up at him.

				‘Yeah, of course I can. I can sort this out. Here, give me the scissors. I’ll fix it for you. I love you, okay?’

				‘I love you too,’ she replied, handing over the scissors and scrubbing the tears off her cheeks with a face washer.

				He took the scissors and swivelled her around so he could see the back of her hair. ‘Okay, it’s really not that bad. What I’m gonna do is just keep cutting so it’s all the same length as this bit you’ve already done. You cool with that?’

				‘Sounds good,’ she said in a small voice – she was beginning to feel pretty humiliated about it all. 

				He started cutting straight across the back of her hair and then asked in a casual voice, ‘So! What made you decide to take a pair of scissors to your hair, hon?’

				‘I don’t know. I was just in here getting ready for the party and nothing seemed to be going right. I started thinking that maybe if my hair was different, I could do something better with it.’ She paused and sighed. ‘Stupid, huh? You must be wondering what you’ve got yourself into with me?’

				‘Nope, not at all, babe. We all do crazy stuff sometimes. I can’t say I’ve ever done anything quite like this – but I am a guy, so it’s not like I’ve really got enough hair to decide to cut it all off or something like that.’

				‘I’m really sorry I’m holding us up so much. And I’m sorry I scared you.’

				‘Forget about it. Let’s just call it a diva moment. Couldn’t hack the pressure of being the celebrity of the night and what-not.’

				Belinda laughed and wiped her eyes. ‘You know that you’re the best boyfriend – whoops, I mean fiancé – in the world, right? Not many other guys would put up with someone acting this high maintenance.’

				‘Yeah, yeah, I know I’m a saint. But most of the time you’re pretty easygoing, so dealing with the high-maintenance moments isn’t that bad.’

				He had finished cutting the rest of her hair to the same length. She made to stand up and look in the mirror, but he grabbed her and kept her on the tub.

				‘Ahh, not quite done yet. I’m just gonna straighten up a couple more bits.’ He paused, then added, ‘Right, so it’s looking a bit . . . umm, shocking, cause of the way it was just hacked off, but I’m thinking if I do that thing your hairdresser normally does, you know, when she turns the scissors straight up and sort of snips at the edges of the hair, maybe that’ll fix the blunt line you’ve got going at the edges here.’

				Well, it can’t get any worse.

				‘Go for it. Wow, babe, I never realised you paid so much attention when you’re waiting around for me at the hairdresser,’ she mused. She sat still and waited while Andy worked away at her hair, seeming to take more and more length away by the second.

				‘Hey, I’m not too bad at this!’ He turned Belle around to face him and frowned as he examined his work.

				‘Do you trust me?’ he asked.

				‘Of course I do – I think you’re absolutely amazing for doing any of this.’

				‘Good. Because . . . don’t . . . move,’ he said slowly as he used his fingers to pull a section of her hair forward onto her face and then snipped away another huge chunk, giving her a short fringe that ended just above her eyes. He sat back to look at his work and grinned.

				‘Belle, you look fantastic!’

				‘Are you serious?’ Belinda jumped up and looked in the mirror. She shrieked. ‘Oh, my God, I can’t believe this! You made me look . . . good!’ Her hair was so short it was practically ‘boy length’. He’d given her a nice, definite chunky fringe that was slightly swept to the side of her forehead and he’d left a bit of length in front of her ears, so she had a real pixie look about her. It was the short, messy-sexy style and it really suited her petite face.

				She threw her arms around him. ‘I always wanted a haircut like this, but I was never brave enough to get it done!’ She turned back and forth, surveying herself in the mirror. ‘You’ve got some real talent in this department.’

				‘Hey, I might not be bad – but not a word to anyone about this. If the guys hear I’ve been playing hairdresser for you I will never hear the end of it.’

				The sound of her mother’s voice dragged her back out of the startlingly clear memory. ‘Belinda, dinner in five, sweetheart.’ She silently thanked her mum for returning her to reality, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and stood up from the bathtub, wondering as she did when she had started to cry.
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				Family dinners were sacred to the Heartfords. The TV was absolutely not allowed to be on, although sometimes a little light background jazz music was acceptable. Everyone had to be there for the whole meal, despite their plans, unless they had a bloody good excuse. ‘Your friends can just wait until after dinner,’ her parents had always said.

				Sitting down to one of these dinners again felt wonderful. She could hardly believe that she used to complain about them. ‘Stacey’s family never has to do this. She gets to watch Home and Away when she eats her dinner.’ ‘Well you’re not in Stacey’s family, are you?’ Now it was just so calming to sit chatting and enjoying the funky jazz tones that wove their way around them as they ate.

				‘I have to say, I always thought it would be me that got knocked up first,’ Becky said casually between mouthfuls.

				‘Jesus, Becky!’ Brett shook his head at his daughter and rolled his eyes.

				Belinda slapped her sister’s arm with a laugh.

				‘What?’ she asked innocently.

				‘I’ll tell you what, Becky. You get yourself knocked up and I’ll be after that boyfriend – old what’s-his-name of yours – with a shotgun before you can say “little Jack Horner”!’ Brett prodded the air with his fork pointedly.

				‘I’d like to see you try,’ Becky hissed under her breath. ‘He probably wouldn’t know which way to point the thing,’ she added in a whisper to Belinda, who muffled her laughter in response. Luckily their mum had been talking over the top of them. It was a well-known fact within the family that Brett hated using guns. He’d grown up in inner-city Melbourne and hadn’t discovered country life until he met Barbara, but it didn’t stop him from pretending he was a crack shot in order to scare away potential boyfriends when needed.

				‘Dear, I think you mean “Jack Robinson”. It’s “before you can say Jack Robinson”. Getting your sayings mixed up with your nursery rhymes.’ Barbara patted her husband’s hand.

				Becky turned her attention back to her father. ‘Don’t think I didn’t see you trying to intimidate Darren when he was here the other night. You should have seen him, Belle, Dad was sharpening the knife ready to carve up the roast for dinner and, as he’s doing it, he gives Darren a really obvious wink – like this.’ Becky demonstrated.

				‘Ah, yes, I do remember Dad’s old scare tactics. It totally worked on that guy I was dating in Year Ten. He flipped out when Dad used that one on him. Would not come near the place again.’

				Brett gave a satisfied nod. ‘I should think not.’

				The conversation abruptly turned back to more current matters when Belinda’s youngest brother Blake piped up, eyes on his big sister’s stomach, ‘So there’s really two babies in there?’ He looked quite doubtful.

				‘Yep, sure is, but they’re still just the size of . . . oh, I don’t know, bananas maybe?’ She tried to keep her voice casual and relaxed – not wanting her family to sense how extremely nervous she was about the pregnancy.

				Blake stared back at her incredulously. ‘You’re having banana babies?’

				‘No! That’s not what I said!’ Belinda tried to protest but Blake was already in hysterics, picturing a couple of bananas running around on skinny little legs. He hopped down from his chair and took off outside to play with the puppy. 

				Brad sighed and shook his head. ‘I’ll go and keep an eye on him, Mum,’ he offered grandly as he slid from his chair to follow his little brother.

				‘C’mon, Butt Cheeks, we’re gonna teach you how to fetch!’ they heard Blake yell as the two boys disappeared out the back door.

				‘Did I hear right – they named the dog “Butt Cheeks”?’ Belinda looked horrified.

				‘’Fraid so. Really nothing I could do about it,’ Barbara said with a shake of her head.

				Here I was feeling guilty about not giving the poor thing a name all this time and the first thing they come up with is Butt Cheeks.

				‘So I guess we’ve got Andy to blame for there being two banana babies in your belly, eh?’ Becky asked, taking a sip from her drink and leaning back in her chair.

				‘No, actually,’ began Belinda.

				Becky’s mouth dropped open in shock. ‘They’re not his?’ she whispered, eyes widening.

				‘No! That’s not what I meant – of course they’re his. I just mean that he’s not the reason I’m having twins. Apparently the genetics of it all hasn’t got anything to do with the father: it all comes from the mother’s side. Speaking of which . . .’ Belinda turned her attention to her mum and dad. ‘Which one of you two has twins in the family that I don’t know about? Someone’s gotta pay for this!’

				Barbara just raised her hands in a ‘don’t look at me’ gesture, but Brett frowned and shuffled forward on his chair. ‘I guess I coulda passed those genes on to you there, missy Bella.’

				‘There’re no twins in your family,’ Barbara protested.

				‘Uh, that’s not really accurate. I’m actually a twin meself. But I’m sure I’ve mentioned that before – haven’t I?’

				By the look on Barbara’s face, Brett clearly hadn’t mentioned it before.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 10

				Evelyn

				‘All right, what’s that sweet son of mine done this time?’

				Evelyn had spent the taxi ride over to the police station with the windows down. The warm night breeze that heralded the early days of summer had whipped against her face, doing its best to sober her up. As the taxi had pulled up out the front of the police station, she’d given herself a final shake, shuddering her shoulders as she tried to shed her giddy mood from the pub. Pretending she was young again with the kids from SkyChallenge was a far cry from collecting her son from a police station.

				Violet was waiting for her by the steps that led up to the entrance, arms folded, one foot tapping rhythmically against the pavement. ‘Now that’s sounding more like you, Ev. Let’s go in and find out. He was a tad confusing on the phone, something about Hunters Hill High and justice for Andy.’

				Violet gave a sideways glance at Evelyn when she mentioned Andy’s name, as though a little nervous about bringing him up. But Evelyn didn’t flinch. She just shook her head and sighed. ‘For God’s sake – this has got to stop. Every week since Andrew was . . . since he died, James has been doing one stupid thing after another, all in the apparent name of honouring his brother. It’s really getting to be beyond a joke.’

				They headed up the steps and into the police station where they were greeted by a fairly jaded policewoman. ‘You two here about the school break-in?’

				‘He broke in to the school?’ Evelyn looked livid.

				‘Look, we haven’t been able to get a lot of sense out of him so we’re going to let you go in and talk to him. This is a serious matter, though. We’ve got broken windows plus a classroom door kicked in. He’s your son, I presume?’ The officer flicked her eyes over Evelyn, who nodded. ‘And I take it you’re the aunt he phoned so he wouldn’t have to face his mum?’ She turned her tired gaze upon Violet and gave a small smirk as Violet looked guiltily back at her. ‘All right, one of you can fill out this paperwork for me and the other can go in and talk to him.’ She held out the forms with one hand while looking back down at her computer screen with a bored expression on her face. She obviously wasn’t fussed about who did what, as long as someone took the papers from her.

				‘So do you want me to . . .?’ began Violet, pointing towards the cell out the back.

				‘Not a chance.’ Evelyn snatched the forms and thrust them at Violet. ‘Where do I go?’

				The policewoman seemed to have lost interest in the two middle-aged women standing in front of her with their dysfunctional family issues. She waved her arm behind her. ‘Head back there. Constable Tandy will let you in.’

				A much younger police officer was waiting for her out the back. ‘This way, ma’am,’ he said, unlocking the cell door and ushering her in, the look on his face a mixture of sympathy and embarrassment on her behalf. Evelyn wondered if he would change after a few years in the job – turn into the cynical officer out the front. 

				She stepped into the police cell and perched herself on the edge of the stiff, grubby bed next to James. So what tack did she take now? The moment when she’d received the call from Violet and thought that something terrible had happened to him had almost softened her. Almost.

				‘What the hell were you thinking?’ It was simply too easy for her to revert to her usual parenting methods.

				‘It doesn’t matter. Can we just forget about it, Mum?’

				She almost choked. ‘Forget about it?’ She was ready to strangle the boy. ‘I’m here at the police station, sitting next to you in a gaol cell at close to three am – and you want me to forget about it?’

				‘You wouldn’t understand.’

				He was clearly more coherent than Violet and the policewoman had described him as being. He must have sobered up quite a bit over the last hour or so since phoning his aunt. Mother and son were probably as inebriated as each other at this stage.

				Evelyn took a deep breath to calm herself and, keeping her voice as level as possible, said, ‘Why don’t you try to explain it to me then, James? Because I’m certainly not understanding a thing at the moment.’

				‘Fine. Me and a couple of the guys decided we needed to get back into the high school. For Andy.’

				Don’t explode, whatever you do, don’t explode – yet.

				‘And why would Andy need you to vandalise your old high school, exactly?’

				‘We weren’t vandalising it – that’s not why we were there,’ he said petulantly.

				Evelyn’s voice began to rise a little hysterically. ‘You smashed windows and doors. What the fuck do you call that?’ Controlling herself was going to be harder than she’d first thought.

				Hearing his mum swear so blatantly seemed to take James by surprise. ‘Chillax, Mum. Jeez, I knew you wouldn’t get it.’

				‘Chillax? What the hell is wrong with you? What is it that I don’t get? What was it that you were trying to prove tonight? Some kind of bet with your friends, who I notice aren’t here locked up with you, by the way.’

				‘Bros don’t squeal on other bros. They got away – I didn’t. I’m not gonna rat on them just cause I got caught.’

				‘They’re not your bros, son. The only “bro” you had was Andy, and he’s gone. Now if you don’t start making some sense, the police are going to be holding me back from throttling you.’

				‘Fine. I will try to explain. Do you remember the regional soccer grand final, Year Twelve, against Barker College? Andy was the hero of the match, scored three of the four goals we got and in the last five minutes of the game, when it was four-to-three, he dropped from striker into goalie position when Jack got taken out with injury. Then, in the last thirty seconds, he saved a goal on a penalty shot that would have taken us to a tie – a penalty I caused by tripping one of the Barker boys’ forwards right in front of the goal – and we won. I got red-carded, but Andy was named Man of the Match, right?’

				‘Right.’ Evelyn managed to restrain herself from asking what all this had to do with tonight and motioned for him to continue.

				‘So the next day Andy’s name was supposed to be engraved on the “Hunters Hill High All Stars” plaque that hung in the sports department. But he got suspended for four days for wagging and smoking – the principal was going through that zero-tolerance phase. And to really make his point, Mr Blackford decided Andy would be stripped of his All Star status and his name never got engraved.’

				‘Yes, James, I remember all of this – quite clearly, in fact. I was furious with Andrew. He almost missed the beginning of his HSC due to that suspension.’

				‘Right. So, here’s the bit you never knew. It wasn’t Andy that they saw heading out of the school grounds with a ciggie in his hand. It was me.’

				‘No, that doesn’t make any sense. First of all, Andrew admitted to me that it was him, that he was trying out smoking for the first time, and he was bloody genuine about it. And if it wasn’t him truanting, then where was he?’

				‘He was in the library, studying. When he heard I’d been seen taking off, he messed up his hair, messed up his uniform, and went up to Principal Blackford pretending to be me. Blackford had no choice but to assume that it was Andy that was the one cutting class, seeing as I was apparently standing right there in front of him.’

				‘But why did he do that? It’s not like you two were getting along so great in your final years of school. I seem to remember that you were at each other’s throats most of the time.’

				‘I know. But Andy realised that with my record I’d probably be expelled. Once he’d done it, it was too late to do anything. Blackford would have suspended Andy anyway if he found out he’d lied to him and then we’d both be screwed. Besides, I was too much of an arsehole at the time to appreciate what he’d done.’ James looked down at his feet, ashamed all of a sudden. ‘Mum, I never even thanked him for doing it – just acted like I didn’t care.’

				Evelyn was putting it all together. ‘You went to the school tonight to get the plaque. You were going to have Andy’s name engraved on it.’

				James glanced up at her. ‘Look, Mum, I know it was dumb and I know you’re fuming right now, but you never saw Andy’s face when he got told his name wasn’t going to be on that stupid plaque. I don’t even know why it meant so much to him – but it did. For some reason, lately, ever since he died, that’s the face I keep seeing. This look of hurt surprise, like he just never expected them to take that away from him. He didn’t realise what he was getting himself into when he took the rap for me. And, Mum, I had to do something. I needed to get that face out of my mind. It was killing me, seeing it again. I had to make it up to him.’

				It took Evelyn a moment to realise she was seeing her son cry for the first time since he was about five years old. At his father’s funeral, he hadn’t cried. He’d acted out – but he hadn’t cried. And at his brother’s funeral, he just looked pale and sick – and later, drunk. But now here he was, sobbing, in the middle of a gaol cell in Hunters Hill. She put an arm around him and gathered him in close, allowing him to let it all out.

				‘I miss him, Mum. I miss him so much and I just keep trying to do all these things – all of this stupid stuff that I think is going to fix it. That’s going to help me to move on and get over it, and nothing does, and every night when I fall asleep I see that face and I feel this sick guilt.’

				Evelyn rocked him in her arms and felt her own tears spill over for the second time that day.

				‘You’re lucky,’ she whispered. ‘The face that I remember is much, much worse.’ Once again she saw that frightened, pale face, the blank, staring eyes, the body on the floor of the convenience store, and she hugged James tighter. But he couldn’t hear what she’d said over the sound of his own sobs and they cried together for a good five minutes more while Constable Tandy looked on, slightly horrified by it all.

				When James had calmed down, Evelyn headed back out to speak to ‘Officer Jaded’. She decided the best approach was one hundred per cent honesty, so she told her the whole story – starting with the Year Twelve soccer grand final, including a blow-by-blow description of the day that Andy died and finishing with the explanation of what James was doing at the high school that night. By the end of the story, Evelyn, Violet and the policewoman were all in tears.

				‘Right, if I pay for the damage and vouch for the fact that my son was not in his right mind tonight due to the recent loss of his twin brother, will you let me take him home with me tonight?’ asked Evelyn briskly as she handed Kleenexes from her purse to the two other teary women.

				Constable Tandy watched on in awe as his superior took the forms that Violet had spent the last half hour filling out and tore them up. He had never seen such compassion from his boss before.
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				The next day, Evelyn dragged her son out of bed bright and early. ‘Get dressed and meet me in the car. Five minutes.’

				She drove him down to the high school without a word and marched him straight into the principal’s office.

				‘Mr Blackford, I’m sure you remember my son, James?’ she stated in a very formal voice.

				‘Who could forget?’ said Mr Blackford in his usual smarmy way, leaning back in his chair.

				‘He has something he’d like to say to you.’

				‘Is that right?’ Mr Blackford appeared mildly amused as he waited for James to speak.

				James stared at his feet. ‘I was the one who smashed your windows last night,’ he began.

				‘No, not that!’ Evelyn flapped her hands at her son crossly. ‘Tell him about what happened in Year Twelve, about what Andrew did for you.’

				Mr Blackford glanced back and forth between them, starting to take the intrusion into his office quite a bit more seriously. ‘Wait a minute – you were responsible for the vandalism last night?’ He looked flabbergasted as Evelyn just shushed him.

				‘Yes, yes, but there’s something much more important he needs to tell you.’

				James couldn’t help smiling at his mum. ‘Mr Blackford, it wasn’t Andy you saw wagging school and smoking just before the HSC. It was actually me – he just took the rap.’

				‘You think I didn’t always know that? I’m not stupid, Mr McGavin. While I appreciate the trip down memory lane, I’d rather focus on last night’s events. The police made out like the perpetrator was some sort of troubled mental patient and strongly advised me not to press charges. Now I find out it was you? Could someone explain to me why exactly you’re not being made to take responsibility for this?’

				‘Mr Blackford, the police understood that these are unique circumstances, and you’ll just have to trust them on that. Besides, I’ll pay for the damage, so can we please move on from that? We’re here about something much more important. Andrew should never have been punished and so we would like his name engraved on the All Stars plaque immediately.’ She raised her eyebrows expectantly.

				Mr Blackford stood up out of his chair. ‘You think you can walk in here, tell me what your son did last night and then demand I do something for you?’

				‘Oh, no, Mr Blackford. I suspected you might need a little convincing. Let’s put it this way: Andrew’s name is put on that plaque immediately or I phone your wife and tell her about that conversation we had a few years back.’

				The principal started to look nervous. ‘You wouldn’t dare. You have no proof it ever took place anyway,’ he said, tugging agitatedly at his tie.

				‘Don’t I? That day you called me, the answering machine clicked in as I got to the phone. The entire conversation was recorded and I never deleted it. Had a feeling it could come in handy one day, just never quite knew when. So why don’t you try me?’ She set a steely gaze upon him and waited for his response.

				‘Don’t be ridiculous, you can’t expect me to believe you’ve kept it all these years.’

				‘Are you certain enough about that to take the risk though? And keep in mind, even without any evidence, I’m sure a phone call to your wife would raise a few uncomfortable questions for you.’

				‘You’re seriously blackmailing me?’

				‘No, I prefer to call it . . . hard bargaining. Do we have a deal?’

				‘Okay, okay, whatever you want. I’ll have his name engraved on the plaque this afternoon.’ He flopped back into his chair, looking more than a little deflated.

				‘Wonderful, I’ll send a cheque for the damages James caused.’ She turned to head out of the office, but at the door she looked back. ‘Oh, and Marty, make the engraving Andy McGavin, got it?’

				‘“Marty”?’ hissed James as they walked down the school corridor. Evelyn just smiled mysteriously at her son. ‘Mum, I have no idea what that was all about and I probably don’t want to know, but I do feel the need to mention the fact that we don’t have an answering machine.’

				‘I know, I was bluffing.’

				‘Incredible. Mum, I have never been more impressed.’

				Evelyn felt light as a feather as she walked back to the car.
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				Later that afternoon she headed out to catch up with her sister for a coffee, leaving an uncharacteristically pensive looking James at home on the couch. They met at their usual spot outside Percy’s coffee shop, but as Violet started towards a table, Evelyn caught her by the arm. ‘Let’s try Muffin Break today instead,’ she suggested as lightly as she could.

				Violet didn’t fall for it. ‘Of course, my thieving sister – unable to return to the scene of the crime!’ she teased as they made their way through the shopping centre towards the Muffin Break.

				‘Shut up, Vi.’

				They ordered their coffees and found a table off to the side of the bustling food court.

				‘So has it been World War One at your place this morning? You know, if you want me to come over and have a chat with James for you, I don’t mind at all.’ Violet patted Evelyn’s hand, just a hint of (presumably unintentional) condescension in her voice.

				‘What makes you think we’ve been fighting at all? We’re getting along great. In fact, he’s taking me out to dinner tonight to say thank you,’ Evelyn responded a little haughtily.

				Violet stared at her in confusion. ‘Thank you? What’s he saying . . . hang on, here’s our coffees, hold that thought.’ She jumped up to grab their order and then sat back down, sliding Evelyn’s latte across the table to her. ‘So, what’s going on? You’re telling me you two didn’t start the day with a huge blow-up – you know, the usual, “What the hell were you thinking last night?” speech followed by, “Get off my case, Mum” etc., etc.?’

				‘Nope, first thing we did today was follow through with James’s plan – in a manner of speaking. Made Principal Blackford promise to have Andrew’s name rightfully engraved on the plaque.’

				‘Who are you and what have you done with my sister?’ Violet peered at her expectantly.

				‘Ha ha. Look, for once James was actually making sense. Yes, his methods were poor, but his intentions were quite admirable. He just didn’t realise that sometimes all you have to do is ask.’

				‘Nup. Not buying it. I know what Marty is like – there is no way that you just asked him to put Andy’s name on the plaque. Cough up, what’s the full story?’

				‘All right, fine. You remember that Marty and I had that, well, that “thing” back before either of us were married, right?’

				‘Yuck. How could I forget, greasy little man that he is.’ Violet visibly shivered with revulsion. ‘Thank God you only dated for a couple of weeks.’

				‘Right,’ continued Evelyn, ignoring her sister’s somewhat childish display. ‘When Andrew was suspended in Year Twelve, Marty phoned me and suggested that if we got together for a little rendezvous, he’d overlook Andrew’s indiscretion and let him off with a simple detention.’

				‘No way! That complete wanker.’ Violet slapped her hands down on the table, causing the cups of coffee to slosh a little dangerously.

				‘I know, I know. Anyway, he’d overestimated my desire to keep Andrew out of trouble. As far as I was concerned, if my son had broken the rules, he needed to face up to his punishment. I very icily told Marty I didn’t think his wife would be too impressed with his proposition and hung up on him. Today was the perfect opportunity to bring the matter up. One little threat to phone his wife and he folded like a lawn chair,’ Evelyn finished proudly.

				‘Like a lawn chair?’

				‘It’s a simile. I was just trying it out.’

				‘Ev, I’m very impressed.’

				‘You’re the second person to say that to me today.’ Evelyn smiled to herself, remembering James’s awestruck face.

				‘You’re full of surprises lately, aren’t you?’

				‘Meaning?’

				‘I wasn’t sure if I should be bringing it up again, but last night you started to open up. That was the first time you’ve really talked about the day Andy died. And you and James, you cried together. I could see your two blotchy faces as we were leaving. I think this is good for you – all part of the process of dealing with it.’

				When Evelyn didn’t respond at once, Violet began to appear worried that she may have crossed a line. But then Evelyn glanced up from her coffee and grinned at her sister. ‘Full of surprises, eh? And you haven’t even heard about my latest hobby yet.’

				[image: Dinkus.png]

				Dinner held such promise. Evelyn and her son, finally beginning to reconnect. It started out so civilised, chatting about James’s travels over the entrees, reminiscing about Andy during the mains, and even starting to talk about the possibility of James settling down and getting a job and an apartment as the desserts were being served. It turned out he was beginning to think enough was enough with the travelling. But then he brought up the one name that Evelyn did not want to hear.

				Belinda.

				‘Mum, I think it’s time we contacted her. You know, to see how she’s getting along, let her know we’re thinking about her.’ He prodded at his cheesecake nervously.

				Evelyn froze up. ‘I’m not thinking about her one bit,’ she said shortly.

				‘She was his fiancée and you really crushed her at the funeral.’ He pushed on when Evelyn opened her mouth to reply. ‘I know, it’s okay – you were crazy with grief. You didn’t mean any of it.’

				‘On the contrary, James. I meant every word. I despise the girl and I blame her completely for Andrew’s death.’ Evelyn’s face was deadpan as she spoke.

				James looked shocked. ‘What do you mean? That doesn’t even make any sense. How could it possibly be her fault? Mum, listen to yourself – this is just stupid. She was going to be your daughterin-law and she meant so much to Andy. We owe it to him to do the right thing by her.’

				‘Rubbish. We don’t have to do a thing for that silly little girl.’

				‘She wasn’t “silly”. She was a great girl and she’s hurting too.’

				‘Don’t be ridiculous. She’s probably already moved onto her next prey. I want nothing more to do with her and I forbid you to go anywhere near her.’

				James slammed his fork onto the table in anger and stood up. ‘What a big fucking joke! You really think you can stop me from seeing whoever the hell I want to? You haven’t changed one bit, Mum. You’re still the same hardarse bitch you always were.’ He threw back the last of his drink and stormed out of the restaurant, leaving Evelyn stony-faced.

				‘Well! So much for taking me to dinner,’ she murmured to herself as the waiter approached somewhat apprehensively with the bill.
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				Over the following weeks, Evelyn and James did an admirable job of avoiding each other, considering they were living in the same house. James seemed to have picked up a job at some surf wear shop, or at least, Evelyn managed to deduce this fact on her own, seeing as they weren’t speaking with one another. Before Evelyn had even realised it was December, Christmas was upon them and she started to wonder what the first Christmas without Andrew would be like. 

				As it turned out, it was awkward to say the least. Violet offered to hold Christmas Day celebrations at her place. Her kids were nervous around their Aunt Evelyn, looking embarrassed if they laughed too loudly or had too much fun. James was sulky and drank too much, and Violet’s husband, Mark, kept taking business calls or checking his emails on his BlackBerry. Evelyn had always known her brother-in-law was a workaholic, but she couldn’t help thinking that he ought to have at least given it a rest on Christmas Day.

				Evelyn managed to fake a migraine and left early, arriving home to an empty house. She sat in the middle of her queen-sized bed in the gathering darkness for what seemed like hours, her knees drawn up close to her chest, just listening to the silence and wondering how she had ended up here, so alone. One son gone, the other so disconnected he wouldn’t even look at her. And no Carl to tell her how to fix it all. She would have given anything to be back up in the sky, hurtling towards the earth, emptying her mind of it all. The memory of that first solo jump was like smack to her now . . . but she hadn’t been back there since the night that she’d picked James up at the police station because SkyChallenge was closed for the holiday break. She would have to try to pull herself together without the rush of the jump or the smooth advice from Bazza that she’d come to find so calming.

				Eventually she crawled under the covers and closed her eyes.

				If she was lucky, maybe she’d dream of Carl tonight.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 11

				Belinda

				Belinda drove slowly through the quiet town of Wahdoonga, it was the day after Boxing Day and she was relieved to have some time alone after a fairly full-on Christmas break with the family. She was deep in thought as she headed towards the highway, accompanied by a large pile of supplies on the seat next to her that had been provided by her mum for the trip home.

				At the last second, before taking the entry onto the highway, she had a sudden idea and swung the car back out of the filter lane, indicating instead for the entry heading in the opposite direction. She had just remembered the two girls and their little roadside shop. She was also remembering how good it had made her feel when their faces had lit up with excitement at making a real sale and receiving the generous tip. She could use another emotional lift before her long drive. She headed up the highway for a few kilometres and then took the exit that she recognised as the same one she’d taken a couple of weeks back.

				Right. She was sure they had been on the main street of the little town that was hidden away around here. She practically crawled up and down the street, scrutinising each house, trying to find something familiar. She could remember the huge jacaranda out the front of the house that the girls had hung their shop sign on – but the problem was this town was filled with bloody jacarandas. She began to doubt that it was the main street and started trying the side streets, doing her best not to get lost.

				After about thirty minutes of searching, she realised that she was going to have to give up. She made her way back to the highway feeling silly and deflated. Why on earth had she thought it would be a good idea to go searching for those kids again? Really, what were the chances that they’d still even have their little shop set up – they weren’t a department store, for goodness sakes.

				‘Why didn’t you stop me from making such a fool out of myself? Wasting all that time driving around in circles?’ She spoke out loud and realised immediately that she was addressing Andy, yet again. She’d barely thought about his whole ‘ghostly’ presence while she’d been up at her parents’ place, but back in the car it felt right that he was here with her once more. 

				Seeing as she’d opened up the lines of communication, she decided she may as well have a chat with him about the big news she’d discovered on the farm. ‘So how about Dad’s bolt from the blue, eh? Turns out he’s the one to blame for those pesky twin genes after all.’ She imagined what Andy would say back to her. He’d probably make fun of her for using that ‘bolt from the blue’ phrase; it was definitely a Mr Heartford classic. She always found herself talking like her mum and dad after spending time with them.

				‘All right, so your gran was probably about halfway through the pregnancy,’ Brett had explained, ‘when the doctor made the discovery that there were actually two babies on the way instead of just one. My folks were less than thrilled by the news. They went through the finances and came to the conclusion that they simply couldn’t afford two babies. It had been a big deal for them deciding to even have a baby in the first place.’

				‘So they gave your twin up for adoption? Oh my God, we have to try and find him . . . or her . . . Do you even know if it was a boy or girl?’ Becky had been almost breathless.

				‘Whoa, hold your fire. Stop jumping the horses there, Becky.’ Barbara had been too engrossed in the whole story to correct her husband’s mixed metaphors, and Brett continued on. ‘I know exactly where my twin is. And he’s a he, by the way.’

				‘What, where?!’

				‘Do you want to hear the full story or not?’

				They had all nodded and reluctantly shut themselves up to listen.

				‘So after they’d decided it would be impossible to keep both babies, they got to thinking about my mum’s sister, Joy, who lived over in Perth. Your gran knew that Joy couldn’t have children. They got on the phone to her and they asked her to take one of the babies as her own once we were born. Your gran’s only wish was that they were never to tell the child the truth about his real parents.’

				There had been a moment of stunned silence as Belinda, Becky and Barbara had taken it all in. Finally, Barbara had asked quietly, ‘So your cousin Robbie Junior is actually your twin brother? Effectively making him my brother-in-law and the kids’ uncle? And I never even knew this?’

				‘It’s just that Robbie never knew, so I needed to keep the secret from most people . . . but you’re quite sure I never told you?’ He had asked the question a little falteringly, obviously nervous that he was about to be in a world of trouble over this. ‘S’pose it was lucky we weren’t identical, eh?’

				‘How did they decide which baby to give away?’ Belinda asked.

				‘Right, well, if it had been a boy and a girl, then the girl was to be given away. Mum and Dad wanted a boy to take over the family carpeting business. But when it was two boys, apparently Mum simply had the nurses pick one of the babies to hand over to her sister. It really could have just as easily been me.’

				Now, driving down the highway, Belinda began to imagine what it must have really been like for her gran, deciding to give up one of her children. Surely it couldn’t have all been so easy – how did her gran and pop stay so detached from the whole thing? She couldn’t bear to think of giving birth to two babies and then just handing one over, not even caring which one went and which one stayed.

				‘So how about all that, Andy? Apparently I have an uncle and he doesn’t even know it.’ She paused to wait for some kind of response. None came.

				‘For God’s sake, woman, just snap out of it. Andy is not here. He is not alive. He is not a ghost. And he is not haunting you, so just GET OVER IT.’

				She finished the rest of the drive with the windows down, the music turned up loud and her mind as blank as a crisp white sheet.
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				Back at home, the big family revelation from her trip to the farm began to fade back into obscurity. What did it matter, really? Her dad’s cousin was actually her dad’s brother. It barely affected her at all. What mattered now was her new mantra: Andy is not haunting you, Andy is not haunting you. Since scolding herself in the car on her way back home from the farm, she had been chanting this new mantra each and every time she came close to having another embarrassingly one-sided chat with her dead fiancé.

				The opportunities to recite this catchphrase were frequent. First, there had been the discovery of her newly repaired letterbox flap the day after she arrived home. Before she’d left for her Christmas break, she’d noticed it was hanging off its hinges, barely attached to the wall, and all of a sudden here it was, miraculously fixed. She refrained from thanking her ghostly partner, muttered her mantra under her breath and reassured herself that it must have been a maintenance guy – despite the fact that, in the two years that she’d lived in the complex, she’d never seen anyone even slightly resembling a ‘maintenance guy’. And surely if one existed, they would have done something about the annoying elevator message that droned on and on at the residents about the disconnected emergency phone line. But these thoughts were unproductive and so she dismissed them.

				And then New Year’s Eve had arrived, her first one as a single girl since she was nineteen. She had been anticipating a difficult night, of course. Not having Andy wrapping his arms around her and pulling her close for a midnight kiss was going to hurt. But she hadn’t expected it to be so damned depressing staying in for the night, trying to ignore the festivities going on in the surrounding apartments. Her friends had all tried to convince her she should come out, but she felt fat and uncomfortable and insisted they go without her. She’d briefly wondered what all of Andy’s mates would be doing for the night, but she hadn’t seen any of the guys since the funeral. She was still too afraid to call them: they didn’t even know about the pregnancy yet and obviously they didn’t want to catch up with her, seeing as she’d stopped hearing from them.

				She spent a demoralising night on Facebook, watching the status updates flood in from people’s iPhones.
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				Eventually, Belinda managed to wrench herself away from the computer and climb into bed, although not before removing Leah Attard as a friend from her Facebook account. By three in the morning, she’d had enough of tossing and turning. The heat was unbearable and, admirable as its attempts were, her tiny bedside fan was doing nothing to keep her cool. Not only that, the neighbours across the hall seemed to be having a massive party that was still going loud and strong. These days she desperately needed all the sleep she could get, so she clambered out of bed and headed for the apartment door, intent on getting them to turn it down and not caring one bit about her embarrassing ‘My Little Pony’ nightie or her messy bedhead hair. She muttered absentmindedly as she stumbled through the living room. ‘If you really were still here haunting me, you’d have done something about that bloody music by now.’

				She thought she was being ironic. She literally had her hand on the door latch, ready to head out into the hall, when the music stopped abruptly, followed moments later by a guy’s voice calling out, ‘Sorry!’ And then: nothing. Silence.

				‘Andy?’ she whispered. She touched her fingers gently to the door, allowing herself to briefly entertain the thought that if she were to wrench open the door, she would see Andy standing waiting for her, arms outstretched. But then common sense took over once again. That wasn’t his voice. And it couldn’t be him. She refused to let herself believe in such utter nonsense. The party across the hall had just happened to finish up right when she was about to go and complain. And maybe the person yelling out ‘sorry’ meant just a general ‘Oops, didn’t realise the time, sorry to anyone around who happened to still be awake and disturbed by us!’

				Andy is not haunting you.

				Over the next couple of weeks, life went on as usual, or as usual as it could get with a giant belly taking over her whole body (not to mention her life). The pool opened up after the Christmas break, so she was back at work, volunteering for as many shifts as she could manage during uni holidays. She did grocery shopping, caught up with friends, read her baby books religiously, and avoided the gym just as religiously. Was there really any need to keep up her membership now? After all, she was getting plenty of exercise working at the pool and each shift was surely the equivalent to an aqua aerobics class, right? And, of course, it had nothing to do with the fact that the gym had been packed that night when she’d fallen off the treadmill.

				One evening, she arrived home from a double shift at work with the car boot full of shopping. She’d dropped by the supermarket on her way and, along with the normal groceries, she had decided it was time to start stocking up on a few newborn essentials: nappies, wipes, bath oil, cotton wool and a whole heap of other stuff that she had come across in the baby section of the supermarket. As she looked at the overflowing boot, she wished she’d accepted Stacey’s offer of meeting up with her to give her a hand to unload. The bigger Belinda’s belly got, the more her back ached, the more her ankles swelled, and the less she could carry at a time.

				She grabbed the first two bags and made her way around to the lift, leaving her car boot open. She was about to head straight back to the car, intending on making a few trips and stacking all the bags by the lift, when she realised that she needed to get to the bathroom, now. Ah, another joy of pregnancy, the increased pressure on her bladder that meant the frequency of her visits to the toilet had increased at an alarming rate. Stuff it. She was going to have to go straight upstairs. Fingers crossed no one would be nasty enough to steal baby supplies from her car. She collapsed against the mirrored wall inside the elevator and loosened her grip on the handles of the two heavy shopping bags, letting them sink to the floor as the elevator slowly made its way up to her level. By the time she’d walked the long hallway to her apartment door and let herself in, she was already feeling exhausted, not to mention the fact that she had needed to stop twice to cross her legs together and do an attractive ‘please don’t wet my pants’ dance on the spot, before being able to continue.

				After she’d (mercifully) made it in time to the bathroom, she hesitated to examine her image in the mirror above the sink as she washed her hands. She looked awful. Dark circles under her eyes, shoulders slumped, hair a mess from driving home with the windows open wide. All she wanted to do was sit down, close her eyes and shut the world out for an hour or two. But the boot-full of shopping couldn’t wait. She turned to head out of the bathroom and back to the front door when a sudden and unexpected wave of grief overcame her and her whole body became too heavy. This isn’t fair. I shouldn’t be having to do this on my own. I had a fiancé, I had a life, I was fit and strong and capable and confident and beautiful and now . . . I have nothing. Almost instantaneously, her belly seemed to explode with kicks from within.

				Guilt. Extreme guilt. Of course she had something. She had two somethings, and they were clearly going to make sure she felt their presence. Yet here she was, feeling depressed and sorry for herself when there were other people to consider. And more than that, not only were there two brand new babies on the way that deserved her consideration, there was Andy himself. Her babies’ father. What the hell was she complaining about? Sure, her life got changed, but how about Andy? His life didn’t just get changed – didn’t just get affected by someone else – it got cut short. Dramatically.

				Now, along with feeling physically heavy with this massive stomach, she felt heavy with guilt. She took a deep breath. All right, just get through this and once everything is inside you can sit on the couch, put your head in your hands and have a good, long cry.

				She opened her apartment door and almost immediately tripped up as she stepped out into the hall. There, in front of her door, were five or six of her massive shopping bags, neatly stacked, waiting for her. This time she didn’t feel shock or surprise. She bit her lip to stop the tears as she slowly took the bags, one at a time, from the front door into the kitchen.

				When that was done, she went down the hall to the lift. There by the lift doors were another four bags of shopping. She left them where they were, stepped into the elevator and headed to the car park. She tried to tell herself she was going there to get the rest of the bags, but who was she kidding? She was going down there to try to see him. This was not the kind of work a maintenance guy did. This was quite, quite different from fixing a faulty letterbox flap. And this was not like flowers being delivered to the wrong address. This was no case of mistaken identity. Whoever was bringing her shopping to her door knew exactly who they were doing it for.

				As she rounded the corner, bringing her car spot into view, she saw a figure wearing a familiar cap leaning into her boot. Her stomach began to flutter, and this time it wasn’t because of the babies within. She saw long, tanned, slightly muscular arms. Her heart beat faster. She saw a face turning to look at her and a shy smile appearing on familiar features.

				Andy.

				She put her hand to her mouth, ready to stifle a sob, and then Andy opened his mouth to speak. His voice came out wrong. Andy’s face morphed slowly into James’s and nausea swept over her. Her whole world began to shift, putting her dangerously off-balance.

				Andy is James.

				James is Andy.

				Dizziness overcame her and she stumbled. The world spun around her and she was falling. It was too late to steady herself and she braced for the impact. There was none.

				Instead, she felt strong arms around her body as she was gently lowered the rest of the way to the ground. She squeezed her eyes shut and did her best to imagine that they were Andy’s arms. But it wouldn’t work. The spell had been broken. She already knew that it wasn’t him. It never had been. And she realised what a fool she’d been. In that moment, as she finally accepted that Andy truly was gone, that he was not here haunting her, it was as though she had lost him all over again. Watching his face vanish like that, before her eyes, swallowed up by this whole other human being, was simply devastating.

				‘Take it easy there. You okay?’ James’s voice broke through the clutter of her mind and she opened her eyes to look at him.

				‘Thanks,’ she whispered. ‘That probably would have hurt quite a lot.’

				‘Anytime.’ The concern in James’s eyes slowly changed to shock as his gaze settled upon her stomach.

				‘Are you . . .?’ He trailed off uncertainly.

				‘Yes. Of course I’m pregnant, surely you can’t mistake this massive stomach for a little extra fat, can you?’ she snapped a little crossly.

				‘Better to be safe than sorry.’ He raised his hands in a gesture of mock self-defence. ‘You can hardly blame me for being surprised: this was the last thing I was expecting. And what was that just now, like a pregnancy faint or something?’

				‘Can we please talk about this inside?’ Belinda was starting to feel silly, sprawled on the floor of the underground car park. Plus her mint choc-chip ice-cream would be melting if she didn’t get it into the freezer soon.

				He helped her up, loaded the rest of the bags on just one arm and supported her with his other as they made their way back over to the lift. Her legs felt like jelly.

				‘Not to sound at all ungrateful but, James, what are you doing here, bringing my shopping in for me? I mean, it’s just that I haven’t even seen you since . . .’ She stopped herself saying the words ‘Andy’s funeral’, it didn’t feel right.

				‘I know. I’m sorry, that’s what I came here for.’

				‘You came here to help me with my shopping?’

				‘No, you twat. I came here to talk about the fact that I haven’t seen you all this time. It’s just that I came into the car park to park in a visitor’s spot and saw your car all open and full of shopping. I figured you might need a hand. Hang on, let’s get inside and then we can talk properly.’

				On the way up in the lift, Belinda commented quietly, ‘You’re wearing his hat.’

				‘Oh, yeah, sorry,’ said James, snatching it off his head.

				‘Don’t apologise. It just gave me a bit of a jolt, that’s all.’ And she felt so stupid. She should have realised that the light-brown hair curling around the edges of the baseball cap was just slightly longer than Andy’s. And if she’d looked harder, she would have realised that the shoulders were just that bit broader. They may have been identical, but there were definitely differences, subtle things that a fiancée ought to have noticed.

				He got her safely into the apartment and sitting on the couch, and then went back for the last few bags that were still out by the lift. Once all the shopping was in and the cold things had been put away in the fridge, he sat down next to her. After a few moments of uncomfortable silence, James finally took it upon himself to break the ice.

				‘So. Guess I maybe took you by surprise turning up here, hey?’

				Belinda smiled a little sadly. There was no way she would be telling James exactly what was going through her mind in that instant she’d first seen him. She made an effort to focus and responded as naturally as she could. ‘Kind of a shock to see you, that’s all.’

				‘Ha. Pot. Kettle.’ James grinned at her and Belinda had to laugh despite herself.

				‘Touché,’ she replied graciously.

				‘All right, you first. Spill it. Who’s the father?’

				‘Are you freakin’ kidding me? You think I moved on from Andy so soon? Who the hell do you think is the father?’ Belinda fired up quicker than she meant to – most likely from a guilty conscience, considering she had actually ‘moved on’ the very next night after Andy’s death. Well, almost anyway.

				‘Shit! Are you serious? Is that even possible? You mean that’s my niece or nephew in there?’ He immediately started counting on his fingers, as though trying to confirm that his brother could have been the father.

				She slapped his hands down crossly. ‘Yes, I’m serious, you bastard! Andy’s the father and it may just be a niece and a nephew in there, by the way.’

				‘’Scuse me?’

				Fifteen minutes later, the ice was sure as hell broken. Belinda had to admit, she was getting a little tired of telling people the big news about the twins and then having to join in happily with their shock, excitement, amazement, etc, etc. However, she had forgiven James for his original faux pas after he apologised profusely. 

				‘Mum is going to go ballistic when she hears the news,’ James commented, a little too casually for her liking.

				‘Is that right? And how exactly is she going to find out?’ She raised her eyebrows dangerously at him.

				‘No way! You can’t expect to keep this from her!’

				‘I bloody well can and I bloody well will . . . at least until I’m ready, all right?’

				James opened his mouth to protest but Belinda stared him down. ‘Drop it,’ she said firmly. Keen to change the subject, she added hastily, ‘What’s the story with you, then? Haven’t heard from you in months and now here you are to explain. So . . . Explain.’

				‘Can I start with I’m sorry?’

				‘You can. Doesn’t mean it’ll do you any good though.’

				‘Not going to make this easy on me, are you?’

				‘Why would I? I thought we’d become friends. You were going to be my brother-in-law. Then we lose Andy and I lose you too. You barely even looked my way at the funeral and I haven’t seen you since.’

				‘Jeez, Belle, tell me how you really feel.’ James looked a little taken aback by her honesty.

				‘What did you expect, seriously?’ Belinda was prepared to stand her ground on this one.

				James leant forward, resting his elbows on his knees and tapping his fingers together. Eventually, he took a deep breath and spoke. ‘All I can say is that when I lost my brother, it destroyed me. Spending time with you, even looking at you, just made me think of him and it hurt too much.’ He puffed his cheeks out nervously.

				‘Right. So looking at me made you think too much of Andy?’ She paused before continuing, ‘So then how the fuck do you think it makes me feel when I look at you?’

				He nodded his head fervently. ‘Fair call, fair call,’ he agreed. ‘But I’ve been feeling terrible about it, you have to believe me. And you know what? I missed you. We did have fun together, getting drunk, taking the piss out of Andy; I guess that’s how we bonded, really. Anyway, I know if Andy were still around he’d be furious with me. All he wanted was for us to get along and I’ve just been a complete bastard.’

				‘Yes, you have.’ Belinda began to soften just a little. ‘But then again, I get it – why you found it hard to be around me. Plus I have been pretty hormonal lately, so I tend to overreact to things at times.’

				‘Can we start over then? I’d really love to hang out with you again. Though I take it we won’t be having any big nights out at the pub anytime soon?’

				Belinda shook her head and then smiled. ‘Remember the night Andy first introduced us? That ended up being a big one.’
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				‘So this is the chick that took my little bro off the market, eh?’

				‘Hey, Belle, why don’t you look after the table while we grab the drinks?’

				‘Hang on, Andy, did I just hear James say ”little bro”? Excuse me, but aren’t you guys twins – therefore the same age?’

				‘Apparently being born first makes him the “older and wiser” big brother. We’ll be right back – Frangelico and lime, right?’

				‘Sure, thanks.’
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				Belinda narrowed her eyes at James. ‘Did you know that I overheard the two of you at the bar that night, when you guys were grabbing the first round? I was supposed to be guarding the table, but I needed to head to the bathroom and when I realised you guys were talking about me, I kind of couldn’t help listening in.’

				‘Christ, are you kidding me? I was being such an arsehole that night.’

				‘To start with? Yes,’ said Belinda with a laugh. ‘But you improved, so I forgave you.’
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				‘Best behaviour, remember, James?’

			  ‘What’s your problem, man? What have I done this time?’

				‘I could see the way you were looking at Belle. You’re not even going to give her a chance, are you? Look, she’s a great chick and I’d appreciate it if you could try and get along with her. I really like this girl.’

			  ‘Jeez, I wouldn’t have guessed you “really liked” her by the size of that fucking rock on her finger. How much did that chunk of metal set you back anyway?’

				‘Not the point here.’

				‘Whatever. But, man, where do you get off proposing without even flicking me an email or something first?’

				‘Is that what this is about? You’re mad cause I didn’t consult you before getting engaged?’

				‘Whatever. It doesn’t matter; I couldn’t care less about the whole thing.’

				‘Look, I don’t know why I didn’t contact you first. I guess I was just nervous and therefore worried you might try and talk me out of it. And ever since you stayed overseas and I came home, it’s not as if we’ve been that close. But I really do care about your opinion, so can you please just try and get to know her. It’s going to be a crap wedding if the best man doesn’t get along with the bride.’

				‘Best man?’

				‘Are you kidding? Who else would it be?’

				‘All right, I’ll give her a chance if you swear you’ll never talk to me about your feelings again.’
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				‘How did we end up having so much fun that night?’ James asked, frowning.

				‘Shots,’ Belinda responded matter-of-factly.

				‘Ah, yes. And finding out that you could give as good as you got. I remember I tried to have a go at you for losing our table, but you weren’t going to take any shit from me. I was impressed.’

				‘Plus don’t forget Andy was the designated driver that night and so the drunker we got, the more annoyed he became and the more we made fun of him.’

				‘Man, I was a shocking brother.’

				‘Don’t beat yourself up, that’s what brothers do. If I remember correctly, Andy was just happy the next day that we were getting along. All he wanted was for us to be friends.’

				They both started to relax now that everything had been aired. Conversation turned to lighter topics and they found they had plenty to catch up on. Belinda told James all about her embarrassing fall at the gym, to which he responded with the appropriate mix of amusement and concern, and he told her about his school break-in and near night in gaol. She was shocked to hear that his mother had stood up for him. She had always thought Evelyn to be more in the ‘throw ’em to the lions’ school of parenting. After James’s heartfelt story, Belinda felt herself opening up even more and she let him in on the recently revealed family secret.

				‘I can’t say I would have picked your family as having a Jerry Springer style scandal,’ was his initial response.

				‘Hey! It isn’t that bad,’ she laughed, whacking him with a cushion.

				‘Okay, okay, truce!’ he yelled as he shielded off her blows.

				They fell silent for a moment and he glanced at his watch. ‘Didn’t realise it was getting so late. Should probably get out of your hair and let you have your dinner and what-not,’ he said, starting to gather up his phone, keys and wallet.

				‘“Dinner and what-not”,’ she murmured quietly to herself. ‘Andy used to say that too. He was always finishing his sentences with “and what-not”.’

				James let his shoulders slump a little. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to—’

				‘No, no!’ she interrupted. ‘I didn’t mean anything by it – it was just nice, actually, to hear it again.’ She paused, then added, ‘Why don’t you stay for dinner? It’s been nice catching up with you.’

				He dropped all the bits and pieces he’d been gathering onto the table and fell back into the couch immediately. ‘Great, thanks! It’s horrible and wet and windy out there anyway.’

				She glanced towards the windows. ‘Huh. I hadn’t even noticed that storm building up.’ She looked at James, all comfortable on the lounge, and added firmly, ‘If you’re staying for dinner, don’t expect to just sit on your butt and wait for it to appear. Get your arse in the kitchen, boy.’

				She found they cooked well together – James doing all the prep work with the veggies while she marinated and cooked up the chicken in balsamic and red wine. And he did just the right thing when she asked him to pour them both a glass of the wine to have with dinner. He didn’t question whether she should really be having alcohol in her condition, just poured her a nice, small glass and slid it across the counter to her. Her friends had been driving her mad lately: on the one hand, she had Stacey snatching everything from liqueur chocolates to weak cappuccinos from her in case she put her babies in harm’s way, and then on the other, there was Jules, offering her tequila cocktails and looking confused when she turned them down.

				James and Belinda’s conversation continued smoothly through dinner and eventually they found themselves back on the couch again, listening to her favourite Jack Johnson CD, sharing a block of dark orange chocolate and enjoying being curled up inside while the summer storm that had been brewing earlier raged outside.

				‘This has been nice,’ Belinda said, snuggling herself further into the deep, soft couch. ‘Oh, hello there!’ She shifted and patted her stomach. ‘Guess who’s awake? You want to feel them kicking?’

				‘You can do that?’ James asked doubtfully.

				‘Yes, of course you can, you dork.’ She grabbed his hand and pressed it against her stomach gently. ‘Just hold it there for a sec,’ she instructed.

				He waited a moment or two, then jumped as one of the babies obliged, giving his hand a forceful kick. ‘Holy shit, that kid’s got a mean right hook.’

				‘I think that was its foot actually. I’d say “Twin A’s” foot, to be precise.’

				‘Really? How do you know which one is which?’

				‘To be honest, I don’t know for sure. At the last ultrasound, Twin A was on the left and Twin B the right, but they could have swapped sides.’

				‘Already getting them mixed up, eh? Good luck when they’re born then. You know Mum got us mixed up once? We were about three weeks old. Dad was back at work and Mum was trying to figure out how she was supposed to change two screaming kids’ nappies at the same time. Anyway, she’d been telling us apart with different coloured socks, right? So she lays us both on the floor, pulls off our suits, including the socks, chucks them to the side, changes both nappies and then, as she’s redressing us, she realises she’s forgotten which baby was wearing which coloured socks. To this day, we’ll never know if she put the right socks back onto the right babies. After that, she reckons it started to get easier to tell us apart – subtle differences, apparently.’

				Belinda cracked up laughing and James joined in. He leant forward and touched his finger to her cheek. ‘Tiny bit of chocolate,’ he explained – but his hand lingered and she found herself staring into his eyes much longer than was appropriate for someone who had almost been her brother-in-law.

				‘So I guess, technically, I could actually be Andy,’ he said, intending to break the tension. 

				It backfired, though: Belinda found herself feeling all the more strained and her skin prickled as she began to think, I could have him back, I could have Andy back, right here, right now. She must have been mere moments away from leaning in and kissing him . . . What the hell was I thinking?

				So what if this guy, sitting here on the couch in front of her, might have been the ‘original’ Andy? So what if he looked so much like his brother that gazing at his face gave her a severe case of vertigo? That didn’t make him the same guy who had proposed to her. It didn’t make him the guy she had shared holidays and movie dates and countless amazing nights in bed with. So maybe the guy she’d been engaged to had actually been born first and originally named James – that didn’t matter – the day his mother had mixed them up, he became Andy and he was the one she loved.

				She pulled back from James abruptly and he realised his mistake. ‘I’m so sorry, that was such a stupid, stupid thing to say.’

				‘It’s fine, it’s okay,’ she said, staring determinedly down at her hands. ‘Probably time we called it a night, hey?’ The strain in her voice was apparent.

				‘Good idea,’ he agreed, relieved to have an easy escape.

				He gathered his things and she walked him to the front door, pulling it open, ready to usher him out as quickly as possible. James made to head straight into the hall but, changing his mind, he paused and leant back in.

				‘Look, I’m sorry about what just happened there – but I’m not sorry about coming round. I think we could be really good friends and I do want to keep in touch. I’m bloody glad that I finally got up the courage to come and see you instead of just dropping off those stupid flowers. Like that was going to fix everything.’

				She had been listening with her eyes glued to the floor, wishing him out the door so she could get back inside and start to clear her thoughts. But when he mentioned the flowers, she snapped her head up in shock. ‘Those were from you?’ she gasped.

				‘Yeah, I’m sorry I didn’t put my name on the card. I meant to give them to you face to face but I sort of chickened out at the last minute. Anyway, I guess I just wanted to make things up to you, after everything Mum said. To be honest, I felt as though I should be somehow looking after you. A bunch of flowers was the first thing that came to mind . . .’ He kissed her gently on the forehead, then whispered, ‘Friends, yes? Promise me we can keep being friends. I want you in my life and I know that Andy would have wanted that too.’

				‘Sure,’ she said quietly, anything to get him out – now there was even more to think about.

				Thankfully, he finally left, obviously satisfied that she was going to keep in contact with him. She closed the door behind him, then turned and leant her back against it, slowly sliding herself down to the floor. Not only had it not been Andy helping her bring in the groceries from the car tonight; it hadn’t been him who had sent the flowers. Although, were both bunches from James? She supposed they must have been. Maybe he dropped off the roses first and then later remembered that her favourites were lilies? After all, all their friends knew that it was a standing joke between her and Andy that he could never get it right. James had said he’d wanted to look after her, that flowers were the first thing that came to mind. So it must have been him also doing all those friendly little favours she’d thought were Andy.

				‘No more tears,’ she said determinedly to herself. She needed to accept it. Andy had never been haunting her: it had been James all along and there was no point crying over spilt milk.

				She pressed her hands down on the floor and carefully stood back up again.

				It was time to move on.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 12

				Evelyn

				Evelyn pressed her back against the sticky, padded bench seat and breathed in the strong aroma of scrambled eggs, bacon, roasted tomatoes and steaming black coffee. Bazza grinned at her from across the table. ‘How good is this place?’ he asked, stabbing his fork straight into the middle of a hash brown and lifting it up whole off the plate.

				‘Frankly, the stench is a little nauseating. A tad too overpowering for my taste. But yes, I’ll give you one thing, the food is impressive for such a gaudy looking restaurant.’

				Bazza had extended a breakfast invitation to her the other day when she’d met up with him at SkyChallenge for her third solo jump. She had taken a second jump as soon as possible after the company had opened back up after the holidays, but this one had been with Chad and the experience hadn’t been nearly as lovely as each jump with Bazza had been.

				Now, as Bazza swallowed a gigantic mouthful of hash brown, he continued proudly, ‘You tell me you need to take your mind off some family issues and I bring you to a themed café where the smell of food and the dazzle of the garish décor is so strong you’ve got no hope of concentrating on anything deep and meaningful. Did I deliver, McGavin, or did I deliver?’

				‘Yes, yes, an apt distraction technique,’ she assured him as a waitress offered to top up her coffee in a very ‘American diner’ sort of way. She felt like she was in one of those clichéd sitcoms.

				‘So what are these family problems you’re trying to escape? Doctor Baz’s clinic is officially open for business.’ He took a massive bite of his hash brown, then leant forward, placed his elbows on the table and rested his chin on his fists, peering expectantly across at her.

				She raised her eyebrows at him in amusement. ‘Ahh Bazza, I think you’ve just missed the point here. We were supposed to be distracting me from my issues, not dredging them up so we can rub them in my face some more.’

				‘Yeah, but you know that’s not how I roll, Ev baby.’

				Evelyn choked on her coffee. ‘“Ev baby”? So now we’re on a “first name slash terms of endearment” basis, are we? God, I hate to think what you’ll be calling me next!’

				‘You love it,’ he replied with an air of relaxed authority. ‘Now stop trying to change the subject. We all know the real reason you let me bring you to this trashy diner today.’

				‘Is that right? We all know why I’m here, do we?’

				‘That’s right, sista. I know it, you know it and that Betty Boop waitress over there knows it.’

				‘And why is it?’

				‘It’s because you really do want to chat about what’s going on in your life. You had a fricken fiesta giving us all the real dirt on the McGavin family back at Murphy’s pub before Christmas. I’m like your resident therapist, and while I should be charging you at least one-fifty an hour, I’m willing to let you slide on a freebie. So spill it.’

				Evelyn prepared herself to retaliate, but then she caved. What was the point in arguing? ‘Fine, you win.’ She launched into a rundown of what had happened when she’d left Bazza and the others at the pub. Bazza was suitably impressed to learn that she had been able to get James off the hook and even more so when he heard about how she had put the old school principal in his place. She cut the story short then, saying (in a voice that was just a tad too upbeat), ‘So that night James and I went out to dinner to celebrate.’ She gazed vaguely around the diner as though that was all there was to it.

				‘And yet I’m getting the feeling that there’s more to the story, otherwise I wouldn’t be sensing a world of hurt radiating across the table from you?’

				Evelyn sighed crossly. ‘You don’t give up, do you?’

				‘Nope.’

				‘Okay, okay, so James and I had a little bit of an argument over dinner – that’s it.’

				‘Give me some details to work with here.’

				‘He brought up the one person I least want to hear about, talk about or even think about. He brought up Belinda, Andrew’s fiancée. He seemed to think we ought to be keeping in touch with her.’ She spat the last few words out as though disgusted by the mere thought.

				‘Allow me to play devil’s advocate here and ask: is that really such a bad idea?’

				Evelyn fired up in an instant. ‘Are you joking? That woman, that girl, is responsible for my son’s death. Why would I want to have anything at all to do with her?’

				‘Just chill, McGavin, I’m on your side. But humour me and explain exactly how she’s responsible?’

				‘How? My God, I can’t even begin to put it into words – it’s everything about her. He met her and it changed the course of his life. Had he never met her, then he never would have died. It’s as simple as that.’

				‘Walk me through it. How did meeting her wind up with him being killed?’

				Evelyn huffed a little irritably. ‘If I have to spell it out . . . before he met Belinda, he was still living with me and studying at university full-time. He was doing well, getting good results, and working a part-time job at a bookstore that was right around the corner from home. Because he was living with me, he was earning all the money he needed, and I let him off paying any board because I wanted him to concentrate on his studies and not have to worry about any financial issues.

				‘Then he met Belinda and, before I knew it, he became serious about her, was spending far too much time with her, and all of a sudden it was vital that he had to move out, which led to him cutting back his last year of uni to part-time study so he could get a full-time job to pay rent. Before Belinda came into the picture, I can assure you he had absolutely no interest in moving out and he certainly wasn’t interested in interrupting his studies for work of any kind.

				‘But here’s the important part. He was killed a block away from his work, while on his way home from work, just five minutes after leaving work. Do you get the connection now? He meets Belinda, Belinda makes him move out, therefore he needs a new job to support himself, therefore he ends up at that stupid Ezymart shop on Pitt Street, on that particular day, at that particular time, around the corner from his work.’

				Bazza hesitated momentarily, then spoke carefully. ‘Take a step back and imagine you’re hearing those words from someone else’s mouth. Think about it: “he met her, therefore it’s her fault”.’

				His calm, sensible words were infuriating her. ‘You’re not listening to me. Don’t you understand? She orchestrated his whole life so that he would end up in that stupid job. So of course it’s her fault. The whole thing was completely and utterly her fault.’ She paused for a brief moment and then pushed on determinedly, ‘She might as well have pulled the bloody trigger.’

				Bazza seemed to flinch at her final words. She had never told him exactly how her son had died; he was only just finding out now that he had been killed in a convenience store. She had shocked herself a little, saying those words out loud. He recovered quickly, though, and then gave his unwanted opinion, ‘I got one word for ya, McGavin: harsh.’

				‘Harsh? My son is dead and you think I’m being harsh?’

				‘Look, woman, I’m still on your side here. I see that girl on the street – what did you say her name was? Belinda? Right, I see this Belinda on the street and sure, I’ll give her a filthy look instead of my usual surreptitious once-over. But would I go so far as to accuse her of causing her own fiancé’s death? Nope. And I’ll tell you why – because it’s too damn harsh. You even realise what you’re putting on that girl’s shoulders? You’re making her solely responsible for another human being’s death when there would have been too many other factors at play. Can you guarantee one hundred per cent that he wouldn’t have ended up in that same job had she not come along? Maybe his mates would have convinced him to move out regardless. How about why he was in that shop? Do you even know why he went there after work? Do you get where I’m going with this?’

				Evelyn was preparing her retort – and she was not going to hold back – when Bazza’s eyes widened and he leant forward and asked her a question in a slightly frantic, uncharacteristic voice. ‘Evelyn, I’m sorry to ask you this, but when did your son die? When exactly?’

				This was the first time he’d ever called her by her full first name. She decided to save her retaliation and respond. Something seemed to have spooked him.

				‘It’s been four months, three weeks and six days. He died September eight, and if you want the time to the second, it was five-seventeen pm.’ She held his gaze, kept her voice level and emotionless. ‘Why?’ she added a little tiredly.

				He ignored her question. ‘And you say he was killed in an Ezymart store? The one on Pitt Street? And he was . . .’ he paused nervously, ‘he was shot?’

				‘That’s right.’

				‘Right. Um, you’re going to have to forgive me. I’ve gotta take off. Somewhere I need to be.’ He gestured vaguely towards the street as though that explained it all.

				Evelyn couldn’t help but feel a little hurt. ‘First, you sit there and tell me I’ve got my ex-future-daughter-in-law all wrong, and now you’re going to leave before I get the chance to defend myself? I can’t believe you’re standing me up when you were the one who invited me out.’

				Bazza reached across the table and gave her hand a quick squeeze. ‘I’m really sorry – there’s just something that’s come up, okay? Plus I don’t think you quite know the meaning of being stood up. Does it count as standing someone up if you actually show up to start with?’

				And with that he was gone, leaving his half-eaten breakfast behind. She pushed her own plate away. Her appetite had evaporated.

				‘Didn’t even get to talk to you properly about my fight with James,’ she murmured sulkily to herself.

				‘What was that, ma’am?’

				Evelyn realised a waitress was standing right next to her. ‘Nothing,’ she said hurriedly. ‘Perhaps you could just bring me the bill?’ Ha, left with the bill yet again. First, James at dinner; now, Bazza at breakfast. Young men these days – no manners.

				‘Nope, ’fraid I can’t do that. Bazza’s a regular here and he already asked for the bill to be put on his tab. Can I get you anything else?’

				Evelyn shook her head guiltily.
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				Annoyingly, Evelyn didn’t get to catch up with Bazza again for the next few weeks. They kept missing each other at SkyChallenge, which meant she had to take a couple more of her jumps with the ever unimpressive Chad, and she couldn’t seem to reach him on the phone. She was getting very frustrated. She had all these comebacks saved up ready for him, perfectly sensible reasons as to why she should still be blaming Belinda, but she wasn’t being given the chance to share them. 

				What was more annoying was the frequent calls that she had started getting from work. Apparently five months was long enough for a grieving mother to get over her son’s death and it was time she got back to her ‘responsibilities’.

				‘Hi, Evelyn, just checking in again. So how are you today?’ Gabbie’s sugary-sweet voice was like a screwdriver to her spine. The calls had become a daily ritual.

				Then there was the morning that her boss had turned up on her doorstep. ‘We understand what you must be going through, but . . .’ he’d begun. 

				Evelyn had barely hesitated before replying, quite matter-of-factly, ‘No you don’t, Alby. You don’t have a fucking clue.’ And she’d closed the door in his face. It had felt good – even if she didn’t really know why she hadn’t gone back to work yet.

				The next night, she decided that while it wasn’t time to return to work, it was time to return to book club. Although, to be perfectly honest, it seemed like such a bland hobby in comparison to her more recently acquired pastime. Book club was being hosted by Violet that night. The group was a rather eclectic mix that included: a couple of the women from Evelyn’s work whom she could actually tolerate, some mothers from Violet’s kids’ school, along with one mum’s somewhat sprightly mother-in-law and, finally, Violet’s extremely camp and yet happily (and heterosexually) married next-door neighbour, Neville.

				Violet was both pleased and surprised to see Evelyn when she turned up at the door. ‘Hello, stranger,’ she exclaimed happily.

				‘Stranger? I just had coffee with you a week ago!’

				‘Yes, but in the context of book club you’re a stranger.’

				Evelyn shook her head at her sister as she stepped past into the house.

				The rest of the group were equally pleased to see her. ‘Darling, it’s so good to have you back!’ Neville cried, touching his fingers dramatically to his throat, his voice choking up a little as he spoke.

				Evelyn took one look at the group sitting around her sister’s lounge room – all dressed in their comfy knitted cardigans (Neville included), regardless of the fact that the early autumn weather was still quite warm and comfortable – and was simultaneously hit by two trains of thought. The first was simply, ‘Goodness, this lot seem so boring now.’ The next was a memory that surfaced as flashbacks often did when she smelt something strong and familiar: sudden and clear. It was of book club quite a few years back. The faces were a little different – there were some old members who had since dropped out, while some of the newer ones were missing – but the knitted cardigans were the same. And while the room in this memory was her own lounge room, the set-up was similar: dim, warm lighting, Arnott’s assorted biscuits on the coffee table and cups of tea and coffee scattered around amongst several books.

				On this particular night, they had just started a rather lively and spirited discussion on the merits of some author or other when Andy, James and three or four of their mates had poured into the room, all wearing pastel-coloured cardigans. They had sat themselves down amongst the book club members and begun to nod along with the conversation, their faces dead serious. Violet had cracked up, Neville had got flustered, worrying about new members joining without official approval, and Beryl, the blue-haired mother-in-law, had clasped her hands together with joy at having some ‘young blood’ in the group. The boys had kept up the charade for a good twenty minutes before getting bored and taking off – presumably to the pub to congratulate themselves on their hilarious little skit.

				Now, back in Violet’s lounge room, feeling immensely nostalgic and thinking she would give anything to be transported to that evening again, when she had so easily taken Andy’s existence for granted, Evelyn wondered if she’d perhaps returned to book club a tad prematurely. But it was too late: Neville was already leading her to the couch and the girls from work were delightedly asking her if the rumour that she’d slammed the door in the boss’s face was true.

				Later, when all was finished and they were done packing coffee cups into Violet’s dishwasher, Evelyn asked her sister if she remembered that night.

				‘Oh God, yes. They even dressed up in the cardigans and everything.’ Violet grinned fondly. ‘I know you thought they were being disrespectful and silly, but I just found them so funny. I mean, Lord knows what possessed them to do it, but you had to admire their commitment to a joke. They hung around with us for almost half an hour!’

				Evelyn smiled sadly at Violet. ‘Yes, I guess you do.’ It was funny how a joke from three or four years ago could only make sense to her now. When it was simply too late to have a good laugh about it.

				Evelyn was brought back to the present by Violet’s quiet voice. ‘Ev, I’m thinking about leaving Mark.’

				She looked up at her sister. Surely she hadn’t heard her correctly. ‘What did you just say?’

				‘I said, I’m thinking about leaving Mark.’

				Evelyn let her mouth drop open. ‘What do you mean? Where is this coming from?’

				‘Oh, you know, this and that . . .’ Violet faltered and turned her back to press the controls on the dishwasher.

				‘You’re not serious. Come here and stop jabbing at those buttons – let’s sit down and you can explain yourself properly.’ Evelyn took her sister by the elbow and led her to the kitchen table.

				Violet gave a huge sigh. ‘Look, I didn’t want to say anything to you, I figured you’ve got enough on your mind, but . . . I needed someone to talk to . . .’

				Evelyn nodded along encouragingly.

				‘Right, well, you know that his long working hours have always been a bit of a sticking point between us. I was so mad with him when he missed Andy’s engagement party, for instance. And there’s been so many other things: weekend activities with the kids, sports carnivals, that sort of thing. But Christmas Day was just horrendous. There you were, dragging yourself through the day like death warmed up, and I just wanted his support . . . I wanted to be there for you, but I also wanted him to be there for me. And he just doesn’t get it. He has no idea I even feel this way, completely oblivious.’ Violet put her face into her hands. ‘I don’t even know what I’m saying here. Am I being crazy?’

				Evelyn rubbed her hand across Violet’s back soothingly. ‘All right, first things first. When you say he has no idea, you haven’t actually brought any of this up with him yet? He doesn’t know you’re considering leaving him, or that there’s actually a problem to begin with?’

				‘No, not exactly.’ Violet’s voice was uncharacteristically small.

				‘Here’s my opinion then: you’re jumping the gun, my dear. And this is what you’re going to do: you’ll bring the kids to me this weekend, make sure he clears his calendar, and the two of you need to go away somewhere and talk this whole thing out. I’ll admit I’ve always thought that husband of yours was a bit off-balance with the career/family juggling act, but he still deserves the chance to change. You have to at least let him know that there’s a problem, give him the opportunity to fix it if he can. I’d wager that by the end of the weekend you’ll know whether there’s a marriage still worth saving.’ Evelyn clapped her hands together happily. Problem solved! ‘It’s about time I “hung out” with my niece and nephew anyway. I’ll show them their old aunt still has some fun left in her.’

				Violet nodded. She looked relieved that her sister had taken charge. ‘Thanks, Ev, I should have known that all I needed was to talk with you about it.’

				‘Yes, you should have. I’m your big sister. Just because you’ve spent most of your life thinking you’re the one who needs to tell me what to do, doesn’t mean I don’t have some good advice to give.’ She stood up and pulled her cardigan off the back of the chair, swinging it around to place it on her shoulders. She picked up her car keys. ‘But don’t think I didn’t notice you saying I looked like death warmed up at Christmas. You’ll pay for that one.’

				Violet smiled. ‘Yes, I thought I might.’

				Driving back home that night, Evelyn realised that she was starting to feel sort of good about herself. She’d done something nice for her sister. She was thinking about someone else instead of wallowing in self pity, as she had been for the last few months. And she had the feeling that Violet and Mark were going to be just fine. Every marriage had its rough patches – you had to hit the low points to really enjoy the highs. Although, admittedly, she could barely remember any low points with Carl, apart from the cancer. Yet even then they’d still had some beautiful days together.

				‘Goodness, we had an easy marriage, didn’t we?’ she thought wistfully to herself. But instead of crying, she turned up the radio and smiled. ‘And I was lucky to have it.’

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 13

				Andy

				On the last day of his life, Andy woke up, opened one eye to see that Belle was still sleeping, then rolled over and climbed out of bed as quietly and quickly as he could. He tiptoed into the bathroom and stood in front of the mirror, taking a moment to himself. 

				It was definitely time to broach the subject with her, and tonight after work he would do just that. Andy had never been this excited in his life. Even on the day that he had proposed to his Belle he had been nervous and pumping with adrenalin, but today he was just excited.

				He also felt damn smart. He couldn’t believe he had figured it out. He was like a detective! He knew exactly when the last one was, he was sure of it. And it had now been seven weeks. There definitely had not been another one in between. He had been testing his theory every couple of nights to keep an eye on things, and each time things had been perfectly fine. In fact, things had never been better.

				She was definitely pregnant. And he was pretty certain that she had no idea.

				He thought back to that night, several weeks ago, when Belle had arrived home from a hen’s night absolutely toasted. She had left the apartment earlier that evening, looking stunning as always, assuring Andy as she went that he needn’t wait up. Andy had enjoyed an evening to himself for a change. He watched a sci-fi flick on TV that Belinda would have hated, ordered takeaway from the Hills House of Dumplings, and turned into bed around eleven, feeling pleasantly satisfied both from the food and the entertainment (the sci-fi flick had included some excellent gratuitous nudity – tastefully done, of course).

				He had woken with a start at what seemed like just half an hour later and looked first at the bedside clock to double check the time. It was quarter to four. He sat in bed, blinking in the dark, trying to figure out what had woken him up so suddenly. Then he heard a crash from the living room. ‘Yep, that’ll do it,’ he thought as he climbed groggily out of bed. Nothing like a drunk chick home from a hen’s night to wake you up in the middle of the night. 

				He headed out into the living room and fumbled for the light switch. When he flicked it on, he was greeted with the sight of his fiancée, sprawled on the floor, arms entangled in the leaves of their pot plant, ‘Vern the Fern’, which she must have walked straight into and sent flying. It lay on its side, looking rather despondent as it leaked dirt onto the carpet.

				‘Oh, babe, did I wake you?’ Belinda slurred up at him, a look of innocent surprise on her face, the sweet smell of girly mixed-drinks strong on her breath. Andy smiled down at her – even trashed she was still beautiful. Okay, so he didn’t find her quite so beautiful when, just half an hour later, he was woken yet again to find her clambering urgently across him and then half running, half stumbling into their ensuite to throw up.

				It wasn’t until the following evening that a sudden thought crossed Andy’s mind. Wasn’t it quite soon after taking the pill that she’d started emptying the contents of her stomach last night? He decided it wasn’t worth worrying about though. Surely one single pill couldn’t make that much difference, could it?

				Now it looked as though he’d been right to wonder. Would she be mad at him for having dismissed his fears and not having told her? But, really, how could she be – she obviously hadn’t thought it was anything to worry about either. Besides, they were getting married; they’d be having children eventually, so why the hell not now? He liked the idea of being a young dad. That meant when his kids got old enough to want to kick a soccer ball around the backyard, he’d still be fit enough to give them a good run for their money. And fishing! He’d take their kids fishing one day. Man, he hoped Belinda wanted to have a nice big family like he did.

				He managed to pull his mind back to the present day and out of the rosy, Partridge-family future he had been concocting. This was brilliant: how many guys got to surprise the girl with this kind of news? The plan for tonight was simple. When they got home from work, he’d tell her to put her feet up and relax while he cooked her dinner, something gourmet, but no glasses of wine. Then Almond Magnums for dessert (her favourite); and afterwards he’d pull a home pregnancy test out of his pocket and hand it over, then wait for her to realise and probably (hopefully) get as excited as he was. Oh, and flowers! How could he forget his go-to move for any tricky situation? He’d have to pick up a nice bunch of roses today – to add to the romance.

				As he showered, he thought about the first time he had discovered the astonishing power that a decent bunch of flowers had over a girl’s mind. He was in Year Eight, it was lunchtime, and he was waiting to be tagged in on an informal game of soccer he and his mates were playing. The previous day, James had done the unthinkable: he’d humiliated him in front of his high-school crush, Tania Stevens. Andy had vowed never to return to school, but that obviously wasn’t going to fly with his mum. So he’d resolved himself to the fact that he would just have to try and avoid Tania for the remainder of his school life. That’s when it happened. He was facing the action on the field, expecting to be tagged in at any second. There was a tap on his shoulder. He smelt her before he turned to face her. Strawberries and cinnamon. He took a shaky breath before meeting her eyes. What was she going to say to him in front of all the guys?

				‘You are the sweetest guy ever.’

				Andy was stunned – was she being sarcastic?

				And then it happened: she just leant in . . . and kissed him – just like that. The kiss was all over in less than three seconds, but it felt like a lifetime that her lips were against his. Then she whispered in his ear, ‘If only you were a senior, I’d be dating you for sure.’ And she was gone, swallowed up in a gaggle of her giggling girlfriends.

				The guys went absolutely mental. But the best part was James’s reaction. He was absolutely flabbergasted and clearly pissed off that his brother had outdone him. Andy had just received his first kiss – before James. Later, he found out that all his mum had done was have a beautiful bunch of roses delivered to the school for Tania, with some romantic sentiment on the card, apparently sent from Andy. Apparently, the thrill of receiving the flowers in front of all of her classmates was enough to make her melt. Ever since that day, Andy had been harnessing the power of this secret weapon for any fight, special occasion, or sometimes just for that shocking time of the month when a girl simply needed to be cheered up. Somehow, it always seemed to do the trick.

				He was showered and dressed before Belinda had even stirred. Today was her late day at uni and her day off from the pool, so she was having a sleep in. He gave her a kiss on the forehead and she reached out and grabbed his wrist before he could leave.

				‘Hey, stud, you think you can do what we did last night and then just take off the next day?’

				‘Ha, ha. Yeah, I suppose I am a stud.’

				‘Mmm, I suppose I could let you go – just as long as you promise I get that kind of treatment again tonight?’

				‘Promise.’ He kissed her again and headed out the bedroom door with a little bit of a hop in his step.

				All day he couldn’t concentrate on his work. A little tune kept playing over and over in his head. ‘We’re gonna have a baby, we’re gonna have a baby, we’re gonna have a baby’. Hmm, it was becoming quite repetitive and annoying. He also knew he shouldn’t be getting this excited. What if he had it all wrong? What if she wasn’t really pregnant? At least tonight they would know for sure.

				When he went out for lunch he took the stairs down to the office foyer two at a time. Nathan from HR was walking up the stairs and called out to him, ‘Andy! Hand on the handrail, mate! Don’t want to have an accident there, do we?’

				‘Nathan! Bite me, mate!’

				Andy continued out the door without looking back. He would pay for that later. There would probably be an email about proper office conduct, and Nathan would most likely put in a complaint to his supervisor – that was the type of guy he was. But Andy was in too good a mood to care. Coombes caught up with him as he was heading into the Pitt Street food court.

				‘Suzie just told me what you said to Nathan. Man, you’re a classic!’

				‘It seriously just came out. Could not help myself. Shit, if Suzie heard, then the entire office is going to know about it.’ Suzie was from the sales department and was a serial gossiper.

				‘Still worth it. You want a kebab?’

				‘Yep, I’ll grab the table.’

				Damn. As much as it was nice to have some company for lunch, he had been planning on dropping into the chemist to pick up the pregnancy test for tonight and now he couldn’t do that in front of Coombes. He would have to try to make it down to the Ezymart store or something after work.

				The rest of the afternoon went by without too much drama – just agonisingly slowly. His manager pulled him aside and gave him a quick speech on being careful about what he said to other people in the office, although at the end he added, ‘Must have felt good though, eh? Jeez, that guy can be a wanker sometimes.’

				Andy was almost finished for the day when he thought he’d take a few minutes to check on his Facebook account. There was a message on his wall from James.
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				Typical. He hadn’t heard from his brother in weeks – he didn’t even know for certain which country James was in at the moment. And now he wants news, today of all days? Andy drummed his fingers on his desk, considering his response. He really shouldn’t tell James about Belle’s suspected pregnancy. She’d kill him if his brother knew before she did. But maybe he could give him some kind of a clue? After all, James had been gutted that he’d proposed without letting him know his plans first. And there had been that drunken night earlier in the year, when Andy had promised James that he’d be the first to know when they had kids one day.

				They were at a bar in Martin Place. James had just flown back into the country for Andy’s engagement party and was meeting Belinda for the first time. Afterwards, James came back to their place to crash on the couch. As Andy had helped him onto the lounge and handed him a blanket (and a bucket – just in case), James had slurred up at him, ‘Next time you propose to a girl, just drop me a line on Facebook or something, okay?’

				Andy had shaken his head at him. ‘The thing is, there won’t be a next time. But when we decide to have a baby one day, you’ll be the first to know.’

				‘Thanks, little bro.’

				Andy just hadn’t realised that day would come so soon. He thought carefully for a minute and then commented: 
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				That would do for now. It would probably just confuse James: he’d be thinking they’d brought the wedding date forward or something . . . Actually, that wasn’t such a bad idea. He hadn’t really thought about what effect Belle’s pregnancy might have on their wedding plans. Would she mind walking down the aisle with a bun in the oven? Either way, they could talk about all that tonight – once he had her in a good mood by dazzling her with his cooking prowess.

				He checked the clock on his computer and saw that it was about ten to five. Belle usually made it to pick him up by about ten past. There should be just enough time to run down the road and buy the pregnancy test, and a bunch of flowers to sweeten the deal! He decided to phone her quickly and make sure she wasn’t running early or anything. Fingers crossed, she might actually be a bit late so that he’d have some more time.

				He dialled her mobile and she answered in a rushed, breathy kind of voice. ‘Hi, babe, what’s up?’

				‘I’m almost done.’

				‘Okay.’ No indication in her voice of whether she was early, late or none of the above.

				‘I just thought I’d tell you.’ He tried his best to sound casual.

				‘Okay.’ Still no more info out of her.

				‘That’s all really.’ Well, what more could he say?

				‘Okay.’

				‘So I’ll see you soon then?’ Looked like he was just going to have to wind this up.

				‘Yep.’

				‘Okay . . . bye.’

				He hung up and packed his things up fast. Leaning over the partition, he told Coombes that he was just going to run down to the Ezymart store before Belle arrived, and asked him to let her know he wouldn’t be long if she happened to turn up while he was gone. Andy strode out of work as calmly but as quickly as he could. He headed down the road and was inside Ezymart, browsing the ‘Family Planning’ section (which was basically just condoms lined up next to pregnancy tests) for the most reliable kit, when it happened.

				He had been choosing between ‘One Step to Happiness’ and ‘Rapid Result’ when a young kid walked through the door, head down, arm tucked inside his jacket – nothing special about him. Until he pulled the gun out from his jacket and started yelling at everyone to get the fuck down and stay down. He couldn’t have been much older than fifteen, maybe sixteen years old, yet he was shouting at the guy behind the counter and waving the gun in his face with a crazed look of rage.

				Shit, this kid could actually kill someone here.

				Then Andy noticed the seeping sores on one arm of the assailant; the guy was using his free hand to scratch savagely at them.

				Ice, Andy thought automatically to himself. This kid must be on ice. He stood and stared in shock for a moment, before realising that he really had better follow the guy’s instructions and get the hell down. His body was well ahead of his mind, though, and he found that he was already lowering himself to the floor – his heart pounding.

				‘Are you fucking deaf or something? Hand over the cash, man – all of it.’ The guy behind the counter was frozen in shock too; he was fairly young himself, maybe nineteen years old, tall and lanky with a pair of thick, dark glasses framing his thin, pale face. 

				Give him the money, Andy urged him with his thoughts. Just give him the money so he gets the hell out of here.

				Finally, the clerk clicked into action and began to fumble with the register. ‘I just h– have to f– find the key,’ he stuttered. ‘I can’t open the register without it unless there’s a tr– transaction going through.’ But when his hands returned from under the counter, he wasn’t holding a key. He held up a gun of his own, pointing it back at the kid unsteadily.

				‘L– look,’ he continued to stammer, ‘my boss said no more robberies here. He’s h– had enough. So why don’t you just get out. Okay?’

				Andy took a sharp intake of breath. Holy shit. It wasn’t as though he was any kind of expert on these situations, but he was fairly sure you weren’t going to make things any better by adding more firepower into the mix. Just keep your fucken head down, Ando.

				The drugged-up kid did not take well to having the clerk reciprocate in kind. In one swift motion, he leapt up onto the counter, then squatted down face to face with him. Without giving him a chance to respond, the kid shoved the clerk’s gun to one side and then squeezed his throat with his free hand. Instantly, there was a deafening BANG as a gun went off. The shaking staff member must have squeezed the trigger automatically. Andy jerked his head up. Had anyone been hurt? Off to the side of the counter he saw the frozen-Coke machine oozing liquid from a hole in the centre. Thank Christ for that. So had it scared off the kid? 

				Not a chance, he was madder than ever. ‘You’re NOT gettin’ it, buddy! I need money and you’re gonna give it to me.’ He screamed the words into the clerk’s face. The clerk had already dropped his revolver. Obviously, the shock of actually shooting off a bullet had spooked him. He must have let go of it the instant after it fired.

				Andy wondered about the other customers who were there in the shop, going through this ordeal right along with him. From his spot on the floor, halfway down the middle aisle, he had a clear view of the counter and could easily see all the action, but there was no one else in his aisle. Who was here when he had walked into the store? Who else was lying terrified on the floor behind those shelves?

				The question was answered for him when a new noise was added to the commotion. A baby crying. From the sound of it, a newborn baby. Andy’s heart sank as he remembered having seen a young girl over by the fridge section when he’d entered the store. She’d had a baby snuggled into her chest in one of those baby-carrier thingamys, all tucked up under a pale-blue blanket. He had probably been sleeping through the whole confrontation, completely unaware of the danger he was in until the gun went off. Andy looked down at the pregnancy test in his hand, the one that he’d picked off the shelf to consider, and imagined Belle in here with their own baby in her arms. Oh God, that poor girl.

				He couldn’t really remember who else might have been in the store along with them. Maybe another couple of youngish guys – probably close to his age – in business suits. Perhaps at least one other woman, middle-aged. His mind flicked to all of the countless action movies he’d seen, where there was always at least one guy trying to play the hero who got involved with the intention of saving the day but inevitably ended up dead and made the situation a whole heap worse in the process. Usually it was a security guard, or maybe an off-duty cop or an ex-marine, conveniently and coincidently placed in the middle of the drama. Thank God no one he could picture here in the shop fitted that description. He sent a silent message to them anyway, just in case. If any of you are thinking of doing something heroic . . . don’t!

				In the time that this was all running through Andy’s head, mere seconds had passed. He focused on the action at the counter again and was relieved to see that the clerk had finally given in and had opened the till. The crazed kid began greedily scooping handfuls of cash from the register. Unfortunately, as he did this, the baby’s wails from the next aisle began to grow louder – the young mum was having trouble comforting him. The kid paused briefly emptying the register, seeming at last to become aware of the noise. He put both hands to his ears, letting the gun spin dangerously around his finger, and yelled out angrily, ‘Someone shut that little fucker up or I will.’

				There was a sob from the mother and then the sound of her desperately trying to shush her baby. Andy’s heart began to beat faster still. C’mon, you little shit, just take your money and get the hell out of here.

				The kid now spun around and stood up, still on top of the counter. He was looking at his fistfuls of cash. ‘Not enough,’ he whispered quietly at first. And then, louder, ‘It’s not enough!’ he shouted at the top of his lungs. He surveyed the shop, able to see everyone from his vantage point up high. ‘Empty your pockets!’ he ordered. ‘Cash, phones, watches – I want it all. Pull it out and put it on the floor.’ Andy obeyed immediately, fishing out the contents of his pockets – phone, wallet, watch – and dumping them next to him. He could hear the rustling of other customers doing the same.

				The kid next turned to the clerk. ‘All right, friend. You’re gonna play courier for me. Collect all their stuff and bring it back here. And HURRY UP!’ His voice rose hysterically at the end. He seemed to keep rapidly losing it – one second he’d be calm and rational (well, as rational as a person holding up a convenience store could be) and the next he was screaming like a psycho.

				The clerk was clearly all done with any acts of defiance, heading out from behind the counter to do as he was told. He started making his way around the shop, collecting customers’ valuables as instructed. When he reached Andy, he kept his back turned to the kid up on the counter and carefully slid Andy’s phone back towards him, pressing it into Andy’s palm, out of sight, as he picked up the wallet and watch with the other hand. His face was shiny with perspiration and his glasses had slid down his nose, slightly askew.

				‘Call triple 0,’ he hissed. ‘I don’t know why my panic button hasn’t worked yet.’ Then he turned away, heading for the next aisle without waiting for a response.

				Oh, crap! How could this be happening to him? Why had the bloody clerk chosen him to play hero? Surely trying to dial the police would be far too risky. What would the guy on the counter do if he caught him out? Probably shoot him dead without a second thought. Andy’s palm felt sweaty and slippery around the mobile. What was he going to do? 

				But he was saved from having to make a decision as he realised something else was now taking place. The clerk must have taken too long collecting money and jewellery from the young mum over by the fridges. The kid was jumping down and heading their way. ‘Hey, man, what the fuck are you two talking about? You think you can plot against me? You think I’m, like, stupid or something? Get away from her!’

				Andy heard a sickening thud. He must have kicked the clerk to the side to get him away from the young mother. ‘What was he saying to you? Tell me!’

				‘Nothing,’ the girl whimpered. ‘He didn’t say anything. I– I was just having trouble getting my rings off for you. They were stuck.’ Possibly sensing his mother’s fear, the baby started up again, wailing loudly.

				‘I thought I told you to KEEP THAT BABY QUIET!’

				Shit, the kid’s going psycho again. Andy couldn’t bear it. He had to know what the hell was going on. All he knew was what he could hear, and that wasn’t enough – he needed to see past the shelves. If he does anything to hurt that little baby . . .

				Andy made a split-second decision. He pulled himself up onto his hands and knees and began crawling towards the end of the aisle. When he reached the end, he pressed his back against the shelf and then slowly peered around the corner. Now he could make out what was going on. He felt sick as he saw the young mum clinging to her crying baby and the crazed guy towering over her, waving his gun wildly. The clerk was slumped against the fridge doors, his hand pressed against his side where the guy had kicked him hard in the gut. A look of complete terror was pasted across his face.

				‘Make it shut up! Make it shut up!’ yelled the kid, rolling his head as though the sound of the baby’s cries were torture.

				‘I’m trying,’ she sobbed. ‘Hush, darling, hush, Mummy’s here,’ she whispered in a choked voice, her tears falling onto the baby’s head.

				I have to do something before he does. Andy looked down at the phone in his hand. He shakily began to press the buttons, unlocking the key pad and then punching in the three zeros. He had never dialled triple 0 before. Was he going to be able to get the message across to the person who answered without alerting the guy to what he was doing?

				Once again, he was saved from having to follow through. It looked as though the kid couldn’t take the noise anymore. In one rapid movement, he swung the gun down, smashing the girl across the face with the butt, sending her sprawling. Then he leant over her and began to tug at the straps of the baby carrier.

				‘I’ll make it shut up. I’ll make it shut up for good,’ he muttered to himself as he worked at the clasps. The clerk looked away, terrified. Andy stuffed the phone back into his pocket. There was no time to wait for help to arrive. He had to do something himself. He couldn’t watch this baby get hurt – maybe even murdered – right before his eyes.

				Andy leapt to his feet and began to run full speed at the kid. As he ran, everything seemed to slow right down. He could see the kid about to pull the baby free from the carrier. He saw the mum, coming to after the blow to her face, opening her eyes and realising that her baby was about to be taken from her by a crazed teenager with a gun. He saw the clerk averting his gaze – determined not to get involved. And then he was launching himself at the guy, knocking him off his feet just before he could pull the baby away from his mother.

				He didn’t actually hear the gun go off. He didn’t even feel the bullet go into his stomach. He just felt himself being thrown backwards with incredible force. When he looked up, he saw the kid getting to his feet, staring down at him with shock, glancing from Andy to the gun in his hand and then back at Andy again, his eyes wide with the realisation of what he had just done. Then the kid was running, the gun clattering to the ground as he took off out of the store.

				Next thing, people were surrounding Andy, telling him it was going to be okay. Telling him to stay calm. He could feel warm blood sliding down from his stomach and a searing pain that he couldn’t quite understand. His eyes darted around at the crowd as they fussed over him. He could see horrified, frightened faces. Why are you all so worried? The guy’s gone, isn’t he? But he had a sneaking suspicion that he knew why they were all panicking so much. It had something to do with that gun going off and the pain in his stomach, right? A simple thought entered his mind: I need my mum.

				His fingers closed around the phone in his pocket and he pulled it out, pressed the speed dial for his mum’s work, then held it to his ear and waited for her to answer. It rang a couple of times and there was a click as she picked up and answered in her official work voice.

				‘Good afternoon, Evelyn McGavin speaking.’

				‘Hey, Mum?’ He seemed to need to take quite a deep breath just to get those two words out.

				Meanwhile, one of the suits in the shop had knelt down next to him and was taking off his jacket, pressing it against Andy’s stomach. Dude, you’re going to get blood all over that.

				‘Yes, dear?’ his mum said abruptly into the phone.

				Andy had almost forgotten he’d phoned her. Oh, yeah, that’s right, I wanted my mum, didn’t I? 

				‘Can you please come here? I kind of need you. Yeah, I think I need you, need you now.’ He practically sang the words into the phone, then had to take another big breath. Why was it getting so hard to breathe?

				‘Where are you?’ She sounded a little panicky.

				Chill, Mum, it’s cool, I just need you is all. ‘Ummmm. I’m here. And there’s something I have to tell you. Mum, it’s so important. You should just come here. Yeah, I need you, need you, need you now.’ Wait! What exactly was it he had to tell her? He knew there was something, but he couldn’t seem to quite put his finger on it.

				The people around him continued to fuss. Someone tried to gently pry the phone away from his fingers but he tightened his grip. He heard someone yell out, ‘Should we move him?’ Oh, no, I’m quite comfortable here, but thanks all the same. There was more yelling, it was really quite disruptive. Can’t you all see I’m on the phone?

				‘Andrew, tell me where you are? Focus! Tell me exactly where you are?’

				‘I’m here, Mum! Need you, need you now. Need you, need you, need you now,’ he sang tunelessly. Then he realised he could hear beeping. His mum was gone. He pulled the mobile away from his ear and saw that he had accidentally pressed the ‘end call’ button with his thumb. Oops. Sorry about that, Mum.

				A second later, the phone vibrated in his hand. He tried to answer it, but somehow pressed the ‘end call’ button again. Hmm, why aren’t my fingers working properly? He realised then that there was something clutched in his other hand. He pulled his hand up to his face to see what it was. His eyes were a little blurry. He managed to focus and saw that it was the pregnancy test he’d been looking at buying. He must have held on to it right through this whole thing. Belinda! She doesn’t even know she’s pregnant! Andy had a strange feeling that he wasn’t going to get to tell her. His mouth didn’t seem to be working anymore; it felt like it was full of marbles.

				The young mum was leaning over him. She had a long, glossy, blonde ponytail that was swinging over her shoulder and a fringe that was stuck to her forehead with sweat. Her cheeks were flushed bright red and there was a streak of blood mixed with mascara smeared across her left eyebrow from a nasty looking gash. She was yelling into his face, but he couldn’t really hear what she was saying, he could only see her lips moving. I can’t lip-read, he told her. You’ll have to speak up. Then he realised he hadn’t actually told her that, he’d just thought it.

				He looked closer at the girl’s teary eyes and saw something in them. Fear? No. Panic? No. Pain? Nope. It wasn’t that.

				Death.

				It was death that he could see in her eyes. Oh, no, she’s going to die? But she’s so pretty and lovely. Such a nice young girl. No, that wasn’t right though.

				Oh. It wasn’t her death he could see. It was a reflection. A reflection of him. Of his death.

				Right.

				So this is it? Final curtain call for old Ando. Sorry folks, no encore here.

				Another voice entered his subconscious. A calm, sensible voice. In fact, it was sort of a prissy, annoying voice.

				‘Yes, Andy. This really is it.’

				Oh, yeah? And who the fuck are you to tell me that this is it?

				He could sense the emotions rising up in his chest. Fear, distress and an overwhelming feeling of sadness. ‘I’m sorry, Andy, but you haven’t got long. This is it. These are your last moments. It’s time to say goodbye.’ The voice became clearer, stronger, and he realised it was his own voice he could hear, steadily talking him through it all, guiding him to the end.

				I’m not going to make it. I really am about to die.

				He had to make his voice work, he had to say goodbye to Belle. He had to tell her he loved her. He had to tell her it was okay, that he knew she was pregnant, but she was going to be just fine. That she would be able to do this on her own.

				He lifted the phone up to his face to dial her number, but it was obvious he wasn’t going to be able to speak to her. Something warm and thick was trickling out of his mouth and down the side of his cheek. There was no way he could speak.

				Text. I’ll have to send her a text.

				Right, how was he going to put all that he needed to say into one text? And what if he were wrong? What if she wasn’t even pregnant? What if his last words to her were a mistake? All he knew for sure was that her period was late.

				He opened up the ‘compose message’ screen. He selected her number then went to write the message. Suddenly, he had a moment of absolute clarity. He knew this really was it. The end. He only had seconds, there was no time to explain it all – he barely had time to type just two words.
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				Then the world went dark.

				He thought he might have seen his mum appearing above him, smiling down at him, tears in her eyes. But maybe that was just his imagination.

				And then the world slipped away from him, out of his grasp, and there was a new voice. A warm, hearty voice, accompanied by deep, right-down-in-the-belly laughter. It was a laugh of pure pleasure. It made him feel as though someone was so happy to see him that all they could do was chuckle with joy.

				He saw the sparkle of the sun on the water and heard the whirl of a fishing rod being wound in. He felt a strong, familiar hand clap him on the shoulder.

				‘Hello, son.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Part Three

				The Last Day

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 14

				Belinda

				‘Andrew is dead.’ Stacey hissed the words irritably into Belinda’s ear.

				Belinda attempted to twist herself around to look at her notoriously blunt friend, but had difficultly turning from her position on the floor, legs stretched out in front of her, her lower back supported by a boomerang pillow. She felt like a turtle stuck on its back, arms and legs flailing uselessly.

				They were at Belinda’s antenatal class and Stacey had offered to step in as a replacement for Andy. Actually, she’d sort of just assumed that she would be accompanying Belinda to her classes. The class instructor currently had them simulating labour positions, while their partners were supposed to be offering support and comfort, massaging their backs and whispering words of encouragement. Stacey definitely needed to work on her support techniques.

				‘Thanks, Stace, I was aware of that actually,’ Belinda whispered back. ‘Any reason why you felt the need to bring it up right at this particular moment?’ She tried to keep her voice from rising hysterically. It was extremely hard not to lose it around Stacey at times, and the frenzied squealing of a woman who was about twice the size of all the other pregnant mums was highly likely to break the relaxed mood the instructor was attempting to create.

				‘I can tell that you’re getting annoyed with the way I’m massaging you, and I just thought I’d remind you why you’re stuck with me so that you could get on and deal with it.’ Stacey spoke matter-of-factly, before adding huffily, ‘And I can’t help it if I have bony hands; that’s just the way they are.’

				Christ, this is going to be a long night.

				When the class was over, forty-five minutes later, Stacey was adamant that she would follow Belinda home to see that she got there safely. After a frustrating drive that involved Stacey gluing her navy-blue hatchback to Belinda’s rear bumper, they arrived back at Belinda’s apartment where Stacey proceeded to follow her all the way inside.

				‘Stace, I still have at least three weeks to go, possibly more – six if I go to full-term. I’m hardly about to spontaneously erupt into labour any second, so you really don’t need to shadow me everywhere.’

				‘It’s not labour I’m necessarily worried about. Although now that you mention it, I do want to talk to you about that. I’ve been working on a roster that I want to get all of our friends to follow so that you’re never left alone once labour is imminent.’

				‘Fuck me,’ Belinda whispered under her breath.

				‘What was that?’ Stacey asked sharply.

				‘Nothing, didn’t say a word. We’ll come back to this roster in a minute. What do you mean when you say labour isn’t what you’re worried about? What is it that you are worried about?’

				‘Your mental health.’

				‘Oh God, please enlighten me. You may as well stay for a bloody cup of tea now.’

				Stacey sat herself down on the wrap-around as Belinda boiled the kettle and placed tea bags in mugs.

				‘Just so you know, I’m not helping you make those cups of tea on purpose. It’s important that you learn to be self-sufficient, despite your condition. You’re going to be doing things for yourself a lot in the future, and under much harder circumstances.’

				‘Stace, how do you think I’ve been getting by on my own for the past seven months?’

				‘It’s a mystery, believe me.’

				Belinda marvelled at how her friend could sound like a middle-aged mum at times. Once the tea was poured and they were both sitting comfortably on the couch, Stacey launched into a prepared speech.

				‘You’ve obviously been suffering from some sort of posttraumatic stress ever since Andrew died, which was then compounded by finding out about the twin pregnancy. This has resulted in hallucinations to the point where you’ve been living in a delusional fantasy world in which Andrew is haunting you, leaving you gifts and doing special favours for you. I have tried time and time again to snap you out of it by giving you perfectly reasonable explanations, but we’ve reached the point where drastic measures have become necessary. You’re going to have two babies soon and you need to be sane, preferably legally so. So, as your friend, I have made you an appointment with a highly sought-after psychiatrist for this Friday.’

				With friends like you . . . Belinda couldn’t help but laugh. ‘You can’t fricken help yourself, can you?’

				‘Excuse me?’

				‘Stace, haven’t you noticed that I haven’t brought up the whole “Andy haunting me” thing in weeks?’

				Stacey frowned, thinking it over. ‘Are you quite sure?’

				‘Yes, I’m sure. When I got back from my trip to the farm a few months back, I started trying to ignore the signs, but it became quite easy to do that after James came to visit me and it turned out it had been him all along. He sent me the flowers. He’s been trying to help me out. The day he came to see me, he started carrying my shopping up from my car for me – before he’d even said hello.’

				‘So . . . you’re over it?’ Stacey asked doubtfully.

				‘Yes. I am completely and utterly over it. Andy is not and never was haunting me. His bloody twin brother was.’

				Stacey was visibly disappointed. ‘Why don’t I already know all this?’ she asked.

				Belinda squirmed uncomfortably. She hadn’t brought it up because she didn’t want to face what had almost happened with James. And she most certainly didn’t want Stacey to know about it.

				‘I don’t know, maybe you’ve been so caught up in researching my “post-traumatic stress” that you stopped paying attention to what was actually going on with me.’ She tried to sound light-hearted and airy.

				‘Or I have enough going on in my own life to keep me busy. It’s not all about you, you know, Belinda,’ Stacey said haughtily.

				Belinda felt a little guilty now, for more than one reason. She pushed that moment with James carefully to the back of her mind and tried to focus on her friend instead. She had forgotten that her friends’ lives would all be continuing on regardless of the monumental events happening in hers.

				‘Sorry, you’re absolutely right. How about we talk about you for a change? Update me! Tell me what’s been happening!’

				‘Hang on. You’re telling me it was all James? Everything that you thought was Andrew haunting you?’

				‘Umm, I thought we were talking about you here. Yes. All James. Everything. Moving on . . .’

				‘No, no, just let me think about this for a sec. What about the time the bus came back for you? How did he explain that?’

				‘He didn’t. I didn’t ask him to go through and explain every last detail. I don’t know, I guess maybe he was on the bus and he asked the driver to stop for me?’

				‘I don’t buy it. Why would he be catching the bus on that line? Plus, you would have recognised him when you hopped on. And what about the car battery that was left in your parking spot? How did he know you had a flat battery?’

				‘Why are you trying to poke holes in this? You’re supposed to be happy that there’s an explanation for it all.’

				‘Yes, but not if it’s not the right explanation. I think you should call him and quiz him about this. Find out how he’s pulled it off.’

				‘Uh, no, I really don’t think that’s necessary.’ Belinda tried to hide how awkward she felt. Stacey was definitely the last person with whom she wanted to discuss her confusing feelings for James.

				Luckily Stacey was too engrossed in this new mystery to pick up on Belinda’s slightly panicked tone. She pushed on. ‘The group’s getting together for a muck-around soccer game Saturday week. James will be there. You should come and watch and we’ll both confront him about it then.’

				‘What do you mean they’re playing soccer? Since when? Why don’t I know about this?’

				‘I didn’t think you’d mind. After Andrew died, a few of the guys wanted to keep up his tradition of playing informal soccer games once a month. They wanted to invite you, but I informed them you were in no state to be playing soccer and there was no need to involve you.’

				Belinda was stunned. ‘You’ve all been getting together, catching up once a month and reminiscing about my dead fiancé, and you didn’t think there was a need to include me?’ She had that same sick feeling she used to get back in primary school when she’d find out her friends had planned a game of elastics at ‘little lunch’ without her. It used to happen frequently. She was quite good at elastics, so the girls in her grade were constantly seeking a new corner of the playground to hide from her so someone else might have a chance at winning. That hurt, left-out feeling could be excruciatingly painful.

				‘I didn’t think you’d mind.’ Stacey remained oblivious to the fact that she had offended her friend. ‘Anyway, it’s given me a good chance to try and get everyone onboard with my roster without you there to complicate things. What I’m planning is that from week thirty-five of your pregnancy onwards – that’s next week – you’ll never be left alone. It’s likely with a twin pregnancy that you’ll go into labour at around week thirty-seven, and it could easily be even sooner, so it’s important that there is someone there at all times to help you through the early stages of labour, call the hospital, and drive you in, etc. I’ll admit, the others have been a bit hesitant about it so far, but I’m confident I’ll talk them round. I’m thinking Coombes is going to be good for the nights because he’s done shift work before, and Jules will be good for middle of the week, daytime. As for weekends—’

				‘Get out!’ Belinda cut Stacey off mid-rant.

				‘Don’t be ridiculous. We still have lots more to talk about.’

				‘Stacey, I am dead serious. I cannot take having you plan every minuscule bit of my Goddamn fucking life for one minute more. So I am asking you to please leave. NOW.’

				‘Belinda, I don’t appreciate your tone.’

				Belinda thought back to all the times she had gone to phone up Andy’s mates and then hesitated, wondering why they had stopped trying to contact her, why they didn’t want to spend time with her. Then she envisioned her best friend seeing them all on a regular basis, the whole gang, together without her. It stung. She lost control.

				‘GET OUT, GET OUT, GET OUT OF MY FUCKING HOUSE RIGHT NOW!’ she screamed, hurling cushions at Stacey, causing her to drop her mug of tea onto the floor, the hot liquid spreading across the rug and seeping into the carpet.

				‘This is just insane. I’m going to leave because you need to calm down, and I hope you do so for your babies’ sakes,’ Stacey said, her sanctimonious tone infuriating Belinda even further. ‘I guess we won’t be cancelling your appointment with the psychiatrist after all,’ she added as she headed out the door. Belinda slammed it behind her.

				It took her a full half an hour to calm herself down again.

				The following day at work, Belinda found it difficult to concentrate. Her fight with Stacey kept running through her mind, plus it didn’t help that today was her last shift at the pool. She was doing her best to take mental notes on each of her students so she could give the replacement teacher a good rundown of where they were up to in their lessons, but she kept getting her Lachlans mixed up with her Joshuas, and her Ellas mixed up with her Avas. At least she had been at this long enough that the lesson program came easily to her and, luckily, the students she was teaching today were at Squid level or above, so there were no non-swimmers that she might accidentally let drown while she was busy drafting a conversation with Stacey in her head.

				Halfway through her shift, however, the cuteness of her favourite class won out and she finally managed to immerse herself in the pleasure of helping eager five-year-olds attempt butterfly for the first time. If you could call wriggling across the bottom of the pool like a worm ‘butterfly’ . . .

				‘Belinda! Look! Over there, that’s my dad! You see, right next to my mum! That’s him, in the tie! My dad!’ Oliver had finished his lap of ‘butterfly’ and had just noticed his father arrive in time to see the end of his lesson.

				Belinda did her best to match his enthusiasm. ‘Wow, that’s great, Oliver!’

				‘Yep. That’s my dad.’

				She tried not to laugh at his serious little face, so full of pride for this man. ‘Maybe I don’t need to give up the teaching just yet. I could last a little longer, just a couple more weeks,’ she thought wistfully to herself.

				An hour later, her last class was reminding her that, yes, she definitely did need to give up teaching right now. They were three brothers, aged ten, eight and seven, and they generally spent the thirty-minute lesson making her life hell. They were constantly taking off from the wall for their lap of freestyle far too close together, so that inevitably one would get kicked in the head and then scream out in an anguished voice, ‘He did that on purpose!’ while the one in front, rife with the injustice of it all, would cry out, ‘But he was swimming too close!’

				‘Gonna miss it?’ asked another teacher as Belinda headed for the showers, the three brothers somehow miraculously still intact by the end of the class and most likely scheming on how they would torture their new teacher next week. She thought for just a second of Oliver’s angelic little face . . . and then she thought of her hair constantly smelling like chlorine, cold winter nights running to her car in her swimmers to take a proper shower at home, and the devil brothers banging each other over the head with kickboards. She was probably about due for a break from this place, pregnancy or no pregnancy.

				‘Ha!’ she responded, ‘I reckon I’m going to cope just fine.’

				A shower at the pool was going to have to do for today: she was rushing to meet Jules at the movies in twenty minutes. They were treating themselves to a Gold Class session. Jules had just aced a few mid-semester assessments and Belinda didn’t need an excuse to go for Gold – she didn’t bloody fit in the normal-sized movie seats anymore.

				‘Stacey coming?’ Jules asked as Belinda rushed up to meet her at the cinema entrance, breathless from the half-run, half-jog from the car park.

				‘Nope, just us.’

				Jules shrugged indifferently. She made no secret of the fact that she could take or leave Stacey. As they handed over their tickets and headed into the theatre to find their seats, Belinda tried to keep her voice casual as she asked, ‘So have you been going along to these monthly soccer games I’ve just heard about?’

				‘Oh God, I knew this was going to blow up in her face eventually. Look, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about them, but Stacey told us you weren’t interested and it would upset you if we brought up anything that reminded you of Andy. I had a feeling she had kind of made the decision for you, but you know me – didn’t want to get involved. Stacey can be fucking scary too.’

				They found their places and sat down, distracted momentarily by the fun of reclining their giant seats and putting their feet up.

				‘Oh my God, I don’t think I can ever go back to normal cinemas,’ groaned Jules as she stretched her legs out luxuriously.

				‘I guess I can understand,’ said Belinda, as though she hadn’t even heard Jules speaking. ‘It’s just that you could have checked with me. I would have liked to have caught up with all the guys, you know?’

				‘Belle, read my lips, woman. Not. Getting. Involved. Take it up with your high-school bestie. Stacey’s the one you have your D ’n’ M’s with and talk about your feelings to. Me? I’m the one you come to when you’re in any state to head out on the town and start drinking again. Now don’t go getting us confused, okay?’ She paused to have a sip of her drink before adding, ‘Ssshh, the previews are starting. I hate missing the previews.’

				Belinda knew she couldn’t get annoyed with Jules. She was what she was: a good-time friend who was great when it came to going out and having fun but not the best in difficult situations, and definitely not one for confrontation. She briefly wondered if they would even stay friends once she gave birth. They’d only met a couple of years back when she’d started at Sydney Uni, getting to know one another over a shared hatred of a particularly evil tutor. While Stace could be a prude when it came to cutting loose, she was always there for you when things got tough, looking out for you – whether it was what you wanted or not. And Stace had been her friend since they were kids: they’d played motorbike-tip together on the farm, gone to boarding school together. They had so much history . . . Still, good intentions or not, she’d bloody well taken it too far this time, controlling her life and her friends, and Belinda wasn’t ready to be forgiving just yet.

				The movie was one of those romantic comedies with a plot she’d seen a million times before, predictable twists and mediocre jokes. The blandness of the film gave her the chance to let her mind drift. She found herself thinking about little Oliver from her five-thirty class, and remembering his pride when he pointed out his dad. If she had boys, would they be that proud of her one day? ‘Hey, look over there! That’s our mum!’ Or was this a male thing where little boys saw their dad as the superhero while their mum was simply there?

				Great, now she was getting all emotional again. This seemed to be happening to her more and more lately. Jules was going to think she was getting teary over this load-of-crap movie. How embarrassing. Really, the more she thought about it, little Oliver wasn’t that cute or angelic. Actually, he was kind of annoying. Plus he almost always seemed to have a snotty nose. And to be honest, the kid was sexist. I mean, really, why not point your mum out to me, kid? Why doesn’t she get the big introduction that Dad does?

				She started to feel a bit better.
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				Two weeks later, when Saturday came around, Belinda realised she was relieved to have something to do, even if she was nervous about seeing Stacey at the soccer game. Finishing up work the previous week had left her with long, empty days, especially as she’d had to pull out of her course mid-semester too. No more uni to look forward to for some time now; who knew when she was going to have the time to go back and finish up her last subject?

				She arrived at the park and threw a light scarf around her neck as she climbed out of the car; it was ridiculously windy that afternoon. Her stomach felt fluttery with butterflies (and heavy with kicks) as she walked over to her group of friends and realised she wasn’t just nervous about seeing Stacey. She hadn’t seen any of the guys since the funeral – how were they going to act around her? Apparently, ‘surprised’ was how they were going to act.

				Christ, Stacey hasn’t even told them about the pregnancy.

				She had to go through the obligatory, ‘Yes, how wonderful I’m pregnant, and yes, I am huge, and that’s because I’m having two babies actually, and oh wow, what a shock that is, and yes, they’re Andy’s, and I’m sorry I hadn’t told you all yet, and yes, you can pat my belly if you must.’ Frankly she found it all a little nauseating.

				It turned out that Stacey had kept referring to Belinda as unable to play ‘in her condition’ or ‘in no state to play’ and they had all assumed she meant because of her grief and had followed the orders not to call and upset her. In her usual attempt not to get involved, Jules simply hadn’t bothered to correct them. Belinda began to feel a fool for not having phoned any of them herself to tell them the news, or even just to chat about Andy. She’d forgotten that the guys had really been quite good friends to her too over the years. She missed hanging out with them. Even the overtly crass and sexist Shanks brought a smile to her face when he slung his arm around her shoulders and gave her a slightly strangulating hug.

				‘So where is our beloved sergeant, anyway?’ Belinda asked, surprised that Stacey wasn’t already there, organising them into teams and allocating positions. She wouldn’t put it past her to turn up with coloured team bibs and start sending them off on warm-up laps around the oval.

				‘Apparently she can’t make it today.’ The voice came from behind her and Belinda froze. She had completely forgotten that James might be there too. After all, they were just as much his friends as they were Andy’s. ‘I see everyone’s heard your big news?’ he added as he stepped around in front of her. ‘You’re looking really good,’ he said with a warm smile.

				‘James, good to see you!’ Too upbeat, she scolded herself, just act natural! ‘So you’ve heard from Stacey?’ she added, realising then that this was rather unusual.

				‘Yep. Phoned me as I was getting out of the car, asked if you were here. Saw your car and figured you were, told her as much, then she said to let everyone know she couldn’t make it. You two fighting or something?’

				Belinda felt her face go red with embarrassment. As annoyed as she was with Stacey, she didn’t want to be the reason for her not turning up, especially seeing as avoidance was definitely not her usual style. Then she remembered that Stacey was the reason that she hadn’t been there herself for the last few months, and the guilty feeling vanished. Stuff her.

				‘You kids gonna play or what?’ she asked, leaving James’s question hanging unanswered.

				She sat down in the grass to watch as her friends fanned out, randomly choosing which side they were going to play for, and then began a game that could really only be very loosely referred to as soccer. A few minutes in and Jules had already scored the first goal for her side. As she cheered her pal on, Belinda realised that inside she wasn’t feeling all that cheerful. In fact, she was feeling rather jealous. She used to love Andy’s soccer games, although they only got to play them for about four or five months before he’d died.

				She closed her eyes and let the familiar sounds wash over her. The ball rolling through the damp grass. The running, crunching footsteps and the wind whipping through the surrounding trees. The high-pitched, breathless, hysterical laughter as her friends fought over the ball.

				It took her back to a match a few weeks before Andy had died. If she concentrated really hard, she could almost believe it was that day. Sure, the sun probably felt a little warmer today than it had then, but it was just as windy . . . yep, she could make it work. She imagined that right now she was just taking a break from play for a few minutes and Andy was out there with the others, kicking arse as usual.

				And then she let the full memory wash over her, examining each minute detail with quite impressive accuracy. At this particular match, they had managed (for a change) to follow the rules and keep score properly and the game had become quite serious. They were tied at three-all and their side had possession of the ball. It had been decided that the next goal would end the game, seeing as they were all fairly keen to get to the pub. Coombes got cornered with the ball and passed it off to Andy, who started heading for the goal. The rest of the team cheered him on, assuming the game was over – not many of the guys had much luck tackling her fiancé once he had the ball; it was pretty much glued to his feet.

				He was just about to take his shot when Jules, who was the opposing side’s goalie, came charging at him. Realising his angle had been cut down too much to guarantee a sure-thing, Andy turned to look at Belinda, who was off to his right. She had been ready to back him up, but at the same time had assumed she wouldn’t need to.

				‘Belle, it’s on you, baby!’ he’d hollered as he used a bit of tricky footwork to pull the ball back and out of Jules’s reach before passing it to Belinda, setting her up with the perfect shot. She was so taken by surprise that she fumbled when the ball reached her. The grass was damp from a shower earlier that morning and her foot had slipped across the slick ball when she tried to kick it. Her leg flew straight up in the air, making her lose her balance and land on the ground with a graceful thump.

				She’d looked up just in time to see the ball – rolling agonisingly slowly from her dismal kick – cross the goal line before Jules could make it back. As Jules had screamed out in rage at her loss, Andy and Belinda had simultaneously let out a whoop of delight: not only had they won, but they’d displayed real-live teamwork! It was a step forward for their relationship! Drinks at the pub after that match had been such a great afternoon. She remembered sitting on Andy’s lap while he jiggled her playfully up and down and whispered in her ear, ‘Ahh, my hero! My beautiful, clumsy hero!’

				God, I miss you, Andy.

				She wondered then if Stacey perhaps had had her best interests at heart when she’d tried to keep her away from all this. Here she was feeling jealous because she wasn’t out there scoring the goals herself, and at the same time feeling this gut-wrenching longing for Andy, to have him by her side, preferably rubbing her back right about now. Was she really ready to be here? Although, the more she thought about it, the more she found herself wondering if it was such a gut-wrenching feeling she was experiencing. Sure, she missed him. Sure, she wished he was here. But there was something else there. A strange feeling of contentment was starting to creep over her. A feeling that, while she was definitely sad that he wasn’t here, it was also okay. She was going to be okay.

				She opened her eyes to watch the action out on the field again and stopped feeling jealous. I’ll get to play again soon. And even though it won’t be with Andy, one day it will be with two little miniature versions of Andy; and from the way they’re hammering at my kidneys, I reckon they won’t be bad little soccer players themselves.

				She spent the rest of the afternoon giving much more genuine and generous cheers, and let herself simply enjoy being around Andy’s mates once again. They really were a good bunch of guys. Afterwards, at the post-soccer-match visit to the pub, conversation naturally lapsed into reminiscing about Andy.

				It was a relief to watch his closest mates chatting about him in such a relaxed way – a stark contrast to the last time Belinda had seen them speaking about him back at the funeral, their faces pale, voices choked and eyes bloodshot. Witnessing them actually cry had been such a shock. She’d known they would be devastated, but they were such typical blokes, she’d never expected such raw emotion from a bunch of guys who would just as easily be found settling in for a marathon of Saw movies without a hint of concern for the film’s doomed characters.

				Before she left the pub, Coombes pulled her aside. ‘Are you going to make it to the GameTech awards night next Saturday?’ he asked. Belinda had received an invite in the mail a few weeks back. She had gone along to this event the previous two years with Andy and, while it was sweet of his boss to invite her along this year, the thought of going without her fiancé had made her ache with longing. She was definitely starting to cope better, but going along and seeing all of his workmates and hearing about the projects he’d worked on just before he died felt like it could be pushing it.

				‘Look, I know that you guys are planning a special tribute for Andy, but I’m just not sure if I’m up for it. Do you mind if I see how I’m feeling on the day?’ she responded noncommittally. Coombes nodded; he seemed to understand.
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				Things were finally starting to gain some semblance of normality again. Belinda was no longer being (and, in fact, never had been) haunted, she had come to terms with her pregnancy, she was spending time with all her mates, and she was (for the most part) managing to feel at ease around James. Her happy, floaty feeling of contentment continued over the next week. Even Doctor Vashna couldn’t help commenting at her next check-up.

				‘Is everything all right, Belinda? You’re thirty-seven weeks pregnant. With twins. This is the point that most women are strangling me and telling me I need to get those babies out, now. But I don’t think I’ve seen you look more relaxed through this entire pregnancy.’

				Belinda just smiled serenely and enjoyed her feeling of superiority over those other women. She barely paid attention when Doctor Vashna gave her a strict reminder to head straight to the hospital when the first signs of labour hit – any day now.

				That evening, as she was cooking her dinner and dancing (somewhat breathlessly) around the kitchen, she felt good. And she continued to feel good as she fell asleep in front of The Amazing Race. That was, until she woke up to the sound of the phone ringing.

				A little while later she hung up the phone and had to grip the kitchen counter for support as a wave of dizziness overcame her, the words from the conversation rushing around her head. Her heart was beating furiously. What the hell did this mean? Hot. She was feeling hot and flustered. She had to get out of here, take a walk and try to clear her head with a bit of fresh autumn night air.

				She opened her apartment door, but stopped in her tracks when she saw something at her feet. What was that? A block of chocolate? She carefully knelt down to pick it up. As she read the packaging, tears sprang into her eyes. It was a block of Cadbury Snack, with a bright yellow sash across the front of the wrapper proclaiming: ‘New! Snack Favourite Bits!’ A picture of a giant, grinning pineapple danced across the front. She opened it up and saw the rows and rows of pineapple pieces. Nothing but her favourites. The night that Andy had proposed to her came rushing back and she stumbled into her apartment, breathing hard.

				‘It’s not over,’ she whispered to herself. ‘I knew it was you. All along, I knew it was you, Andy. You really are here, aren’t you?’

				The answer came in the form of a tight, hard pain that spread across her stomach, squeezed for a few moments and then released. Ouch! Was that Andy trying to communicate with her? Perhaps it was meant to be a gentle embrace and he’d just got it a bit wrong. Being a ghost and all was sure to mess with your senses, right?

				No, you dimwit. A more sensible, snippy voice popped into her head. Pull it together – remember the antenatal classes? I know exactly what that was, and so do you. That was a contraction.
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				Chapter 15

				Evelyn

				Evelyn ran her fingers around the silky-smooth edge of the invitation and then across the bumpy embossed letters: ‘GameTech Awards Night.’ She re-read the details, squinting her eyes a little at the small, swirly type:

				Saturday April 14, 8.00 pm

				Banksia Function Centre, Darling Harbour

				Please join us for canapés and cocktails as we unveil the latest GameTech ‘Work of Art’ and present awards to the key players involved in bringing this new project to life. There will also be a special tribute to Andy McGavin, one of GameTech’s finest employees, a true talent who is sadly missed.

				RSVP: March 26

				Andrew’s old boss had sent her the invitation a month ago, adding a personalised note that said he would be honoured if she would join them for GameTech’s biggest night of the year, and that she was welcome to bring a guest. She wondered if he expected her to bring Belinda or if she would have been sent an invite of her own. Regardless, Evelyn had no intention of even telling her about the night, let alone inviting her along. To be honest, she had barely even considered going herself, pushing the invite to the back of the kitchen drawer and, simultaneously, to the back of her mind.

				Now, while searching for some thumbtacks so she could proudly display an article from the local paper about her niece Matilda leading her school’s debating team to victory, she had come across the invitation and found herself wondering why it was that she had been so determined not to go.

				‘What’s that fancy-looking invite for?’ Violet appeared behind her. She had dropped by for a coffee and a catch-up. Violet snatched the card from her hand before she had a chance to stop her. ‘Evelyn! This is tonight. Why did you agree to look after the kids again?’ she exclaimed, exasperated. ‘Never mind, I’ll ask Mark’s mother to take them, even though they keep insisting they’re too old to be babysat – but you’ll have to do something about your hair. Have you got an appointment booked at Lorenzo’s Salon for this afternoon?’

				‘No, I have a jump booked for this afternoon. And I’m not going tonight, so I can still babysit the kids.’

				‘What do you mean you’re not going? Don’t be ridiculous. Did you even read this invite properly? They’re having a special tribute to Andy – you have to go.’

				‘No, I don’t. Those people are responsible for Andrew’s death. If he hadn’t been working for that stupid company, he wouldn’t have been there that day and he wouldn’t have died. I don’t want to have anything to do with them.’

				‘Is that right? Oh, okay, fair enough then. It’s just that I thought it was Belinda who was responsible for Andy’s death – but that’s great if you’ve moved on from blaming her. Because that means you could probably give her a call some time, seeing as she was going to be your daughter-in-law and she probably deserves an apology for the whole “you’re-the-reason-my-son-is-dead” thing at the funeral.’ Violet’s voice sounded flippant and casual, but Evelyn knew better – her sister was choosing her words very carefully, hoping to catch her out.

				‘You think you’re very clever, don’t you, Vi? If I say that I still blame Belinda, then you tell me I have no reason not to go tonight, and if I say I blame GameTech, then you think you can make me have some sort of magical reconciliation with the “daughter-I-never-had”.’ Evelyn gave a derisive snort. ‘Well, how about this? I blame the whole bloody lot of them.’ She poked her tongue out at her sister and added haughtily, ‘So there.’

				‘Very mature.’ Violet went to the fridge to grab the milk for their coffee. ‘But seriously, Ev, it’s time you moved on. And no, I’m not saying you need to get over your son’s death, I know that’s not something you could ever simply “get over”. But you do have to stop playing this blame game. By your way of logic, you could blame just about anyone for his death. You could even blame me.’

				‘And how would you be to blame?’ Evelyn asked, plunging the pot of coffee as she spoke.

				‘I was the one who recommended sending the boys to Hunters Hill High, where Andy met his mate Michael Coombes, and it was Michael who got him the job at GameTech. You see what I’m saying? If you go back far enough, you can find links to anyone. The fact is, there were a lot of factors involved that led to Andy being in that shop on that afternoon at that particular time, and you have no way of knowing how his life would have changed had one of those contributing factors been changed.’ Violet poured the coffee, a triumphant look on her face.

				Evelyn prepared to argue, but just felt too damn tired. Violet was right: all this time spent figuring out how to blame everybody was getting out of hand. Plus it really was hard work. She thought about another boy who had been in Andrew and James’s homeroom class when they’d started in Year Seven. His name was Chris Reynolds. A skinny, lanky kid with floppy hair that always seemed to be in his eyes. Andrew was becoming quite good friends with Chris, until Chris and Michael Coombes had a big fight over some girl they both liked. Andrew took Michael’s side and that ended his friendship with Chris. Evelyn had heard that, after leaving high school, Chris had enlisted in the army and had been shipped off to Iraq two years ago. She could barely imagine that little rake of a boy morphing into a burly soldier with a crew cut. Apparently his mother was in St Matthew’s Church every single evening without fail, praying for his safe return.

				Now, she wondered where Andrew might be today, had he taken Chris’s side over Michael’s in that fight. Would he have been convinced to sign up for the army too? Would she be right there next to Mrs Reynolds, praying for him to make it home safely? She supposed if she went on thinking about it, there were a myriad of different paths her son might have taken, each derived from single, simple decisions. There was no way to know how his life may have turned out had he not met this person or that person, or taken this job or that job.

				But then, surely it didn’t matter, because obviously there was no worse alternative than how his life had turned out, right? Then again, what if there really was a worse alternative? What if the alternative was Andrew and James being killed in a car accident together, both her sons gone at once? Or what if he had stayed on travelling overseas when he spent that year backpacking and ended up going missing? Parents of missing children always said it was much worse not to know. To be constantly wondering what had happened. Or what if he had joined the army, been shipped off to some strange country and been captured and tortured for some war that she didn’t know enough about to care about?

				Evelyn was jerked out of her thoughts by a loud snapping noise.

				‘Hello? Anyone in there?’ Violet was clicking her fingers in front of her face and looked just about ready to slap her.

				‘Oh, sorry, got a bit lost in thought.’

				‘Really? I never would have guessed by the glazed-over look in your eyes. God, I was beginning to think you were having a stroke or something.’ Violet took a sip of her coffee and then added, ‘So what was it that had you so mesmerised that you couldn’t even concentrate on my riveting story of how I got the red-wine stain out of the cream sofa?’

				‘You were talking? Huh.’

				‘Yes, I was talking. It was a fabulous story involving salt and club soda and I’m just shocked you weren’t enthralled. Now spill it: what were you thinking about?’

				‘All right, fine, as much as I hate to say it, I was thinking you could be right. I have been getting carried away with finding someone to blame, and it hasn’t been good for me. I feel like I’ve spent the last seven months or so just angry. Angry and depressed. Vi, I don’t want to be angry anymore. It’s not nice. I constantly feel all knotted up inside, always on the edge, ready to boil over. I know I have to find a way to let it go. I just don’t know how.’

				Violet patted her hand gently. ‘We’ll find a way,’ she assured her, then added, ‘Ev, can I ask you something?’ Her voice was uncharacteristically uncertain.

				‘What is it?’ Evelyn responded.

				‘Why is it that you’ve never put the blame onto the one person who is responsible? Why haven’t you ever spoken about that kid in the store? The one who . . .’ Violet faltered.

				‘The one who actually killed him?’ Evelyn finished for her.

				‘Yes. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m not trying to start all this up again, now that you’re ready to stop being angry at everyone. It’s just that . . . I thought he’d be at the top of your list.’

				Evelyn paused to think about it. ‘I don’t really know for sure . . . but maybe it’s because the police would never give me all the details. That boy, the one who did it, he was only fifteen . . . a minor, so they kept the full story very much under wraps. I’ve never known exactly what happened. All they would tell me is that the gun went off by accident – but that’s it. And I don’t know anything about him, his name, what he looks like, anything. Whereas Belinda I knew. I had a face and a name to focus all my anger on.’ She hesitated and looked up at her sister. ‘Ridiculous, isn’t it?’

				Violet seemed on the verge of tears. ‘No, it’s not ridiculous. I’m finally starting to understand where your mind has been these past few months.’ She cleared her throat and continued more strongly, ‘But we can find a way to move forwards and you should start by going to the GameTech function tonight. Andy loved his job, he had great friends there, and it might be best to start by forgiving them.’

				‘Look, I’m ready to give in to you on that one . . . and I would, but I have no one to go with me. James has something on with his mates tonight, not to mention the fact that we’re still not talking to one another. I don’t know that I’m quite up for going on my own.’

				‘No, I don’t think that would be a good idea. One step at a time. Anyway, I can come along with you. Mark can go to the dinner party on his own, he won’t mind. It’s all the partners from his work anyway; they’ll just be talking finances all night.’

				‘I don’t know, is that really going to be conducive to your new “way of life”? I thought you were supposed to be supporting his career while he cut back on his hours and spent more time with the kids?’

				‘Yes, but he’ll understand for tonight. Things have actually been . . . nice, since you sent us on that weekend away.’ Violet smiled at her sister. ‘I really do appreciate how you talked a little sense into me.’

				‘Stop thanking me – you’ll give me a big head,’ Evelyn said with a laugh. She still couldn’t believe her normally sane sister had been ready to leave her husband without even attempting to work things out. It had been nice for Evelyn to get to take care of Violet for a change. All it had taken was for Mark to discover just how serious Violet was and he agreed to make changes immediately. Obviously it wasn’t going to be quite that simple. Her sister still had to make compromises, but it looked like they were going to be able to work through it all just fine. As much as she joked about Violet giving her a big head, Evelyn was quite proud of herself.

				‘We’re all settled then? We’ll go together tonight?’ Violet said.

				‘Fine, but I’m still taking my jump this afternoon, so don’t bother nagging me about going to Lorenzo’s. I can blow-dry my hair myself.’
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				It was time for her first true solo skydive. No one would be holding on to her this time. Bazza would still jump alongside her, but she was going to be completely free. It was the final stage of her skydiving licence. Standing at the door of the plane, watching the world rush by beneath her, it occurred to Evelyn that it didn’t matter how many times she jumped, she still found herself wondering what in the world she was doing up here.

				This was her first chance to catch up with Bazza since he had rushed out of their breakfast ‘date’ so unexpectedly. He clearly still had something on his mind today. In fact, he seemed a little nervous around her. Bazza was generally so confident and casual about everything. Now he kept looking as though he wanted to say something but then changing his mind.

				She was getting ready to jump when Bazza cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled at her, ‘There’s something I have to tell you!’ She could barely hear his voice over the roaring sound of the plane’s engines coupled with the wind rushing past.

				‘Yes, I figured as much, but this probably isn’t the best time, is it?’ she hollered back.

				‘WHAT?’ Bazza turned his head side on and tried to shield his ears from the noise. ‘What was that?’ he yelled.

				‘Never mind!’ She almost laughed. Fancy trying to have what was clearly a rather serious conversation (by the look on his face) at 14,000 feet when she was just about to hurl herself out of a plane. Whatever it was must have really been bothering him.

				‘We’ll talk down there!’ she called out, pointing towards the ground to illustrate.

				Bazza nodded and gave her a thumbs-up. She looked over at the second instructor who stayed aboard the plane once she and Bazza jumped; he gave her the signal. They were in the right spot – it was time to jump.

				Right, let’s do this thing . . .

				. . . this crazy, insane, life-endangering ‘fun’ thing.

				Evelyn steadied herself, concentrated on her breathing like Bazza had taught her, squeezed her eyes tightly shut, not at all like Bazza had taught her, and then pressed her feet down hard, bent her knees and sprang from the plane. A flurry of colour to her right told her that Bazza had jumped as well. There was the instant feeling of dread – it was the same every time, that ‘Oh God, oh God, what have I just done?’ moment when she realised she was free-falling through the air and she’d left behind that satisfyingly solid hunk of metal with its whirring engines and its capable pilot and its comfortable seats with their nice, safe, firm seatbelts.

				But then that moment passed and Evelyn remembered why it was that she kept doing this. That feeling of absolute freedom exploded from within and a gleeful smile was pasted across her face – despite the fact that her cheeks were rather unattractively flapping in the wind and her skin was being stretched back as though she’d just had an intense dose of Botox. 

				What is it about this that makes me feel so damn good? she wondered as she continued to plummet towards the earth. It wasn’t the view. Sure, that was nice – the patchwork of fields spread out below her with the beautiful soft contours of the mountains in the distance – but that didn’t really seem to interest her. Against her better judgement, she shut her eyes again and let herself simply focus on the sensation of the fall: the wind against her face, the pure freedom of having absolutely nothing holding her back.

				She let her mind begin to drift. She thought about her conversation with Violet that morning. She thought about how much she’d been fighting with James over the last couple of months. She thought of her boss, who was now beginning to demand that she return to work. And then she thought of getting rid of all that conflict in her life.

				Why not just let it go?

				I should phone Belinda.

				I should apologise to James.

				I should quit my job.

				And finally, she let herself think about that day in the Ezymart store. She started to see things differently. She saw the expression on her son’s face when he took that final breath and realised she had been wrong to think it was a look of fear or terror. His face hadn’t been small and sad and pathetic. It had been strong, brave and full of pride. And it had the appearance of someone who was ready. Ready for what came next. It was the face of someone who had accepted their fate and was saying goodbye.

				See you later, Mum.

				And there was something else. Something he was holding, clutched so tightly in his hand. Something important that she really did need, finally, to take notice of.

				What was that?

				Evelyn felt a hard thud against her shoulder, her eyes snapped open and what she saw made her heart skip a beat, her stomach lurch and her throat tighten. The ground was rushing towards her and Bazza was right next to her, scrabbling frantically with her chute. She was filled with horror as she realised her stupid mistake. All that time spent with her eyes shut, lost in her thoughts, she had forgotten to count. Again.

				Christ, I’ve bloody well gone and killed myself.

				See you later, Mum.

				But then she felt herself being jerked abruptly upwards. Bazza had opened her chute for her, yanking his own cord just moments later. It was extremely late, though. Normally there were several minutes of gentle floating after the chute was deployed, giving you plenty of opportunity to prepare for your landing. But today, the chute had barely been pulled in time and she braced herself for the impact as she rapidly descended to earth.

				The landing was rough and messy. She somersaulted along the ground, sky and grass all melding in together as she rolled. When she had eventually stopped tumbling, her final position was flat on her back with one leg folded rather uncomfortably underneath her. She lay in shock, taking in deep breaths. Then she began patting her arms and legs, checking for broken bones.

				Amazing: although her ankle seemed to be ballooning out before her very eyes, she couldn’t find a single broken bone. Not only that, she was alive! How in the hell had she survived that? I’ll tell you how, she thought crossly to herself. Bazza is how you survived that. That boy is your saviour.

				‘Lord, if something’s happened to him I’ll never forgive myself,’ she muttered, rolling over and lifting her head to look for him. She heard him before she saw him, ‘Ev! Ev, are you okay?’ he yelled as he ran towards her.

				Thank Christ he’s all right.

				She gave him a wave to signal she was alive, and then collapsed back down on the grass. He had landed quite a distance away: it would take him a few moments to get to her.

				‘What the hell were you thinking?’ she scolded herself as she waited. She stared up into the clear, blue sky and tried to figure out where she’d gone wrong. As she gazed upwards, a memory popped into her head. It was a memory of Andrew’s voice – not his deep, adult voice – but his squeaky, pre-pubescent voice, the one he’d had at about thirteen. He was groaning crossly as he spoke to her. ‘I said, “See you later, Mum,” not “See you soon!”’ What was that? When was that from?

				The memory’s smells reached her first: popcorn, Coca-Cola, Maltesers. That’s right! It was the movies. It was Andrew and James’s first trip to the movies with their friends without an adult there to chaperone. Well, it was supposed to be – but Evelyn couldn’t help herself. She had been intending to give them half an hour after the movie to play a few games in the Timezone next door, but she was too anxious. So she had been standing out in the foyer, ready to meet them the moment they came filtering out of the cinema.

				James had just ignored her, carefully avoiding eye contact as he followed his friends into Timezone. But Andrew had stopped to grin up at her, the look on his face saying he should have known better but, deep down, he really didn’t mind that much. The exasperated voice was more of a put-on for his friends. I said see you later, Mum, not see you soon.

				Evelyn started to cry, just as Bazza reached her. ‘What is it?’ he asked frantically. ‘What have you hurt? Is there something broken?’

				‘It was a pregnancy test,’ she replied through her tears.

				‘What?’ he asked, clearly thrown.

				‘That’s what he was holding when he died. It was a pregnancy test. He must have thought he was about to become a dad.’

				‘Shit, she’s lost it,’ Bazza said as he reached into his vest for his mobile phone.
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				Back at the SkyChallenge warehouse, after all the incident report forms had been filled in and they had both been checked over, Evelyn sat with an icepack on her ankle and got the full rundown from Bazza on what exactly had happened. Apparently, as soon as he’d realised she wasn’t going to the pull the chute on time, he’d spent several seconds trying to signal to her to let her know she’d lost track of her counting. Then he’d realised that her eyes were shut. She’d looked as though she was in some sort of a trance, he said. Evelyn sat listening to the story, feeling absolutely humiliated that she’d made such a huge mistake, and yet exhilarated that the whole experience had led her to some sort of mental breakthrough.

				The rest of the staff wanted to quiz the two of them on the incident, but Bazza was adamant that Evelyn be left alone. He seemed very protective of her, probably worried that they might make her feel more embarrassed, or perhaps guilty for endangering their mate’s life. Eventually, Evelyn felt the shock start to wear off and her nerves start to calm down a little. She checked her watch and realised she was already running late if she wanted to make herself look presentable for tonight and be ready for Violet to pick her up at 7.45.

				‘Listen, Bazza, I’m so sorry to rush off, but I’ve got something quite important on tonight.’ She felt guilty to leave him so soon after he had saved her life, but she got the sense he was still hyped up on adrenalin from their near-death experience anyway. He was probably keen to head out to a nightclub with his mates.

				‘Sure, no worries,’ he responded with a wave of his hand.

				‘Hey, Bazza,’ she said, pausing at the door, ‘you truly are a hero.’ Then, without waiting for a response, she began to hobble out to her car, trying to ignore the pain in her ankle.

				She climbed into the car, feeling relieved that she drove an auto and that it was her left ankle that she’d hurt. Her mind turned to tonight and to the phone call she planned to make as soon as she got home. Bazza was pushed to the back of her mind and she completely forgot about the important conversation he had wanted to have with her before they had jumped from the plane and everything had changed.

				In between showering, dressing, blowdrying her hair and applying make-up (all with great difficulty as she hopped about the house on one foot) she kept trying to make the phone call but kept getting voicemail. Violet turned up in a taxi to collect her and was furious when she saw Evelyn’s injury.

				‘I told you it was a stupid hobby! I don’t know what you were ever thinking doing such a crazy sport!’

				‘You don’t even know the half of it,’ Evelyn replied loftily, then shushed her sister as she climbed into the cab. She proceeded to take out her mobile to keep trying to make the phone call.

				They arrived at the awards night just on time and began dutifully wandering around the room, looking at the huge screens displaying GameTech’s latest products. However, they both found they had a bit of trouble knowing quite how to react. Gazing at violent video games wasn’t quite the same as admiring art in a gallery. They weren’t sure whether it was wrong to look so repulsed by what they saw, or if this was the desired reaction.

				Evelyn kept trying her phone until Violet snapped crossly at her, ‘What is so important that you need to make a call right now?’

				Evelyn sighed as she reached voicemail again and hung up. ‘I’m trying to get hold of Belinda. I had what I guess you could call a bit of an epiphany this afternoon and I realised I do need to let go of this thing I’ve got against her. Plus there’s something rather important I have to ask her. Actually, I half expected to see her here tonight. I’m wondering whether or not she did get an invite herself.’

				‘This is quite the turnaround. Must have been one hell of an “epiphany” you had.’ Violet gave her a somewhat dubious look.

				‘Trust me, it was. But all I keep getting is her voicemail or the phone ringing out on her home line.’

				‘Look, Ev, why don’t you stop trying to phone her and see if you can relax and enjoy the night? Surely whatever you need to ask her can wait until tomorrow? Anyway, isn’t that Andy’s friend Michael Coombes over there? Let’s go over and find out which of these extraordinarily gruesome games your very talented son had a hand in.’

				Evelyn gave in and accepted the glass of champagne her sister handed to her as they headed over to Michael. An hour or so, and many more champagnes later, she was feeling much more relaxed, her ankle was barely hurting, and it was time for the special tribute.

				Andy’s boss spoke first. It seemed as though he wasn’t much of a public speaker. As he stepped nervously in front of the microphone, his voice was shaking. ‘Um, hello? If I could have your attention, please, everybody – a little bit of shush, thanks – great, thank you. Right, it’s time we took a moment to acknowledge a person who can’t be here with us tonight. This person is Andy McGavin, and he was a very big part of GameTech. In particular, he was a major player on the “Snowboard Slasher” project, but he was also an all-round great guy. So his good mate and colleague Michael Coombes would like to tell you all a bit more about him.’

				He stepped away, looking relieved, and Michael took his place, adjusted the mic for his height, and began to speak much more confidently. ‘Anyone who knew Andy McGavin knew he was a great guy. Friendly, bloody hard-working, classic sense of humour, and just a fricken awesome guy. By far one of my best mates. Losing him in September last year was a dark time for me and the rest of our mates. But that said, I knew Andy well, and I know he’d be wanting us to celebrate the good times. So I’d like everyone to raise your glasses to Andy, a legend.’ Michael lifted his beer high into the air.

				‘To Andy, a legend,’ chorused back the crowd, obediently raising their own drinks.

				Michael leant back into the microphone and added, ‘Now please turn to the large screen up here to my right. Keep in mind this is in the early stages . . . but, Andy, this is for you.’

				An image appeared on the screen with the words: ‘Presenting GameTech’s newest prototype, due for release later this year . . . Andy’s Urban Soccer Match.’ A series of images followed, showing grabs from the game. The main character within the game had brown, slightly curly hair and was wearing a cap that looked to Evelyn suspiciously like Andy’s favourite cap, the one he used to wear constantly. It appeared to her to be a game where the player took their character around a rather familiar looking neighbourhood and challenged people in the street to soccer juggling contests. Once the character beat them, he then took them with him, gathering up people until he had enough for a soccerball match in the park. Evelyn realised she could see familiar traits in many of the little computer-animated characters, linking them to each of Andy’s mates.

				She gasped and nudged Violet. ‘Look, I think that one might be me!’

				There was an image on the screen of a middle-aged female character with auburn-coloured hair and a cream cardigan she was quite sure she recognised as her own.

				‘Yep. And that one’s gotta be Belinda.’

				Evelyn was flooded with guilt as she looked up at the tiny, dark-haired figure. ‘Goodness, she really was such an important part of his life, wasn’t she? I’d better try her again.’

				‘Ev, no, that’s not a good idea. You’ve had a lot to drink and it’s getting pretty late. I really think this is a conversation you need to be fairly sober for.’ Violet tried to grab the phone.

				‘No, no, it’ll be fine. Let me just give it one more try.’ She swatted Violet’s hand away and turned her back, heading for a quiet corner.

				The phone rang once, twice, three times, and was finally picked up.

				‘Hello?’

				‘Oh, for goodness sakes, I thought I was never going to get you! Belinda, sweetheart! It’s me! Ev!’

				There was a big pause and Evelyn started to worry. Hmm, maybe that was a bit too casual. She supposed she had probably never called herself ‘Ev’ to Belinda before. In fact, she didn’t normally refer to herself as Ev to anyone. Perhaps she had had a bit too much to drink. She ploughed on regardless.

				‘Look, I’m so sorry to call you so late, but I’ve been trying to reach you all day. I’ve been feeling terrible – there’s something I have to tell you.’

				‘Oka-a-a-y.’ Belinda dragged her voice out on the other end of the phone. She sounded like she was trying to talk to a mental patient or something.

				‘I’ve taken up skydiving, you see. And today, I had a bit of an accident. Almost killed myself in fact. But before I landed, I realised something. I’ve not been fair to you. All this time I’ve been blaming you for . . . well, for everything really. But I’ve finally realised I have to let it all go. I simply don’t need to be mad anymore!’ Evelyn paused, and when she was greeted with silence from the other end of the phone, she continued in a rush, ‘So that’s what I’m doing. I’m letting it all go. Starting with making things up to you. Anyway, it would really speed up the process if you would forgive me. I’m not particularly enjoying this guilty feeling – it’s really very unpleasant.’

				‘Right. Yeah, you’re making a hell of a lot of sense. What are you on about? Skydiving? And you nearly died? Mrs McGavin, are you drunk?’ The voice on the other end of the phone was sounding quite disapproving.

				‘Just a little, but that’s beside the point. So tell me, can you forgive me? I’ll make sure to get you a copy of the new GameTech tribute to Andy soccer-game thingy.’

				‘Okay, I’m not even going to ask about that one, but I’m guessing you’re calling from the awards night. Had a few too many champagnes, have you? Look, Mrs McGavin, I’m really tired, I’ve had a long day, and you’ve sort of come right out of left field here. But if it’s what you need to hear then, sure, I’ll forgive you – although I’m not going to be surprised if tomorrow you sober up and have a change of heart. Is that all? Cause it’s getting late and I’m thinking I might start getting ready for bed.’ Was there just a hint of amusement in her voice now?

				‘Sure, of course. You go to bed.’ Evelyn was just about to hang up when she realised she had forgotten to ask the most important question, the thing that had been on her mind all afternoon.

				‘No wait! There’s one more thing. Belinda . . . you’re not pregnant, are you?’

				‘What? Why do you ask? Did someone say something to you?’ The voice came back very sharply.

				Ah, of course she’s not, I’ve just gone and offended the poor girl. She’s thinking someone thinks she looks pregnant when she’s not. How terribly awkward! ‘No, no, it wasn’t something anyone said. It was just something I saw . . . the day . . .’ She took a deep breath before continuing, ‘the day Andrew died. I guess it was a mistake.’

				‘What? What did you see?’

				‘When I went into that store and saw him there, he was holding a pregnancy test. He must have thought that you were pregnant, for some reason. I guess he had it wrong then.’

				There was a long pause and eventually Belinda spoke in a small voice.

				‘Not entirely, no.’

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 16

				Bazza

				On the first day after some guy in his apartment block was killed, Bazza kept hearing different stories. Every time he got in the lift to go out, or checked the mail or took out the garbage, someone else had an opinion on what had happened.

				‘I heard it was one of those noisy boys from apartment 8A. You know, the ones that are always playing that “techno” music? Apparently he was in a “gang”. Well, if you get involved in these things – it’s just inevitable, isn’t it?’

				‘Did you hear about Mrs Pritchard’s son in 17B? Turns out he was a drug dealer and he got killed in some undercover drug bust operation in the city. Always knew he was a fishy character.’

				‘Can you believe the news? One of the young men up on level three, killed in a service station hold-up. Poor boy, I think I know which one it was, a real polite young man. He was the one with the three-year-old daughter. How awful. Little girl’s lost her father.’

				‘Yep, Mrs Pritchard, it is sad news – but I am glad to find out it wasn’t your son who died after all.’

				‘What’s that, dear?’

				‘Nothing, never mind. I’ll see you later, Mrs P.’ Bazza headed out of the heavy front door and up the steps to the footpath. He couldn’t believe how many different theories there were. He wondered who it actually was who had been killed and whether it was anyone he knew. He’d got to know a lot of the tenants in the building – especially those who were at the Christmas party by the pool last year. That had been a little weird at first: a bunch of complete strangers getting together simply because they all shared the same apartment block. But it was Christmas – so why not, right? Once the barbecue had been fired, the music turned up loud and the beers started getting passed around, everyone had relaxed and got to know each other.

				He jingled his change in his pockets as he walked and wished he’d brought his iPod with him. It was only a five-minute trip up to the video store, but he felt like blocking out his thoughts. He didn’t want to think anymore about the guy who’d been killed yesterday, whoever it was.

				He reached the video store and made his way straight to the back of the shop, where they kept the old black-and-white classics. Tonight was the perfect night to watch one of these. All his mates were away for the weekend – he’d decided not to go because of all the study he needed to do for his TAFE course – but it wouldn’t hurt to take tonight off and relax with a movie, right? His mates had absolutely crucified him when they found out he had a secret passion for movies with actors like James Dean, Humphrey Bogart or Rita Hayworth. But Bazza stood by his love for old movies; as far as he was concerned, they just didn’t make them like they used to.

				He picked out a classic Hitchcock thriller – Strangers on a Train – looking forward to his quiet night in. Sometimes it was such a relief to have the guys out of his hair (or lack thereof) for a weekend. Going out to pubs and clubs every Friday and Saturday night was great, obviously, but it could also get bloody exhausting at times. Ahh, I must be getting old, he chided himself.

				In the lift on the way up to his floor, he heard yet another theory about the guy who’d been killed. This time it was from his good friends, Mr and Mrs Crease from down the hall. They were a really decent old couple who he’d got to know quite well over the past year. Mrs Crease was often bringing him freshly baked scones, and Mr Crease liked to offer him advice on his TAFE course. In exchange, Bazza came by and did little bits and pieces that Mr Crease was a bit too frail to do. Sometimes it was changing a light globe, other times it was moving their entire living room furniture around – Mrs Crease frequently liked to rearrange it. ‘Variety is the spice of life, my dear boy,’ she always said.

				Now, as they walked away from the lift, Mrs Crease spoke in a sad, heavy voice. ‘I’m quite sure it was that tall boy from upstairs. I believe he got engaged a little while ago. How sad for his poor fiancée.’ She dabbed at her eyes with a hanky. ‘It’s not that I knew him well. I didn’t at all – not like you, Barry . . . But it’s still just awful, isn’t it?’

				‘Yep, sure is,’ he responded, taking bags of shopping out of both Mr and Mrs Crease’s hands and following them down the hall to their apartment. He held their door open with his elbow to let them both in, then stepped in after them and took their shopping to the kitchen.

				‘I just don’t know what I’d do with myself if it was you, Barry – you’re such a good friend to us.’ Mrs Crease shook her head sadly.

				‘And yet you keep on calling me Barry, you persistent woman. I’ve told you, all my good friends call me—’

				Mrs Crease cut him off. ‘Yes, yes, I know, but you can’t expect me not to use the Christian name your mother and father gave you, and that’s that. Here, have a sugared lemon and be off with you,’ she said, inexplicably brightening up as she practically pushed him back out the door.

				Back in his own apartment, he cooked up a quick, easy pasta for dinner, chucking cherry tomatoes, onion and a spoonful of pesto into the pan, along with a generous drizzle of olive oil. Then he sat down with the movie and his dinner, kicked off his shoes and immersed himself in his Friday night.

				A few hours later, he woke up with a start. He was slumped on the couch, the TV flickering in silence, his bowl of pasta on the coffee table in front of him, barely touched. Jeez, had he even seen the first ten minutes of the movie before falling asleep? Definitely too many nights up late studying this week. He stretched and stood up, grabbing the remote to turn off the TV, and took his half-eaten dinner into the kitchen. He was standing at the kitchen sink rinsing off his plate when something caught his eye out the window.

				No, that couldn’t be right, could it?

				He hurried out of the kitchen and around to the balcony, flicking on the lounge room light as he went. He stepped onto the balcony. There, in front of him, in the massive gumtree that grew directly in front of his apartment, was a girl – just barely clinging on to the branch above her.

				‘Shit, do you need some help?’ he called out. She just stared back at him, but he could see the look on her face, it was sort of . . . helpless.

				What, was she drunk or something? he wondered. And then he saw her hands start to slip . . . Crap, she’s about to let go. The next thing he knew, she was falling, crashing through the branches, seconds later landing at the base of the tree with a dull-sounding thud.

				Bazza took off at once, back through his apartment and out into the hall. He tore down the hallway, went straight past the elevator and down the stairs instead – he knew it would be faster than waiting for the lift. He took the stairs two or three at a time, burst out of the fire-escape door at ground level, then raced around to where the tree was.

				She hadn’t moved since landing. She was lying on her back, completely still, staring up into the tree. He saw now that she was wearing jeans and just a bra. There might have been a bit of blood on the bra too. Had she scratched herself as she fell through the branches?

				He squatted down next to her and placed a hand carefully on her arm. At least she was still conscious. He looked into her face and realised he recognised her. It was the girl from upstairs who he’d always had a bit of a crush on, but as far as he knew she had a boyfriend. So where was he when his girlfriend was stuck up a tree, clearly in need of him?

				‘Are you okay?’ he asked.

				She shook her head and he saw a tear slide down her cheek.

				‘Fuck me! You fell a long way. Maybe I should take you to a doctor?’

				‘Take me inside, please. Just take me in to your place.’

				Her voice was so pleading that he decided to oblige. Anyway, once he got her inside he could check her out properly, see if she really did need to be taken up to the medical centre or something. He put one arm under her knees and the other around her back and, guiding her arm around his neck so she could hold on, he lifted her up and carried her inside. Thank Christ I keep doing those push-ups every morning, he thought as he hoisted her up a bit higher so he could press the button for the lift. It wasn’t that she was heavy – he was just glad that he didn’t have to look like he was struggling.

				They got up into his apartment and he gently laid her down on his couch. He started to move away, figuring the first move would be to grab some ice out of the freezer. She was likely to have a nasty bump from that landing – if not something worse. God, he hoped she didn’t have any broken bones, although he supposed she’d probably be screaming in pain if she did.

				But before he could step back, she suddenly clung onto him and pulled him towards her. Without even realising it was happening, she was kissing him. He almost let himself go with it, but managed to stop and pull back. As much as he’d always liked the look of this chick, he really wasn’t into cutting some other guy’s grass – even if the guy hadn’t been there for her when she needed him.

				‘Don’t you have a boyfriend or something? I’ve seen you with him before . . .’ He was sort of hoping she might say they’d broken up; then he could kiss her guilt-free. But instead, she just pulled him back towards her and continued to kiss him forcefully. He couldn’t help himself: her beautiful, soft lips were just about making him melt. He fell into her arms and kissed her back hungrily.

				Moments later, she was pulling off his shirt, digging her nails into his back. There was no going back now. God, she’s gorgeous, he thought as he gazed down at her and then leant in to kiss her again, running his hands across her body. But apparently he was wrong. There was still time to go back. He realised she wasn’t returning his kisses anymore, that she had become rigid beneath him. He pulled away yet again to look at her.

				‘This isn’t right,’ she whispered, on the verge of tears.

				He could feel guilt welling up and lodging in his throat. He should never have kissed her. Fool.

				Then she pushed him off her and strode out of the apartment. It wasn’t until she was disappearing out the door that he saw the flash of the engagement ring on her finger. Fuck! She didn’t just have a boyfriend, she had a fiancé! He felt terrible and, to be honest, a little nervous – what if this guy knew martial arts or something? He might be just about to get his arse kicked.

				Wait. Hadn’t Mrs Crease said that the guy who’d been killed yesterday lived up on the third floor and was engaged? He knew that this girl was from the third floor. He’d seen her push button three in the lift before.

				Instantly, it all made sense. Of course, she’d be having some sort of mental breakdown (not that he got why she was hanging halfway up a tree, but still . . .). The poor girl had just lost the guy she was going to marry. And what had he done to help her out? He’d taken advantage of her. He felt sick. Okay, so maybe she’d made the first move, but that didn’t make him feel much better.

				He paced around his apartment for the next half an hour or so, trying to decide what he could do to make it right. Should he go up and apologise? Explain that he only just realised what had happened to her? No, probably better to leave her for tonight. He was going to have to find some other way to make it up to her.

				The next morning, his worst fears were confirmed while flicking through the Hills Shire Times on the bus to work. There was a short story about a young local man who’d been killed, accompanied by a grainy black-and-white photo. Yep, that was definitely her fiancé. The story gave a few sketchy details, basically that he had been in an Ezymart store on Pitt Street when a drug addict with a gun held it up. He was the only person killed and investigations into the crime were ongoing. Bazza scanned the photo again. He’d recognised him as soon as he saw it. He’d run into this guy plenty of times in the lift or the car park.

				Over the next few weeks, Bazza kept racking his brain to think of a way to make it up to this girl. The worst thing was that he didn’t even know her name. The paper didn’t mention her and he’d never introduced himself properly any of the times he’d run into her in the building. It seemed crazy that he’d got so intimate with this girl and yet he really didn’t know a thing about her – apart from the fact that she was on Mrs Pritchard’s bad side for getting in the lift with sandy feet from the beach once.

				‘What were they even doing at the beach? It’s the middle of winter!’ Mrs Pritchard had snapped, sounding scandalised when she ran into Bazza in the hall. Mrs P wasn’t one to let these things go. And now he thought about it he remembered she’d said, ‘I believe her name is Belle. Common sort of name, don’t you think?’

				Belle, probably short for Isabel, he supposed. ‘No actually, I don’t think it is particularly common,’ he’d muttered to himself as he walked down the hall to his apartment.

				Between TAFE and work, though, he was being kept pretty well occupied, so it didn’t leave him much time to think about her. He had a new client at work whom he was finding pretty intriguing – definitely not his usual clientele, and he got the feeling she hadn’t taken up skydiving just for the fun of it. Every once in a while a client showed up, claiming they were after a rush, but clearly they were after a way to escape. Bazza had to admit, free-falling towards the earth was definitely the way to go when it came to escapism, but ultimately it wasn’t going to solve your problems, whatever they happened to be. He took a professional interest in cases like these – his fascination with people and what motivated them had been the reason he’d taken up his psychology course.

				Even though this client was keeping her story fairly guarded, he found her easy to chat to and, without meaning to, he started telling her about his own life, including his career plans and his crush on Isabel. Although he couldn’t quite bring himself to explain the full story – he didn’t think she’d approve of him making out with a girl the night after her fiancé had died.
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				Almost two months had passed since his ‘night together’ with Belle. Bazza was in the car park one evening, sorting through some of the storage he kept in his parking spot. He saw her chucking her shoulder bag into the boot of the car, presumably about to head out to the gym, judging by the clothes she was wearing. He hid himself behind the wall – he had no idea how she’d react if she saw him. Although hiding behind a wall to watch her was probably making him look like some kind of stalker or something.

				As he watched her climb into the car, he had to do a double-take. Was it just him, or was her stomach a lot rounder than when he’d seen her last? He squinted his eyes then clapped his hand to his mouth. Yep, there was no denying it. That was a pregnant stomach. If he was from some tacky tabloid magazine, he’d be calling it a ‘baby bump’. He had five older sisters and between them they’d had about fifty bloody babies. Okay, slight exaggeration – but he’d seen them go through a lot of pregnancies and he recognised the look of that stomach. Fuck off. He hadn’t just got steamy with a girl on the night after her fiancé died; he’d done it with a pregnant, grieving, engaged chick.

				‘Jeez, woman, you’re killing me here!’ he murmured to himself as he watched her drive away.

				Feeling worse than ever, he decided to go out for a walk. For some reason it seemed even more important now that he find a way to make things up to her. The poor girl was about to have a baby all on her own. And he’d recognised the expression on her face as she drove away – it was the exact same look she’d had when she was hanging in that tree: helpless.

				He thought of his sisters and what they were like when they were expecting, and wondered what they might have wanted someone to do for them. Right, time to call in some reinforcements. He pulled out his mobile and dialled his sister Catherine’s number. ‘Hey, Cath,’ he said when she picked up. ‘I’m after a bit of advice.’

				‘Sure thing, little bro – just give us one sec . . . MAX, GET AWAY FROM YOUR SISTER! I DON’T CARE IF SHE BROKE YOUR TRANSFORMER, YOU RELEASE HER FROM THAT HEAD LOCK RIGHT NOW! . . . Sorry about that. Okay, I’m all yours, what’s up?’

				‘Ah, you sure you can talk?’

				‘Sure, why not?’

				‘All right, I’ll make it quick then. Last time you were pregnant, what did Dean do for you, you know, to make you happy or more comfortable or whatever?’

				‘Baz, I don’t want to even know why you’re asking this question. If you knocked some girl up, I do not want to know about it.’

				‘Yeah, yeah, just answer the question, all right.’

				‘Okay, let me think about it. Mostly he looked after the kids for me when I was tired, and there was going out and getting weird foods for me when I had cravings.’

				All right, not helpful so far. He had no idea what sorts of food Belle might be wanting, and was pretty sure there were no other kids he could help out with.

				‘What else you got?’

				‘Oh, I don’t know. He carried the heavy shopping bags and stuff for me when it was getting too difficult . . . Umm . . . Wait! I know. I remember one time I was just in my second trimester with Max, feeling so down – I don’t even know why – and Dean surprised me with this beautiful bunch of flowers. Sometimes there’s nothing better than an impromptu bunch of flowers to make your day.’

				‘Really? Flowers? Isn’t that a bit of a cliché?’

				‘Only if you get roses. As long as you get the kind she likes, she’ll love ’em.’

				Bazza thanked his sister and hung up. Well, flowers seemed to be the only option. He really didn’t know what else he could do for her. Catherine had added, before hanging up, that helping out with the housework was always a winner too, but he didn’t think Belle would appreciate him breaking into her apartment to tidy up.

				He changed direction and headed for the shops so he could pick up the flowers right away. All he had to do was figure out which ones to buy. At the florist, he scanned the display and a large bunch of lilies caught his eye. The white flowers arranged with some greenery looked classic and simple in comparison to all the other garishly colourful bunches. He decided they would do.

				Back at home, he hung around his apartment, glancing at the flowers every now and then, wondering when he should take them upstairs and give them to her, and what he was going to say. How long would she be at the gym for? Eventually, he decided he’d waited long enough and took the lift up to level three. He stood in front of her door. He was certain this was her apartment; everyone in the building had been talking about the murdered guy from 13C.

				Then he panicked. What was he going to say to this girl? What if she never wanted to see him again? Suddenly handing her a bunch of flowers didn’t seem like such a great idea. Maybe he should just leave them by the door? He pulled a pen out of his pocket and scribbled the word ‘Sorry’ on the tag attached to the flowers. He didn’t think it would be a good move to expand on that any further. After all, what could he write – sorry I felt you up just after your fiancé died? He also figured there was no point signing his name – it’s not like she would know who he was anyway. He made his way back downstairs to his apartment, feeling like he’d at least made a start in making things up to her.

				A week later, Bazza had just hopped on the bus to head in for a midday lecture. He took a seat near the front and gazed aimlessly at the street while the rest of the people from his stop filed on. As he stared out the window, he spotted Belle, walking up the hill from their apartment block towards the main road. Was she trying to make this bus?

				He looked back at the people getting on – only one or two more to pay their fare – then back at her. He saw her start to jog, a worried expression on her face. The last person was on and she was only just getting to the top of the street. She was never going to make it.

				‘Hey, buddy,’ he said, leaning forward to tap the bus driver on the shoulder. ‘Wait a minute, there’s a girl over there trying to make this bus.’

				‘Yeah, mate, my heart bleeds for her. Too bad. I gotta timetable to keep to here.’ The driver closed the doors and indicated to pull out into the traffic.

				‘C’mon, mate, she’s pregnant and her fiancé just died. Give the girl a break.’

				‘What are you, her fairy godmother?’ the driver asked, chuckling at his own wit as he manoeuvred out.

				Bazza looked back and saw Belinda stop running, her face crestfallen as she turned around to return down the street. Desperate times . . .

				‘All right, I’ll give you fifty bucks right now if you stop and wait for her.’ Bazza hastily pulled a fifty-dollar note out of his wallet to prove he was serious. If any of the guys found out he’d spent fifty bucks making a bus wait for some girl, they would absolutely cane him. But as far as he was concerned, it was worth it.

				The driver’s foot hit the brakes and he started reversing, causing the cars behind to beep indignantly. When she climbed aboard the bus thirty seconds or so later, Bazza buried his face in one of his textbooks, hoping she wouldn’t notice him. He was already feeling a bit embarrassed about the whole thing. At first, offering the driver that fifty bucks had seemed chivalrous, charming! But after the bus had reversed down a busy road, it just seemed a bit over the top.

				A few days later, he was in Mrs Crease’s apartment, fixing a blockage in her sink, when she took him completely by surprise by asking him out of the blue if he had a crush on the ‘young lass upstairs’. He banged his head on her kitchen bench as he backed out of the cupboard.

				‘What, what makes you say that?’ he asked as casually as he could.

				‘I was on that bus on Wednesday, a few seats back – you didn’t notice me. I saw what you did for her. That was very chivalrous of you.’

				Ah-ha! Chivalrous: that’s exactly what I was going for!

				He couldn’t lie to Mrs Crease. He sat down at her dining table and told her the entire story.

				‘So you are trying to be her fairy godmother then?’ she asked when he was finished, a twinkle in her eye.

				‘I think I’d prefer the term “knight in shining armour”. Or even “undercover secret agent” – you know, 007-style.’

				‘Nope. Fairy godmother it is. Now I’ve got a tip for you, fairy boy—’

				‘Great, now we’re shortening it to fairy boy?’ he interrupted. ‘I spend months trying to get you to call me Bazza instead of Barry – but fairy boy you take to straight away.’

				She continued on, unfazed. ‘If you really want to help her out, I heard her on the phone to someone the other day as she was getting in the lift. Apparently her car battery is dead. You’re fairly mechanical, aren’t you? Way to a girl’s heart is definitely through the car engine. You mark my words, fairy boy.’

				‘And what makes you think I’m trying to get to her heart?’

				‘You can’t tell me this is just about a guilty conscience, boy. You kissed the girl back when she was grieving – big deal. There’s more to it than that, you have feelings for her. Trust me, the car battery is the way to go.’

				‘Cheers, Creasy. I’ll be sure to give that some thought. You realise the more secret things I do for her, the more in danger I am of looking like a stalker, right?’

				‘Nonsense. This is how real men court women. Now be off with you, fairy boy!’

				He picked up a new car battery from the servo up the road the next afternoon and was down in the car park wondering how he was going to pop the hood without the car keys, when he heard voices coming from the front garage door.

				‘Yep, wouldn’t start when I tried to drive it last Friday. I’d left one of the doors ajar, so the interior light had been on all night. It’s just down here.’

				Shit! It was Belle with the NRMA guy. He panicked and dumped the battery by the car then took off. There was a fire exit a few car spots down. He disappeared through it just as they were rounding the corner.

				The thrill of almost getting caught by her was starting to get a bit much for him. He’d take the rush of jumping out of a plane over this any day – his nerves were just about killing him. He decided it might be a good idea to lay off on the ‘fairy godmother’ act for a while; after all, it was possible he’d gotten a tad carried away, thanks to Mrs Crease’s advice. The poor girl was probably just going to get freaked out by all his anonymous good deeds. He threw himself into his work instead (literally).

				It was time for his new client’s first-ever solo jump. She was definitely more than ready to do it, and he was feeling quite proud of her as they stood together with John, the second instructor, at the door of the plane, waiting for the okay. She was looking pretty damn together for someone about to do their first solo. Jumping on your own was completely different from going tandem – a whole new experience. But then her face started to change – a look of dread sweeping across it like a shadow. Uh oh, someone’s having second thoughts. Time to get this show on the road.

				‘I know what you’re thinking!’ he yelled out. ‘But you’re completely ready for this!’ Time to go, McGavin, you’re all over it baby! He coaxed her with his thoughts.

				She gave him one last look of sheer terror and then they jumped.

				Brilliant! She did it!

				When it came to jumping, Bazza had no fear whatsoever. Falling alongside her, he couldn’t help grinning like a fool. Eventually he gave her the nod, indicating it was time to pull their chutes. He got the feeling she may have forgotten to count out each thousand feet like he’d taught her. Not to worry: that’s why they were there alongside her. Once her parachute had been safely deployed, he and John pulled their own, Bazza feeling mildly disappointed, as he was every time, that it was time to stop free-falling.

				It was while they were eating Tim Tams and drinking coffee, enjoying the post-jump rush, when she suddenly lost it. One minute she was drinking her tea through a biscuit, the next minute she was storming out of the place. Her face rigid and her eyes icy.

				‘Fuck me, what just happened?’ he said out loud. He took off after her. He’d known all along there was something going on. It was time he found out what it was.

				It took all his powers of persuasion (and admittedly a bit of ignoring of what he’d learnt in his psychology course so far) to get her to open up and talk to him. After she’d had a good cry into his shoulder (Bazza couldn’t stand to watch a woman cry; he had a serious weakness for it) and he’d cracked a few jokes to try to lighten the situation, he convinced her to come out drinking with all the staff from SkyChallenge. 

				He finally got to hear her story. She didn’t tell him everything. Only that her son had been killed a few months back and she was struggling to deal with it, especially considering she’d already lost her husband years ago and her other son wouldn’t open up to her. She explained how it was her son James who was supposed to be going skydiving, but she had forbidden him and then, on the spur of the moment, she’d taken his place.

				Their night was cut short when she got a call from her sister to tell her that the said son was apparently locked up at the local police station. She left looking a lot calmer than he would have expected, considering the news she’d just received. He spent the rest of the night feeling he’d done something really good that day. Bazza Campbell, saving the world, one hysterical middle-aged woman at a time.
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				A couple of weeks went by without him running into Belle at all. His guilt was beginning to ease and he was managing to ignore Mrs Crease’s ‘helpful’ prods in her direction. She seemed to think he still ought to be ‘courting’ her, but Bazza was fairly sure the girl just needed some space at the moment. A week before Christmas, he was out at the mailboxes collecting a stack of Christmas cards from his letterbox when he noticed that the flap on 13C was hanging off its hinges, barely managing to cover the slot. One letter had already fallen onto the ground and was just begging to be picked up by the wind and whipped away.

				It couldn’t hurt to just fix it for her, could it?
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				The SkyChallenge warehouse closed up for six weeks over Christmas – the owner had a holiday booked to Thailand and he didn’t trust any of the staff to run it without him. Bazza was slightly offended by this, but too happy about having a compulsory holiday to really mind.

				He spent Christmas week with his family and was cornered by his sister the moment she saw him. ‘All right, what’s the deal – did you get some girl pregnant or not?’

				‘Thought you didn’t want to know.’

				‘I didn’t. I mean I don’t. I mean – just tell me, smart arse.’

				‘Stop stressing out. I didn’t get anyone pregnant; I was just helping out a friend for a bit. No big deal, okay?’

				His sister gave him a sceptical look, but relented on her questions.

				For the rest of the week, Bazza had a pack of nieces and nephews dragging him in different directions, not to mention pregnant sisters demanding help with their older children. He regularly joked that his family had a neverending pregnancy: as soon as one sister popped out a baby, another one would announce she was expecting. Then there were his parents quizzing him about his plans to change his career.

				‘It’s just that skydiving is such a good fit for you, darling. You love your job. You make the perfect jump master. Why would you even think of giving it up for a desk job?’ He didn’t know of anyone else who had a mum who would be trying to talk their kid out of psychology and into skydiving for a career.

				Dinners were crazy as well. For some reason, his parents could never seem to figure out the right quantities of food for the hordes of people that descended upon their house every Christmas. One minute, they’d all be fighting over the measly amount of roast potatoes (and generally it was the pregnant ones who won out), and the next, you’d be feeling sick after a five-course dessert. It was a relief to get back home to his quiet apartment at the end of the week, although he did get that slight feeling of something lacking at dinner time each night.

				New Year’s Eve came and went. He and his mates had a huge night out planned in the city. But when midnight passed by with no one to kiss, the night started to seem a bit lame. By 3 am, as his mates got drunker and rowdier, and the clubs they visited got seedier, he finally managed to ditch them and head home. He was about to turn in when he realised that an apartment upstairs was still blaring their music. He thought of Belle and how she must be a fair few months into her pregnancy by now. If his sisters were anything to go by, sleep was precious to an expectant mum. One more fairy godmother gig – for old time’s sake, he told himself.

				He headed upstairs and thumped on the door of the apartment from which the rumbling music could be heard. The door swung open and Bazza had to turn his face away from the plume of smoke that engulfed the bearded face that appeared.

				‘S’up, dude?’

				‘Look, mate, sorry to do it to you, but I gotta ask you to turn off the music. It’s three am, okay?’

				The guy looked back at him contemptuously. ‘It’s New Year’s, man. Not gonna happen.’

				‘I know. And I wouldn’t ask, but the chick across the hall from you is pregnant and she’s the one whose fiancé died a few months back. How about cutting her some slack?’

				‘Nuh.’

				Nice.

				‘All right, how’s this? You know who’s down the hall in apartment 22C, right?’

				‘The cop?’

				‘Yeah, the cop. You want me to get him to come down here and take a whiff of the shit you guys are smoking? Cause I’m guessing it ain’t basil.’

				‘Fuck you, man.’ The guy turned his head into the apartment and called out to his friends, ‘Yo, kill the music.’ He turned back to Bazza, adding, ‘There. Happy, dickhead?’

				Bazza felt a surge of power, ‘Yeah, I am, and I want you to apologise to her too.’

				The guy glared at him before yelling out at the top of lungs, ‘SORRY!’ in the general direction of Belle’s apartment.

				‘I didn’t mean now!’ hissed Bazza.

				‘We done?’ asked the guy.

				‘Uh, sure,’ said Bazza, starting to feel silly about the whole thing. He looked across the hall at Belle’s door, willing her to appear and discover his chivalrous act. But sensing only stillness from her apartment, he turned back to the guy to thank him. He was greeted by a door slamming in his face, barely missing smashing his nose in.

				Fair enough.

				[image: Dinkus.png]

				On a Friday evening, a couple of weeks into the new year, Bazza was walking through the car park and noticed Belle’s car sitting in its spot with the boot wide open, absolutely packed full of shopping. She was nowhere to be seen. He thought back to his sister’s advice – one of the things she’d mentioned was to carry anything heavy for her.

				‘I’d be rude not to help,’ he reasoned with himself.

				He moved quickly, loading his arms up with shopping bags, trying to pick out the heaviest ones. Then he rushed for the lift – could he make it up there before she was on her way back down again? He wasn’t sure that he wanted to run into her. If she saw him carrying her shopping bags, she might jump to the conclusion that he was stealing her shopping. Smooth. If he could just get it upstairs for her and then be out of sight again, hopefully she would think a friendly neighbour was doing her a favour – which was exactly what was going on: a perfectly innocent good deed.

				When he stepped out of the lift, he sighed with relief. He couldn’t see her anywhere and her door was shut. She must have been taking her time coming back out from her first trip up. He placed the bags carefully at her front door, then sprinted back down the hall so he could grab some more for her. He came up with the next armful of bags and thought he heard her apartment door opening, so he dumped the bags outside the lift and jabbed the button to head back down again before he got caught.

				Stepping out into the car park, he started walking briskly to get the last few bags. He stopped short though when her car came into view. There was a guy standing by it, about to reach in and grab some of the bags. There was something a bit familiar about him.

				Hey man, I’m the girl’s only fairy godmother here, he thought indignantly. But then there were footsteps from behind him, and he realised Belle must have come down to the car park for the rest of her shopping. He took off through the fire escape yet again – it was beginning to feel like this was his own private escape hatch.

				He spent the rest of the night out at the SkyChallenge warehouse. There was a clear grassy hill that rose up next to the warehouse, and at the crest of the hill you got a fantastic view of the surrounding area: rows and rows of pine trees and, if you looked to the east on a really clear night, the city lights off in the distance. On the one hand, he loved being in the city – right in the thick of it. But on the other hand, sometimes there was nothing better than being on the outside looking in. Just chilling here on a quiet, warm summer evening, with nothing but cicadas for company and a bitchin’ summer storm gathering out west.

				Okay, so that guy he’d seen was probably Belle’s new boyfriend. This was a relief then, right? He was off the hook. No more worrying about taking care of her. No more doing this stupid fairy godmother gig. Most likely she’d forgotten all about that night – maybe even blocked it out – and who could blame her? So what was this slightly sick feeling in his stomach all about then? What was that . . . jealousy? And was there maybe just a tiny part of him that had hoped she would catch him tonight, giving him the opportunity to come clean about everything he’d being doing for her?

				Snap out of it, dude, you barely know the girl.

				He pulled his mobile out of his pocket and sent a text to pretty much every mate he could think of.
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				Time to stop sitting on the outside looking in.
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				He didn’t get the chance to catch up with his favourite client again until February. They ran into each other at SkyChallenge and he sensed quite quickly that she was pretty down.

				‘What’s the matter, McGavin? I’ve heard you’re up to your third solo jump. Took an extra one with Chad the other day, did you? I’m not going to lie to you: it hurts me deep down that you’d trade me in for a tool like him . . . But you should be on top of the world, shouldn’t you? You’re turning into a pro these days!’

				She wasn’t really paying attention to him, though, just staring off into the distance, looking depressed.

				‘Oy, woman, you listening to me or what?’

				‘Huh? Oh, sorry, Bazza, just got some things on my mind. What’s that you were saying?’

				‘Never mind, don’t worry about it. But look, you got things on your mind – Doctor Bazza is here to help. Haven’t had the chance to catch up with you in ages. I’m taking you out to breakfast tomorrow morning. I haven’t even heard what happened when you went to bail your son out of gaol before Christmas.’

				‘I don’t know, Baz, things are a bit . . . stressful at the moment.’

				‘I kinda guessed that. Which is why I’m not taking no for an answer. Breakfast. Tomorrow. Eight am.’

				He took her to his favourite café, and was doing his best to get to the bottom of what was making her so unhappy when something she said took him completely by surprise. She had never told him exactly how her son had died, only that she had lost him fairly recently and definitely unexpectedly. For the first time she was starting to mention some of the details, and as she spoke he realised they sounded pretty damn familiar.

				Ezymart.

				On Pitt Street.

				Shot during a robbery.

				He felt his skin going cold as the realisation of what it was she was describing dawned on him. ‘Evelyn, I’m sorry to ask you this, but when did your son die? When exactly?’
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				Back at home he flicked on his computer and went straight to the Hills Shire Times website. He searched through the archives for the September issues, then started scanning the articles for the right one. It took only five minutes to find it. There was that familiar black-and-white face again. He looked at the name under the photo. 
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				Christ. All this time, his favourite, new (and slightly damaged) client had been the mother of the guy from his own apartment block. And the girl he’d had a thing for was the ‘evil’ fiancée’ she hated so much. He’d presumed all along that Belle was short for Isabel, but now he realised it was short for Belinda. But the big news was that Evelyn clearly had no idea that Belinda was pregnant. He hated knowing secrets.

				He could see why Belinda hadn’t told Evelyn though. Ev clearly had it in for her. But, at the same time, he understood Ev’s side of it all. She was struggling to get over her son’s death, needed someone to blame and had fixated on the girlfriend. Just stay out of it, Baz. This has got nothing to do with you.

				He managed to avoid Evelyn completely for almost the next two months – arranging his shifts so he wasn’t at SkyChallenge when she had jumps booked in. But eventually he started to feel guilty, and decided he should at least explain why he was acting so strangely, even if he didn’t tell her the entire story. He could explain that it turned out he knew Belinda (and, to an extent, her son) without revealing that she was pregnant, he supposed.

				Nothing could have prepared him for his next encounter with McGavin though. Five thousand feet from the earth and the woman forgot to pull her chute. It had been up to Bazza to pull it for her, and only just in time too. After he’d pulled her chute – a moment when he wondered if he was going to be pulling his own too late – a thought had flown through his mind. A totally unexpected thought. I want to see Belinda again. So I do still have a crush on her. And maybe it’s a bit more than a crush. Maybe I kinda really, really like this girl.

				Back at home that night, he thought it through. This was insane. He hardly knew her. The extent of their conversation together consisted of, ‘Hey, are you all right after crashing through the branches of that tree?’ For Christ’s sake. I mean, what was that? How could he be falling for a girl without knowing anything about her? Not to mention the fact that the girl had a baby on the way. Was it crazy to want to get involved with her?

				All right, this was it. He was going to have to go upstairs and talk to her. It was time he apologised for the night they’d kissed, explained that he hadn’t realised at the time her fiancé had just died, and told her he wanted the chance to get to know her properly – even if she did have a baby on the way. And if she really did have a new boyfriend, or simply wasn’t interested, then he’d move on – for good this time. He strode purposefully out of his apartment and down to the lift. He was about to press the third-floor button when his nerves got the better of him.

				‘It’s not like I can really turn up at someone’s door empty-handed, can I?’ he reasoned with himself.

				He pressed the ground floor instead and took a walk up to the shops. Deciding to skip the flowers this time, he scanned the chocolates in the confectionery aisle instead. A giant, bright sign caught his eye.
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			  ‘Sweet, pineapple’s the best flavour,’ he murmured to himself. He grabbed a block of the chocolate, wondering if it was a mistake – there was no way to guarantee that pineapple would be her favourite too. But for some reason, it seemed like the right choice, so he took it to the check-out and headed back.

				Once again, when he got in the lift, he hesitated as he went to press the third-floor button. Shouldn’t he go back upstairs and change? He had just taken a fairly brisk walk, after all.

				A quick change of clothes turned into a shower, shave and a good half an hour deciding which shirt to wear. Then when he went to pat on some aftershave, he splashed on a little too much. He was almost considering jumping back into the shower to wash it off, but he snapped himself out of it. ‘Come on, Baz, let’s not make too much of a big deal of this. Pull yourself together and go talk to her!’

				Back in the lift, he finally pressed the third-floor button and headed up to the next level. He walked nervously down to her door, lifted his hand to knock and then stopped. He could hear a voice. Hers? He listened more closely. Yep, she was definitely talking to someone. Probably got her boyfriend in there with her, he thought, his heart sinking with disappointment. Another voice piped up at the back of his mind: You don’t know that! You can’t even hear a guy’s voice! But he was too nervous about her opening the door and looking at him like he was an idiot. He placed the chocolate on the floor outside the door and crept back down the hall. The fairy godmother strikes again, he thought bitterly.

				Hours later, Bazza was fast asleep in bed when the sharp beeping of a text message rudely invaded his dreamless sleep. He rolled over and opened his eyes groggily. He blinked until everything was in focus and looked first at his bedside clock. 3 am. Who the hell was texting him at bloody 3 am? And, more importantly, since when was his phone set to beep that fricken loudly?

				He rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand and reached out for his mobile. The text was from a number he didn’t recognise, and simply said:
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				‘I’m not late for a damn thing,’ he mumbled irritably at his slick-looking Nokia. He was in the middle of switching the phone off so it didn’t wake him again when he heard the noise.

				He was suddenly much more awake.

				That was definitely the sound of a girl screaming, and it was coming from the apartment directly above him.

				Belinda!
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				Chapter 17

				Belinda

				On the day that Belinda felt her very first contraction, she stepped back from her apartment door and leant against the wall, the block of chocolate clutched in her hand.

				All right, let’s not get carried away – that could have just been one of those fake contraction thingies, right? What were they called? Braxton Hicks or something? No need to overreact.

				She made her way to the couch and sat down to see if there was another one. When five minutes had passed without anything happening, she started to calm down a little and focused instead on the chocolate in her hand. How could this not be a sign of Andy haunting her? She picked up her phone and dialled Stacey’s number. Too bad if she wasn’t talking to her at the moment; she needed a voice of reason and she needed it right now.

				‘What is it, did your waters break? I’m on my way!’ Stacey answered the phone without even saying hello.

				‘Shit, calm down, Stacey, it’s not that. That’s not why I called.’

				‘Belinda, you gave me a heart attack. Why are you calling me at almost midnight if it’s not because you’re in labour? I’m still mad with you, you know. So you better have a good reason.’

				‘Yeah, I know – any chance we could just skip that whole bit for now, though? I need your advice, something’s happened . . . I think Andy may be back.’

				‘God, what is it this time? The dishwasher’s unpacking itself, is it? Because if that’s it, it’s not Andy. He never used to unpack the dishwasher. Trust me, I know – you were always complaining to me about it.’

				‘Shut up, this is serious. Look, I just got this weird call from Mrs McGavin. All of the sudden she wants to be my new best friend, and guess what? She knew I was pregnant. You want to know how?’

				‘Maybe because she’s seen you somewhere and you look the size of a house?’

				‘No. It’s because she told me what Andy was buying the day he was killed. Stace, he went into that shop for a pregnancy test. He knew. He knew I was pregnant before I did.’

				‘What? How could he? Is she sure about what she saw?’

				‘Yep. She was certain. And she wants to get together with me tomorrow to chat about it all. But look, that’s not all. When I got off the phone, I was going to go for a walk, I needed to clear my head. And when I went to the front door—’

				Stacey cut her off mid-sentence. ‘You were going to take a walk? At this time of night? This far into your pregnancy? Are you stupid or something?’

				‘Let me finish, for God’s sake. When I opened the door, there was a block of chocolate waiting outside for me. It was Cadbury Snack, and it’s all pineapple pieces, just like the block Andy got made up specially when he proposed to me. It has to be him, right?’

				‘All right, Belinda, you’ve got to get past this. I’m sorry, but I’d say it’s more the hand of the marketing team at Cadbury than the hand of “Andy the ghost”. It’s just a new promotion they’re doing. I’ve seen them everywhere at the supermarkets – “choose your favourite bits”. And I know where they got the idea too. You knew how Andy got that first block of chocolate for you, right?’

				‘Umm . . .’

				‘Belinda, come on. Who do we know who works at Cadbury?’

				‘Oh, right. Shanks, of course.’

				‘So, after Aaron had that one-off block made for you, he then put the idea forward at this big marketing meeting. He got a promotion and everything. And the new product line just came out last week. Maybe it was Aaron who dropped it off for you. He would have known how much it would mean to you.’

				‘Okay, this is wrong on so many levels. First of all, how do you have any idea what’s been going on in Shanks’s life? You hate the guy. And since when does Shanks get promotions? And why would he be dropping off “meaningful” gifts to me without a note – I’m sorry, but he is not the sentimental type.’

				‘I don’t bloody know. I just know it’s not Andy, all right? And the reason I know so much about what’s going on in Aaron’s life is because, well, I’m in Aaron’s life.’

				‘WHAT?!’ Belinda nearly fell off the couch. ‘You mean you and Shanks . . . you’re seeing each other? Since when?’

				‘I told you you’ve been a bit self-obsessed lately. Look, I’ll explain it all to you tomorrow. I’d really like to get some sleep right now. Just accept the fact that it’s not Andy, okay? And promise me you’re not in labour?’

				Belinda paused before answering – just at that moment another pain clenched her stomach and then released moments later. ‘Nope. Nothing going on here. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.’ She kept her voice as smooth as possible, adding then, ‘Sooo, are we all okay then?’

				‘I’ll think about it and let you know. Goodnight, Belinda.’

				‘Goodnight, Stacey.’

				She hung up the phone and looked down at the block of chocolate. So these things are everywhere, huh? She had to admit she found that a little irritating. This was her chocolate. Her special engagement chocolate. So now anyone could have a block of it? Could there be any more revelations today? First, Andy’s mum telling her that Andy had known she was pregnant; and now, apparently, Stacey and Shanks were an item. That just did not fit.

				She picked up the chocolate again; she figured she may as well have a piece anyway. But seeing the row of all pineapple pieces made her stomach lurch a bit. It was just like that moment back at Clontarf, opening up the wrapping to see nothing but her favourite pieces, and then looking up to see the pride and satisfaction on Andy’s face. The glint in his eye as he’d leant forward, propped himself up on one knee and pulled the ring out of his pocket.

				She sat eating the chocolate, savouring the taste, and tried to keep that picture of Andy in her mind. That intensely happy moment when his face was full of childlike glee . . . It was enchanting. But instead, a different picture kept coming into her head. She was imagining him in that convenience store, picking out a home pregnancy test. Was he happy at that moment too? Was he excitedly thinking about how he was going to be a father? She knew for a fact he wanted to have lots of children one day – they’d even argued about it once. She’d snapped that she was far too young, and flippantly said maybe she didn’t even want them at all. But it was a lie: while she most definitely wasn’t planning them any time soon, she’d known she would want them one day. The only reason she’d said she didn’t was to add fuel to the fight. Just for the bloody sake of it, for God’s sake.

				She could kick herself for it now. All those happy times they could have had together and instead they just fought so much. She wished she could go back in time and slap herself. Stop being such a bitch. You’re going to lose him one day and then you’ll regret saying all those nasty things. Just grow up!

				Another pain squeezed her stomach and she glanced at her watch. Huh. Wasn’t it about ten minutes ago that she’d felt that last pain? And then wasn’t the first one another ten minutes before that? ‘Pain that comes and goes at regular intervals.’ That was one of the things she’d been taught to watch out for. ‘It’s hardly ever like the movies when the woman’s waters break while the other diners in the restaurant look on in horror, and then the husband rushes her off to the hospital,’ the midwife had explained to the class. ‘It’s more likely that you won’t even be sure at first whether or not you’re actually in labour.’

				Belinda found a scrap of paper and a pen and wrote down the time of each contraction (if that’s what they really were) and then watched the clock, waiting to see if there would be another. She tensed as the clock ticked its way round to twenty-five past twelve, the time she would be expecting the next one. As the clock hit twenty-six past, she started to relax. There we go: it’s already been eleven minutes and no new contraction! It must be a false alarm! But just then her stomach hardened and a wave of pain rose up, then immediately calmed back down again. All right, so does it count as regular contractions if it’s just a minute or two off?

				She wondered whether she should phone Stacey back and let her know that she was quite possibly going into labour, but decided against it. Stacey would come flying straight over here, full of all sorts of helpful advice and tips, and probably start pushing her out the door to go straight to the hospital. Although Doctor Vashna had said something to her today about not wasting any time when labour began. Why hadn’t she paid more attention! For some reason she was nervous about getting it wrong. What if it wasn’t really labour and they turned her away at the hospital with laughter in their eyes? How is this girl going to be a mother? She doesn’t even know when she’s in labour!

				She double-checked that her bag was all packed and ready to go (just in case) and decided to try taking a bath. The midwife at the antenatal classes had suggested a soothing bath could be good during early stages of labour. She lugged the portable CD player into the bathroom with her so she could listen to some ‘calming’ music, and lit a few scented candles as well. Then she ran a giant, warm, bubbly bath and slid carefully into it.

				Hey, this wasn’t such a bad idea!

				She found that the warmth of the water around her stomach eased the pain quite a bit, and the ambience of the gentle flicking candlelight and her favourite Angus and Julia Stone CD was making her more and more comfortable. Man, if this is what labour is like, it’s going to be an absolute cinch!

				She looked around the room and briefly wished she’d planned a home birth. She thought she could quite happily go on through with her labour right here in the bath. Her babies would meet a serenely relaxed mum. They would be in awe of her confidence! She closed her eyes and promptly fell asleep.

				She awoke abruptly a little while later to a loud clanging noise in her living room. Her first thought was, Oh, Andy, did you knock over the lamp again? And then she sat up with a start. Of course it’s not Andy. Andy’s not alive, you dimwit! So who the fuck was in her apartment?

				She heard a voice then, a guy’s voice, but she couldn’t hear what he’d said over the sound of the music that was still playing. It must be a burglar, she realised with horror. Maybe even someone who knew she was a single girl alone in the apartment. And he’d know she was here in the bathroom too. Dammit, why had she put that stupid music on?

				Gripped with fear, she clambered out of the lukewarm bath and snatched a towel from the rail to wrap around herself, then searched frantically for a weapon. At that moment, she was overcome by a contraction, and this one was definitely very different from the twinges she had felt earlier. Holy fuck! I am in labour!

				And apparently her labour had progressed itself along rather nicely while she’d slept in the bathtub. She clutched the towel rail for support as the pain rose up, held her stomach, vice-like, for a few seconds, then petered back away again. What the hell was that?! I’d like the old contractions back, please!

				As the pain subsided, she remembered her situation again – trapped in the bathroom with an intruder in her lounge room, quite possibly on his way to the bathroom to attack her. Oh God, she thought, Why the hell didn’t I just tell Stacey earlier? Why had she been so worried about being humiliated if she turned up to the hospital too soon? Now she pictured the nurses at the hospital shaking their heads disdainfully at her: What kind of a mother doesn’t even realise she’s in labour and then lets an intruder into the house when her babies are trying to be born?

				For goodness sake, Belinda, concentrate! She wondered how many minutes she had until the next contraction. Hopefully long enough to fight off the attacker if he came in here. She placed her hands protectively on her stomach. Don’t worry, guys, your mum’s a fighter. I’m not going to let him hurt us.

				She picked up one of the biggest, heaviest candles from the edge of the bathtub, blew out the flame, then gripped it hard in her hand. It was the only thing she could think of to use as a weapon. She desperately tried to remember the self-defence class she’d done in high school. All that was coming back to her was the words: ‘Eyes! Nose! Throat! Groin! Foot!’ That’s right, you started off in an aggressive fighting stance and yelled out first, ‘Back off!’ Then attack: fingers in the eyes, heel of the hand into the nose, fist into the throat, knee into the groin and finish it off by stamping your heel down on the arch of their foot.

				I can do this. I can protect myself and my babies . . .

				. . . just as long as I don’t get another contraction before he comes in here.

				She stood ready, her heart beating furiously, her eyes fixed on the door handle. The handle began to twist, the door started to open. A tall, dark figure was stepping into the room. He started to speak but she didn’t give him the chance to say whatever it was he was planning. She hurled herself at him, battering him with the candle, screaming at the top of her lungs: ‘BACK OFF!’

				In a flurry of movement, she started working her way through the self-defence manoeuvres, jabbing her fingers at his eyes and trying to punch him on the nose. It wasn’t quite as she’d planned: the moves weren’t so easy when you were doing them to a real live person rather than a nice, compliant dummy. But she managed to aim her knee into his groin with surprising precision, despite having her massive belly in the way, and then stomped hard on his foot. He instantly crumpled to the floor, groaning in pain, and started crawling back out into the living room. She dove on top of him and held him down, pressing her knee into his back. And then a thought occurred to her. What now?

				She had the intruder trapped on the carpet, but what happened when he recovered his strength? He could easily topple her off his back, and then where would she be? She needed help. Unable to reach the phone, her only hope would be to get the attention of someone else in the apartment block.

				‘HEEEELLLP!’ she screamed as loudly as she could. ‘SOMEONE HELP ME!’

				The intruder started to speak, but she pushed his face down into the floor. ‘You shut up!’ she yelled. ‘This is what you get for trying to break into the apartment of a woman in labour!’ She had to admit, despite her fear of what was going to happen next, she was quite proud of her wit under the circumstances. She was just like one of those action-movie heroines: fighting the villain and then making the dry, sharp comment afterwards.

				Only moments later, she heard footsteps down the hall outside. Thank God, there was someone coming to help. It appeared they were just in time, as she felt another contraction coming. She slid off the intruder’s back so she could wrap her arms around her stomach in pain.

				‘Thank! You!’ she gasped, breathing through the pain. ‘He. Broke. In. Tried. To. Attack. Me!’

				The pain began to subside and she looked up to see who it was who had come to her rescue. Her eyes widened with surprise when she saw him. Gentle, blue eyes. A tiny silver stud glinting in his left eyebrow. A closely shaved head. It was him, the guy who’d come to help her when she’d fallen from the tree all those months ago. The guy she’d tried to seduce right after Andy’s death. The guy she’d thought she never wanted to see again because she had been so mortified by her own behaviour. And here he was, standing in her apartment in striped pyjama pants and a T-shirt, bouncing on his toes like a boxer, taking in the scene before him.

				‘You again?’ she whispered, but it wasn’t loud enough for him to hear. He was already grabbing the intruder to hold him down.

				‘What the hell did you do to her?’ he yelled at the guy, who just moaned miserably on the floor in response. He turned to look at Belinda. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked. ‘Did he hurt you? You look like you’re in pain.’

				‘Umm, yeah, I sort of am – but not cause of him.’

				His mouth dropped open. ‘Shit, you’re in labour, aren’t you?’

				‘Yep, seems like it.’

				‘All right, that’s okay, we can deal with this. We’ll call the police and I’ll take this guy to your neighbours across the hall. They can babysit him until the cops get here. Actually, I just remembered, the guy down in 22C is a cop. I’ll grab him instead. And then I’ll get you to the hospital. Do you know how far along you are?’

				She was stopped from answering as the intruder spoke up again. ‘Belinda!’ he groaned. ‘It’s me!’ 

				She gasped. Was this some sort of stalker? He knew her name! ‘Shanks!’ he exclaimed with a bit of a cough.

				‘You’re welcome, mate,’ replied Bazza, still holding him firmly against the floor.

				But Belinda had heard him and, realising her terrible mistake, she stood up, careful to keep her towel around her. She turned on the light so she could see him properly. ‘Shanks! What the hell are you doing here?’

				‘Stacey made me. It was my shift to check on you,’ he replied, his voice still muffled by the floor.

				‘It’s okay, you can let him go. I know him,’ she said hurriedly, realising Shanks was still being pressed into the floor by her rescuer.

				‘Are you sure?’ he asked doubtfully as he loosened his grip and allowed Shanks to roll over and sit up. Shanks rubbed his jaw, wincing painfully. ‘All right, mate, even if you do know her, what the hell are you doing in her apartment at three in the morning? Explain. Fast.’

				Shanks gave him a look that clearly said, ‘Who the hell are you, mate?’ but then turned to Belinda and started explaining. ‘After you phoned Stacey, she made me come over and check on you – apparently she could “sense” that something wasn’t right. When I got here, I knocked, but I guess you couldn’t hear me over the music you had playing. I called Stacey to tell her everything was fine and you were obviously just chilling, listening to your Angus and Julia Stone CD. That’s when she went mental, saying that it was your “labour CD” – whatever that means – and telling me I had to get inside urgently and take you to the hospital. I tried knocking again, but still no answer. Look, I didn’t want to break in, but she told me if I didn’t find a way in I’d never get any from her again, so I really had no choice. Although the way you kneed my balls, I’m not sure I’ll be getting any ever again anyway. Man, I always knew Andy had a feisty one – but shit, I can’t say I expected that from you.’ He paused to look back at his captor, adding, ‘So who the hell are you, then?’

				‘Oh, right. Name’s Bazza. And you know what, mate? I reckon you’re gonna live. She’s the one we have to get to the hospital,’ he added, turning concerned eyes to Belinda.

				‘Well, I can’t drive – she stomped on my foot and nearly fucken broke it.’ Shanks reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys. ‘Here, you take her to the hospital. You can take my Rex. I’m gonna stay here and have a drink. You better have some bourbon in your liquor cabinet, baby.’ Shanks crawled over to the couch and heaved himself up onto it. ‘Have fun, guys,’ he said, waving dismissively at them.

				Bazza shook his head at him and then turned his attention to Belinda. ‘All right, you look to me as though those contractions are starting to come on pretty fast, so I think we’d better hurry. Will you be okay to get dressed?’

				Belinda stared at him in awe. She barely knew this guy, yet here he was, rushing to her rescue in the middle of the night; and now he was getting ready to take her to the hospital without a moment’s hesitation.

				‘Umm, yep, I’ll be fine,’ she said, heading to the bedroom in a bit of a daze. The adrenalin was starting to subside and she now wondered why she hadn’t stopped to consider the possibility of it being someone she actually knew walking into her apartment.

				‘Is there somebody I should call for you?’ Bazza yelled out after her. ‘You know, like a birthing partner or maybe a . . . a boyfriend or something?’ His voice dropped a little on the last few words, as though he was trying to sound nonchalant about it.

				‘Umm, right, I guess we should phone Stacey – she’s going to be there with me for the birth,’ Belinda called back as she stepped into her pants and pulled on a top.

				‘No need,’ Shanks said from the couch. He checked his watch then added, ‘I’d say she’ll be just pulling up to the hospital right now, and my phone will be ringing in about two minutes with her yelling at me for not having you there yet.’ Shanks carefully took his mobile out of his pocket, flipped it open and then pressed the power button. ‘Aaand . . . phone goes off,’ he announced, sounding quite pleased with his own ingenuity.

				Belinda came out of the bedroom all dressed and then paused to grip the door frame as she was hit by another contraction.

				‘Are you okay?’ Bazza rushed to her side and automatically took her hand. ‘I know the drill,’ he said. ‘Squeeze my hand as hard as you need. Looks like your contractions are already down to four or five minutes apart.’

				‘How do you know this stuff?’ she asked.

				‘I’ve got several sisters who’ve had several babies, and I was there for the start of one of the births because her husband was stuck at a conference up the coast. He made it there for the business end of things – so trust me, I don’t know that much. Just the hand-squeezing stuff at the beginning.’ He smiled at her. ‘Okay, you good to go?’

				‘I think so,’ she replied. ‘My bag’s packed by the front door.’

				‘Yeah, I noticed that,’ Shanks called out from the couch. ‘Bloody hazard. I tripped over it on my way in and then knocked over the lamp. That was before I got beaten up by a five-foot-nine, half-naked, pregnant woman – so don’t worry about me, guys, I’ll be fine.’

				Bazza ignored him, his eyes on Belinda as he picked up her bag and they headed to the front door.

				‘At least pass me the TV remote!’ Shanks yelled after them. Belinda had to admit she did feel a bit guilty about her friend, but another contraction was clenching her stomach and she tightened her hand around Bazza’s as he helped her out into the hallway.

				‘Sorry, Shanks, but I’ve really gotta go!’ she called back as the door shut behind her.

				Bazza drove like a rally-car driver. They were at the hospital within fifteen minutes, and she could have sworn it was at least a twenty-five-minute drive normally. As they pulled into the driveway, he commented quietly, ‘I have to say I’m not much of a fan of your mate Shanks, but I love his taste in cars – drives like a fricken dream!’

				He took her in through the front door, and they were practically bowled over by Stacey as she came rushing over. ‘About time! I’ve been waiting for you to get here for AGES! What took you so long? Where’s Aaron? He wouldn’t answer his phone when I tried to call. How far along are you? Have you been timing your contractions?’ She barely stopped to take a breath, and now turned to look at Bazza.

				‘Who are you?’ she demanded sharply.

				‘I’m Bazza. I live downstairs from Belinda,’ he replied, politely reaching out to shake Stacey’s hand.

				Her eyes narrowed as she looked back at him. ‘Downstairs, hey?’ she asked, her voice full of suspicion. ‘Well, thanks, Barry, but I can take it from here.’

				Bazza looked a little disappointed as he relinquished his grip on Belinda. ‘Right, yeah. I’ll get out of the way.’

				Belinda couldn’t help but feel a bit sad as the warm, strong hand she’d been holding was replaced by the cooler and more bony one belonging to Stacey. She knew it was crazy but she couldn’t seem to help herself. ‘Wait,’ she called out as Bazza started to walk away. ‘Maybe you could stay, I mean – if you want to – you did say you’ve done this before . . .’ She started to falter. What was she doing? Why on earth would he want to stay?

				‘Belinda, are you delirious?’ Stacey stared at her in shock.

				‘Yes, quite possibly,’ she replied, her eyes on Bazza as she waited for his response.

				He paused for just a second and then stepped back in and took her other arm. ‘I’m here for you as long as you need me,’ he said firmly.

				At that exact moment, it felt as if someone had flicked on a fast-forward button. Everything became a blur as her labour progressed rapidly. Then there were the moments when the fast-forward would stop and things would move in slow-motion instead, and she would become excruciatingly aware of every little detail of what was going on.

				There was the moment when Bazza was holding the cool facewasher against her forehead and telling her that everything was going to be fine, that she was doing a fantastic job and to just hold on, and she burst into tears because he was being so wonderful, but he wasn’t Andy and she just felt so mixed up and crazy.

				There was the moment when a midwife told her quite snappily that she was going to have to have an epidural to get through this, and she cried because, God knows why, she had so wanted to do it without one. Stacey stood up for her, folding her arms and staring the midwife down until she backed off, her hands up in defeat. And then there was the moment, just a few minutes later, when she realised that this sort of pain was really quite unbearable and yes, she would have an epidural thank you very much, and can you go and get that midwife back in here RIGHT NOW! And then there was the moment, another few minutes after that, when Doctor Vashna appeared and said, ‘Whoops, it’s too late for an epidural now. Isn’t that ironic?’ And she thought, ‘My God, I am going to die!’

				And finally, there was the moment when they told her to push, and to keep pushing, and Stacey was right down there next to the doctor screaming out to her that she could see the head, and Bazza was holding her hand so tight and she realised that he looked like he might have been crying too – but maybe that was just because she was digging her fingernails into his hand – and then there was the sound of a baby crying, and they told her that the first one was a girl, and then Bazza said, ‘First one?’ but there was no time to hold her baby and there was no time to explain, because within minutes she was told to start pushing again, and exactly eight minutes after her first daughter was born, she had a second one.

				Two tiny baby girls.

				And now she was holding them both. And she was crying, and Stacey was crying, and Bazza was looking suspiciously red-eyed. And then Bazza murmured quietly as he looked down at her, ‘Thank God that text message woke me up.’

				‘What text?’ she asked, keeping her eyes on her two little girls.

				‘Nothing, really. It was just a wrong number or something. It’s just that if my phone hadn’t beeped at me first to wake me up, I probably wouldn’t have heard you yelling.’ He paused to move a strand of hair out of her eyes. ‘All that the message said was “You’re late.” Weird, hey?’

			

		

	
		
			
				Part Six

				Finding Solid Ground

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 18

				Evelyn

				Evelyn flew into the hospital, burst through the door of the birthing suite and then stopped to get her breath back before asking the room at large, ‘Where are my grandchildren?’

				‘Hello, Evelyn.’ Belinda looked up at her from the bed. ‘They’re both right here.’

				Evelyn rushed forward to see the two tiny baby girls snuggled next to each other in one little hospital cot.

				‘They seemed to be happier in together,’ Belinda explained.

				Evelyn gazed down at them. ‘This one looks just like Andy!’ she exclaimed, her eyes tearing up immediately. ‘Oh, Belinda, they’re just beautiful.’ She looked up then to see who else was in the room and had to do a double-take as her eyes fell upon Barry. ‘Bazza! What on earth are you doing here?’

				Belinda’s eyes widened. ‘You two know each other?’

				‘Okay, hang on a sec, I only just realised myself recently . . . and I tried to tell you the other day,’ began Bazza, holding up his hands in defence.

				It took a bit of explaining, but eventually everyone understood who was connected to who and how. There was then an awkward moment when no one knew quite what to say. Bazza broke the silence by offering to get out of their way. He didn’t seem to know how to say goodbye and ended up giving Belinda a pat on the arm before rushing from the room, embarrassed.

				Once he was gone, Evelyn leant against Belinda’s bed and reached into the cot to stroke the babies’ soft skin gently. ‘I can’t believe that yesterday I didn’t even know that you were pregnant and now . . . here they are.’

				‘Yes, well, you could hardly have expected me to phone you with the good news after what you said at the funeral, could you?’ Belinda snapped back defensively.

				Nothing could rile Evelyn today. She turned to look Belinda straight in the eyes. ‘I’m so sorry. What I did to you was awful. I completely understand why you didn’t phone me. I just hope you can forgive me for what I put you through. I should have contacted you to apologise much, much sooner than last night.’

				‘Let’s call it even then?’ Belinda replied, her shoulders starting to relax. Then her eyes welled up and she swallowed a sob as she added, ‘But you were right, anyway. It was my fault he died. Even Andy thought so.’ She put her face in her hands, ‘And he couldn’t forgive me. The moment before he died, he was blaming me.’

				Evelyn turned to Stacey in confusion, but all she got was a shrug. They both leant forward to comfort Belinda. ‘What do you mean he blamed you? What are you talking about?’ Evelyn asked.

				‘Just before he died, he sent me a text. All it said was “You’re late.” I was running late to pick him up from work, and if I hadn’t been he wouldn’t have gone down to that shop. He sent me that text to tell me it was my fault he died.’ Belinda cried even harder. ‘And now he’ll never get to meet his baby girls,’ she sobbed.

				‘No,’ said Evelyn firmly. ‘I don’t buy it. That’s not Andrew; that’s not his style. That can’t be what he meant. I know my son – there’s no way he would use his final moments to put the blame on you.’

				‘Well, what would he use his dying moments for?’ Stacey asked, frowning.

				‘He’d use them to say something important,’ Evelyn replied, trying to figure it out.

				‘He’d use them to tell you that you were pregnant.’ The voice came from the door. All three women looked up to see James standing there. None of them had noticed him come in. ‘You say the message was “You’re late”?’ James asked.

				Belinda nodded miserably.

				‘He didn’t mean you were running late; he meant you were late. As in pregnant.’ James gave them a wry smile. ‘My brother the cryptic. I only just figured out what the message he sent me on Facebook meant. The day he died he wrote on my wall to say I might have to come back earlier than expected. Freaked me out when a day later I got the call from Mum saying I needed to come home because Andy had died. I started to wonder if the guy was psychic or something – you know, like he knew something terrible was about to happen. I realise now he was probably thinking you might want to get down the aisle sooner than planned before your belly got too big.’

				‘Yes!’ Evelyn exclaimed, triumphant. ‘I knew it. I knew my son wouldn’t have wanted the blame put anywhere. It all makes sense now!’

				She was so caught up in the satisfaction of figuring it out that she forgot that she and James had barely been on speaking terms at home for the past few months. She supposed she still owed him an apology for refusing to include Belinda in their lives, but that could wait until later. From the look on Belinda’s face, she still wasn’t completely convinced by their big revelation.

				‘Belinda!’ Stacey yelped, making one of the babies wriggle uncomfortably in her sleep. ‘That’s the same text that Barry got! You’re late. And it was the text that saved your life and got you to the hospital. It had to be Andy who sent it: he was trying to protect you and, at the same time, let you know it was him looking out for you, by using those same final words.’ Stacey looked absolutely delighted with herself.

				Evelyn raised her eyebrows.

				‘Stace, first of all, Bazza didn’t save my life. There was no intruder. It was your bloody boyfriend. And what? All of a sudden you believe in ghosts?’

				‘When there’s no other explanation, yes, I do,’ Stacey replied.

				Evelyn stared back and forth from Belinda to Stacey. ‘I have absolutely no idea what you two are on about, but – I can’t stand it any longer! If you don’t let me hold one of these precious little creatures, I don’t know what I’m going to do.’

				Belinda smiled at Evelyn for what must have been the first time in a long time. ‘Help yourself; I’m sure they’d love a cuddle from their grandma.’

				Evelyn pounced on the one closest to her and scooped her out of the cot. ‘Do they have names yet?’ she asked, pressing the warm little bundle close to her chest and smiling at James as he stepped closer for a look. He avoided her eyes though, concentrating on the babies instead.

				‘Nope,’ replied Belinda. ‘They’re still called Twin A and Twin B. I’m going to be completely honest and say I don’t have a clue what to call them.’ Twin A had opened up her eyes briefly and was darting them about through lovely, long eyelashes. Evelyn lost herself in those deep blue eyes.

				‘Here,’ she said, eventually coming out of her trance and looking up at James. ‘Have a hold of your brand new niece.’ She passed the exquisite little package across to her son and then reached into the cot to pick up Twin B.

				The two little faces couldn’t be more different. At least the poor girl won’t have the same problem I did trying to tell them apart.

				Evelyn was again losing herself in her granddaughter’s eyes when James brought her out of her stupor. ‘Could I have a minute alone with Belinda?’ he asked, carefully placing Twin A back in the cot and indicating that Evelyn should do the same with Twin B.

				She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘You better not be expecting me to stay away for long,’ she warned him. She placed the tiny girl down next to her sister. ‘We’ll give you ten minutes,’ she added, waving at Stacey to follow her.

				Stacey looked up in surprise – she seemed to think that she was exempt from having to leave. ‘Oh, alone,’ she exclaimed. ‘Why do you two need to be alone together?’

				‘Lord knows, but let’s just leave them to it,’ Evelyn said. ‘The sooner we go, the sooner we can come back.’ She almost had to drag Stacey from the room. ‘But I mean ten minutes!’ she called as they left. ‘Vi will be here soon and you just try and stop her from charging in here to see her great-nieces!’

				Evelyn and Stacey wandered down the hall until they found a small waiting area with couches. A young man was pacing in circles, his face stressed, sleeves rolled up and tie loosened – the perfect, clichéd picture of an expectant dad. He saw Evelyn and Stacey staring at him and, obviously feeling the need to explain, blurted out, ‘Wife’s gone in for an emergency caesarean. They had to put her under a general, so they wouldn’t let me in – I’ve got no idea what’s going on.’ 

				He plonked himself down on one of the couches and thrust his head into his hands. ‘What if something’s gone wrong?’ he burst out. ‘It was all very sudden. One minute, she’s supposed to be just about ready to push, and the next, they’re rushing her out of the birthing suite and down here. But no one even told me what was going on.’ He sounded both frightened and indignant.

				‘What are we supposed to say?’ Stacey mouthed at Evelyn with over-exaggerated lips, but Evelyn reached across and patted his shoulder. Once again, nothing could bring her down today. 

				‘You’ll see,’ she assured him. ‘Everything is going to be just fine. Trust me.’ Just then there was the sound of a newborn baby wailing from the operating room.

				‘I think that’s him,’ whispered the man, slowly lifting his head from his hands. ‘I think that could be the sound of my son.’ He looked up at Evelyn and Stacey, his face shining with hope. 

				A nurse was walking past and Stacey leapt forward. ‘Excuse me – yep, you! Find out if that baby crying in there is this man’s son!’ she demanded.

				The nurse looked a little taken aback, but she shrugged and did as she was told, pushing her way through the floppy double doors. Only moments later, she stuck her head back out. ‘You Mr Swanson?’ she called out.

				‘Yes,’ he responded nervously.

				‘You’re a daddy,’ she replied matter-of-factly, but there was a smile on her face.

				The man leapt up from his chair. ‘I have a son!’ he cried out, pulling first Evelyn and then Stacey into a fierce hug. 

				The nurse then added, ‘Oh, and it’s a girl, buddy.’ She chuckled as she disappeared.

				‘A girl?’ he breathed out slowly. Then he looked at Evelyn and Stacey, his eyes glistening with tears. ‘A pretty little girl!’ he exclaimed, punching the air. ‘I have to go and phone the grandparents!’

				Evelyn laughed nervously as he vanished around the corner. She wasn’t sure she could take much more excitement today.

				She wondered how Andy would have compared to that dad had he been here for the birth of his babies. He would have been exactly the same, she was sure: thrilled, teary and worried. She didn’t like to think about it too much, though; she couldn’t trust herself not to burst into tears with anger at what her son was missing out on.

				Stacey brought her out of her thoughts by asking, ‘So why do you think James needed to be alone with Belinda? I don’t particularly like it when people get all mysterious. I think everyone should be open with each other about everything. Maybe we should go and listen at the door.’ Stacey looked ready to head back, but Evelyn shook her head at her.

				‘I have no idea what they’re in there talking about, but let’s at least give them the full ten minutes we promised,’ she said reasonably.

				‘Oh, all right, fine.’
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				Later that night, Evelyn, Stacey, James and Violet went to a pub near the hospital to celebrate. Stacey and Violet headed up to the bar to order the first round and Evelyn turned to look at James. This was as good a chance as any for her to finally clear the air.

				‘So have you forgiven me yet?’ she asked as casually as she could.

				‘Forgiven you?’ he exclaimed, almost choking on his beer. ‘You haven’t actually apologised yet, so how am I supposed to have forgiven you?’

				‘Fine, if you’re going to make me say the words . . . I’m sorry. Are you happy? That’s the second apology I’ve had to make in just two days.’

				‘Nope, not quite enough. I want to hear you say you were wrong.’

				‘You’re pushing it, boy,’ she warned, but she added graciously, ‘All right, I was wrong. Belinda is a good kid and I was being completely unfair to her, plus the poor thing was busy blaming herself all along anyway!’

				‘Hmm, I’m sorry, I’m not sure if I quite heard you. Did you say you were wrong? So I guess that would make me . . . right?’

				Evelyn laughed. ‘Shut up. Are we okay or not? I’m sick of fighting.’

				‘We’re cool. You got a deck of cards in that handbag of yours? I’ve been having withdrawals from family games of Flip.’

				Evelyn had to restrain herself from throwing her whole body across the table and pulling her son into a big hug. Instead, she pulled the deck of cards that she always carried with her out of her bag and placed them on the table.

				‘Your deal,’ she said, but she couldn’t keep the smile off her face. As he started dealing out the cards, she asked, ‘So what did you need to talk to Belinda about?’

				James sighed. ‘It was nothing, really. I just wanted to see how she was doing is all.’ He stared down at the cards.

				Evelyn frowned as she watched her son’s face. Generally, she wasn’t great at reading emotion, but an idea struck her. ‘Are you in love with her?’ she asked before she could stop herself.

				James flicked his eyes up in surprise and then paused before shaking his head slowly. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I guess I sort of thought I was. But I was confused, you know? All mixed up cause I was thinking I should be looking after her for Andy. And anyway, either way I got shot down. She’s not interested. But it’s for the best, right? Less complicated this way. Now I just get to be the fun uncle.’

				This time Evelyn couldn’t help herself. She stood up, stepped around the table and wrapped her arms around James, giving him the tightest hug she’d given anyone in a long time. When she finally sat back down, James raised his eyebrows at her. ‘Where did that come from, Mum? You know you’re not the hugging type.’

				‘People can’t change?’ she asked. She paused before continuing, ‘Remember Dad’s old bear hugs? He used to practically crush all of us the moment he saw us after any length of absence.’

				‘I remember. Dad’s hugs were never optional.’

				‘Well, you know what I’ve come to realise? I miss them. For some reason, when he died, I closed myself off from all kinds of physical affection. And it wasn’t fair. Not to me and not to you boys.’ Evelyn reached across the table to hold his hand. ‘I’m sorry, James,’ she said softly.

				‘No worries, Mum, I’ll be sweet. Your flip.’

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 19

				Bazza spent the week following the birth wondering whether he should go up to her apartment to see her – if she was even home from the hospital yet. Once again he was stuck in limbo: he had no idea how she felt about him or what he should be doing. Had he only imagined that there was something between them?

				The question of whether or not she was home was answered the next day when he stepped into the lift on the ground floor and saw her standing there, holding a bunch of flowers and clutching the ribbons of several helium balloons that proclaimed cheerily, ‘It’s a girl!’ She looked pale and tired, her dark hair clipped loosely back in a short ponytail, her hands gripping the flowers somewhat weakly. But she still looked beautiful.

				‘Hi!’ he said and then immediately felt embarrassed at how goofy he’d sounded. Too enthusiastic! Tone it down!

				‘Just got back,’ she said, nodding up at the balloons. ‘These are from the hospital . . . obviously.’

				‘Sure,’ he replied. Think of something to say! ‘Where are the babies?’ he asked, pleased with himself that he’d come up with a conversation starter.

				‘Upstairs with Stacey. Apparently it’s good for me to be the one going up and down to the car bringing everything inside while she looks after my children.’ Belinda gave him a wry smile.

				‘You need a hand?’ he asked hopefully.

				‘Thanks, but this is the last of it.’

				The lift doors were opening on the second floor and Bazza hesitated as he stepped out. ‘It was good to see you,’ he said eventually.

				‘You too,’ she replied with a small smile.

				The doors were starting to close behind him when he suddenly swung around and stuck his arm in to stop them. ‘Look, Belinda, make sure you let me know if there’s anything I can do for you, okay? Anytime . . . even if it’s the middle of the night and they won’t stop crying or something. I’m here for you, got it?’ He hoped she believed that he was genuine.

				‘Got it,’ she replied.

				The doors shut then and Bazza headed down to his apartment.

				Was that enough? he wondered as he let himself inside.
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				Belinda dropped the bunches of flowers onto the coffee table and released the helium balloons so that they floated up to the ceiling. She flopped down onto the couch and sighed. God, what I would give for twelve hours of solid sleep.

				‘What is it? What’s wrong?’ Stacey stood in front of her with her hands on her hips. ‘It’s post-natal depression, isn’t it? I knew you’d be a prime candidate. Here, let me look it up for you.’ She hurried over to the computer, fingers poised to google it.

				‘Calm down, Stace. I’m not depressed. It was just a sigh, for God’s sake! I’ve got a lot on my mind and I’m dead tired is all.’

				‘What? What’s on your mind? Is it James? You still haven’t told me what you two spoke about in the hospital. Or is it your parents? Are they still hassling you to move back home? Or Evelyn? What is it? Tell me!’

				‘Stop! You’re filling my head up even more. No, it’s not any of those things, okay? Everything is fine with James, Mum’s accepted that I’m not moving out to the farm with them, and Evelyn’s been great so far. Anyway, right now, I have a fabulous idea: why don’t we both try and get some rest while the girls are sleeping. I get the feeling one of them is going to wake up any second.’

				Though she didn’t look happy about it, Stacey collapsed onto the couch next to Belinda and within minutes was snoring.

				‘God, I wish I found it that easy to fall asleep,’ Belinda murmured to herself.

				She closed her eyes and starting thinking over the past few days. She thought of Stacey and how determined she was that Andy really had sent Bazza to her. Apparently the text message he’d received was solid proof as far as she was concerned. She’d googled the supernatural and discovered that ghosts and technology worked quite well together.

				Then Belinda remembered the conversation she’d had with James when he’d asked to be alone with her. She’d thought it would be awkward but, to be honest, it was actually very sweet. They’d looked each other in the eyes and they both simply knew – there wasn’t anything between them. Maybe for a split-second they had thought there could have been. That night when they almost kissed had definitely been a moment, but it was nothing more.

				They had agreed to just be good friends, and she felt as though they really would be. The weird thing was that when she had tried to thank him for all of the lovely things he’d done for her since Andy died – the lilies, the car battery, her letterbox – he had stared at her blankly.

				‘Sorry, Belle. Love to say I was guilty, but I can’t take the cred. All I did was drop off a bunch of roses to try and brighten your day. I wanted to do more, just didn’t know where to start.’

				So where did that leave her? Back to the ghost theory (which Stacey was well and truly on board with)? Too hard to think about right now. It hurt her head too much.

				And finally . . . Bazza. That night at the hospital – goodness, what was she thinking asking him to stay for the birth! She barely knew the guy! And yet, he did stay. Not only that, he was great throughout the whole thing. She’d thought after that, though, he’d never want to see her again – but in the lift just now, hadn’t his face looked sort of hopeful as he offered to help out?

				Belinda didn’t realise that her thoughts had turned into dreams until she was startled awake by the sound of a baby crying.
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				Evelyn stepped out of Alby’s office and thought to herself, ‘I haven’t felt this free since my last skydive.’ It amazed her that, despite the fact that she was well into her fifties – okay, practically into her sixties – she could still see her entire life unfolding in front of her. The options! She could travel if she wanted, although not for long – she didn’t want to miss too much of her two beautiful new granddaughters’ lives. But the choice was hers. She could get a new job or even study, learn something brand new. She pictured herself amongst all those young uni students as a mature age student and snorted. Well, the option was there anyway.

				Maybe she might get a new job, or maybe not. Heck, she’d had the last eight months off work – why not make it a clean year? She could discover new hobbies. It was probably time she gave skydiving a rest anyway. She had a feeling she’d found what she was looking for out there in the sky. It was as though the old Evelyn had been there all along, just waiting to be rediscovered. Waiting to give her son a hug. Waiting to quit her job.

				Although she was going to have to pop back out to the SkyChallenge warehouse in the next couple of days. Bazza had said there was something important he needed to talk about with her.

				‘More important than telling me you’re living in the same apartment block as my son’s ex-fiancée and she’s pregnant with my grandbabies?’ she’d joked in response.

				‘Yeah, ha ha, McGavin,’ had been his reply. It still gave her a funny, happy feeling every time he called her that.

				As she walked away from her old office block and the crisp, cool afternoon air hit her face, she imagined Carl walking along beside her. ‘You did good, Ev,’ that’s what he would say. ‘World’s your oyster, babe. Have it kilpatrick, if you like!’ She smiled as she remembered that silly line of his.

				‘I’ll take it au naturale, thanks, hon,’ she replied out loud.

				She swore that she could hear him chuckling in response, but it was too hard to be sure over the sound of the traffic . . .
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				Belinda tensed as the baby’s wails started up. She had just climbed back into bed after spending the last hour settling one of them. Now which one was crying? She was so confused.

				Stacey called out from the lounge room, ‘Are you freaking kidding me? They never stop!’

				‘I know!’ she yelled back. At that moment, a second voice joined the wailing. No, no, no! Not both of them again. They picked up one baby each and stood rocking them, swaying back and forth.

				‘Which is due for a feed now?’ Stacey asked, looking from one to the other, squinting her eyes, trying to remember.

				‘Oh God, I’ve lost track.’ Belinda felt on the verge of tears. It was all too much: she had no idea what she was doing, and although Stacey was doing her best, she had no clue either. ‘We need help,’ she said, feeling her stress levels rising in line with the pitch of the babies’ cries.

				‘Fucken oath,’ Stacey responded. Stacey did not swear often. Christ, if Stacey lost it, Belinda had no idea what she was going to do.

				‘Okay, I’ll be right back.’ Belinda headed for the door, cradling God only knew which twin in her arms. They might not have been identical, but at 2 am with severe sleep deprivation, it was hard to tell the difference between herself and Stacey, let alone a couple of newborns.

				‘Belinda! Where are you going? It’s the middle of the bloody night!’

				‘I’m going to get help.’
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				Bazza was woken suddenly by a banging sound. He sat bolt upright and looked confusedly around his room for a moment, before realising that the noise was coming from his front door.

				He pulled on a pair of jeans over his boxers and stumbled into the lounge room. As he got closer to the door, he could hear a baby crying, accentuated every now and again by another thud against his door.

				Is she trying to kick the thing down?

				He pulled the door open and saw Belinda standing in front of him, dressed in her pyjamas with a screaming baby in her arms. She opened her mouth to speak but instead a sob came out. He just made out, ‘Need. Your. Help,’ in between the tears.

				‘Sure thing,’ he said immediately. ‘Can I?’ he added, reaching his arms out to take the baby.

				‘Are you joking?’ She wailed as she handed her over. ‘Of course you can take her. You can keep her if you like.’

				Bazza started to laugh but then stopped when he saw the look on her face – Ah, not trying to be funny then. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s get you back up to your place.’ He grabbed his keys and then followed her out into the hall. As they reached the lift, another apartment door opened and he saw Mrs Crease stick her head out.

				‘Is that you, Bazza?’ she shouted, squinting down the hall at them as she put her glasses on.

				‘Yes, Creasy, it’s just me,’ he called back.

				‘What on earth is all this racket?’

				‘Sorry, I should have introduced you. This is Belinda from upstairs. She’s had twins.’

				‘Twins!’ She immediately stuck her head back into her apartment to call out to her husband excitedly, ‘Frank, come and see!’

				As Mr and Mrs Crease were following them into the lift, intent on coming upstairs with them to see both babies, another apartment door opened and Mrs Pritchard appeared.

				‘I see the twins are out and about already,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘All right, I guess I’d better come and give you a hand then.’ And she pulled on a dressing gown and joined them in the lift without waiting for an invitation.

				By the time they were back at Belinda’s apartment, they had picked up at least four more slipper-clad residents along their way. As tenants poked their heads out of their doors to see what all the noise was, Mrs Crease kept inviting them along. Bazza could easily imagine her at the opening of a circus tent, calling out, ‘Roll up, roll up!’

				‘Do you know everyone who lives in this building?’ Belinda hissed at him as she let them all into her apartment.

				Stacey took one look at the convoy of people filtering into the lounge room and then handed the baby to the closest person, without even bothering to find out who it was. ‘Belinda, I’m sorry, but I’m outta here,’ she said, grabbing her jacket from the couch. ‘I’m going home to bed.’

				‘Stacey!’ Belinda exclaimed in shock. ‘You’re going to leave me with a bunch of complete strangers? You don’t even know who these people are. That’s not like you!’

				Stacey paused to look at Bazza. ‘I know him,’ she replied. ‘And I’d trust him with my life. He saved yours, remember – so yeah, I’m going. Because if I hear one more crying baby, I’ll lose it. And you don’t want to see me lose it. I’ll call you tomorrow.’ She disappeared out the door.

				‘He didn’t actually save my life – it was Shanks, remember, not an intruder!’ Belinda called out after her.

				The small crowd of people were now standing around Belinda’s lounge room, chatting happily as though they were at a cocktail party.

				Bazza turned to look at Belinda. ‘Do you trust me?’ he asked.

				There was a pause before she responded; she seemed to be gazing vaguely around at the bunch of complete strangers in her apartment. But, eventually, she looked him straight in the eye and said tiredly, ‘Yes. Yes, I do trust you.’

				‘Good. Go and get into bed. We’ll take care of them for you. I promise.’

				Belinda stood up on her toes and kissed him gently on the cheek, and then turned and disappeared into her bedroom. As he watched her go, Mrs Crease appeared at his shoulder.

				‘Does she know that it was you yet, fairy boy? All those lovely things you did for her?’ she whispered.

				‘Nope. And I’m not gonna tell her either. Let the poor girl believe she did have a fairy godmother, right?’

				He didn’t see Belinda again until morning.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter 20

				Evelyn smiled as the young girl approached the counter, her face a picture of nerves, fear and giddy anticipation. ‘All done with your forms?’ she asked.

				The girl nodded and passed them over with shaky hands.

				‘Great! Just wait right there and prepare to be blown away by the most unbelievable, incredible, terrifying experience of your entire life!’

				As Evelyn waited for James to come out and collect the girl for her on-ground training, she looked a little closer and realised that it was a face she recognised. She looked down at the name on the form.

				Tania Stevens.

				The girl gave her a worried look. ‘Is there something wrong with my paperwork?’ she asked.

				‘No, not at all. I just remembered you. You went to the same school as my sons. Andrew and James McGavin.’

				The girl’s eyes widened. Evelyn hadn’t realised it would be possible for her to look even more frightened.

				‘Mrs McGavin! I didn’t realise. I’m so sorry about that phone call I made to you after Andy, um . . . died. I was such an idiot, I didn’t know what to say. And it’s just that Andy and James were such great guys. Still are, I’m sure! I mean . . . James still is, obviously Andy’s dead . . . I mean, that doesn’t mean he’s not a great guy still. It’s just that, you know, he’s not actually alive and um—’

				‘Tania,’ Evelyn cut her off.

				‘Yes?’

				‘You’re doing it again.’

				‘I know. I don’t know why I get so flustered. But look, seeing as I’ve run into you, I have to ask you something, and if I don’t say this now, I never will. There was another reason why I called you that day. I was sort of hoping to . . . catch up with James. I mean, at the time it was more to see how he was doing, but I’d still really like to see him, umm, just, umm, because. Do you think there’s any chance that you could put me in touch with him?’

				Evelyn shrugged. ‘Sure. Why not?’ She paused then, before adding, ‘You’ll be in touch with him in about . . . three seconds.’

				Tania looked back at her in confusion and then widened her eyes in shock as James walked out of the staffroom towards her.

				‘He helps me out on the weekends,’ Evelyn explained.

				‘Tania!’ James exclaimed when he saw her. ‘Great to see you!’

				‘I’m heading off now, James. Don’t forget, we’ve got the twins’ birthday party next weekend, okay? So don’t go scheduling in any jumps for yourself that day, got it?’

				‘Sure thing, Mum. I’ll see you later,’ he called out as he guided Tania out the back to start her training.

				Evelyn grabbed her handbag and headed to her car. She paused to look back at the SkyChallenge warehouse. Only a year or so ago she never would have imagined that she’d be here now, running a skydiving business and having her son happy to work for her on weekends.

				She’d misunderstood that day last year when Bazza had first asked her to consider a partnership with his boss Jack. She’d thought he was trying to set the two of them up on a date. But then he’d explained that Jack was looking for another director to invest in the company and run it alongside him.

				‘Oh, that sort of partnership,’ she’d said at the time.

				‘McGavin! Surely you’d never suspect me of trying anything as tacky and underhand as setting you up with my divorced boss, who happens to be at the distinguished age of sixty and enjoys card games in his spare time and owns a private bungalow on the beach in Thailand!’ Bazza’s highly offended tone was surprisingly convincing.
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				Evelyn and Belinda were sitting cross-legged on the floor on opposite sides of Evelyn’s coffee table. The older woman was marking items off the list in front of her and the younger was stretching her arms up above her head like a cat.

				‘That must be about it. What else can we possibly need for a double one-year-old birthday party?’

				‘You can never be too organised, Belinda. I just want to be certain we’re all set for Saturday.’

				Belinda smiled. ‘You do realise the girls won’t even remember this, right?’

				Evelyn opened her mouth to respond, but was interrupted by the sound of the doorbell. ‘Hold that thought,’ she instructed, before climbing to her feet and heading out to answer the door.

				When she came back into the room, she was followed by a young girl with long blonde hair. The girl was clutching the hand of a toddler dressed in bright red overalls, who stood close to her side and sucked his thumb energetically.

				‘Belinda, this is Lara. Apparently she was there in the convenience store the day that Andrew died and she has something important to tell us. Lara, meet Belinda, the girl my son was engaged to.’ Evelyn’s voice was slightly strained.

				Belinda frowned in confusion but stood up to shake Lara’s hand. Lara sat down on the couch and pulled her little boy onto her lap. She sat quietly for several seconds, her chin resting on her son’s head. Evelyn and Belinda waited. Eventually she spoke.

				‘It’s taken me a very long time to work through what happened that day. And I still don’t like to talk about it. But I’ve never known what sort of details the police would have given you, and I’ve realised that it’s not fair if you don’t know the truth.’ Her voice was unsteady and she kept her eyes down. It was as though she’d practised the speech over and over and she just wanted to get through it as quickly as possible. She took a deep breath and continued.

				‘The boy who killed your son . . . and your fiancé, well, he was just about to take my son, my baby, away from me.’ Her grip tightened on her little boy. ‘He was just three months old at the time. A tiny, helpless baby, and that monster was going to hurt him, maybe even kill him, just because he wouldn’t stop crying, just because . . .’ She petered off, looking as though she might lose her nerve. 

				Belinda swallowed and nodded her head slightly, the most encouraging action she could bring herself to do. Evelyn continued to sit stock-still, her face rigid as she waited. Lara then took another deep breath and ploughed on.

				‘Andrew was killed because he intervened. That guy – the drug addict – he hit me across the face with his gun. The sound of Zach crying seemed to be sending him crazy. He was in the middle of trying to pull him away from me when Andrew ran straight at the guy, knocked him away from us. He didn’t even think about himself, just about my baby boy, about keeping him safe.’

				Finally Lara raised her eyes and looked straight at Evelyn and then Belinda. ‘He was a hero. He died to save my baby boy. And I know that doesn’t make it okay. I know that doesn’t bring him back, but I thought you needed to know. I thought you deserved to know.’ Her speech finished, she stood up, hoisted the little boy onto her hip and left.

				Belinda and Evelyn sat without speaking for a good five minutes after she was gone. Finally Belinda broke the silence. 

				‘Did you know?’ she asked in a small voice.

				‘No,’ responded Evelyn, her voice hoarse.

				‘He really was amazing, wasn’t he?’

				‘Yes. Yes he was.’
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				Belinda rushed around from one picnic table to the next, trying desperately to get the tablecloths to stay put.

				‘Argh,’ she groaned to herself. ‘It’s too windy!’ This was impossible to do on her own; it was simply too much for one person. And what about the cakes? How were the birthday candles going to stay lit in this wind?

				‘Need a hand?’ said a voice from behind her.

				She looked up from trying to sticky tape down a corner of one of the tablecloths and grinned. ‘Baz, thank God you’re finally here. Did the girls have their nap okay? Cause you know I don’t want them to be in a bad mood for the party. And did you remember the camera? And the bread rolls! I forgot to tell you they were on the kitchen bench!’

				‘Relax. The girls slept for over two hours. I almost thought I was going to have to wake them. Stacey and Shanks are getting them out of the car. I’ve got the camera, I’ve got the bread rolls, and Ev’s picking up the chicken on her way. Everything’s under control.’

				Belinda started to calm down, then the panic wound back up again. ‘What if my parents don’t get here in time? It’s a long drive down from Wahdoonga, and they haven’t been to this park before. What if they get lost?’

				‘Got a call from your mum about ten minutes ago. They should be pulling up any second. Trust me, it’s going to be perfect.’

				The party was a disaster.

				There were the babies from Belinda’s mothers’ group, who kept eating the pebbles out of the rock garden. There was the huge fight between Violet’s daughter, Matilda, and Bazza’s niece Sophie, because they’d worn the same party dress. And there were the plastic cups and paper plates that kept getting whipped into the air every time the wind picked up.

				But they were all the things that came hand in hand with a double one-year-old birthday party. You just had to accept it. And later, these weren’t the moments that Belinda remembered. What she remembered was meeting Evelyn’s business partner, Jack, and watching her blush as she told them about the ‘business trip’ they were planning to take to Thailand together.

				She remembered her dad giving her a big hug as he told her how proud he was of her, and how amazed he was to hear that she was already going back to uni next semester to finish off her degree. She remembered James whispering to her that he’d got a phone number off some girl called Tania last week and they were going on a date next weekend and he was absolutely stoked because she was the hottest girl from Hunters Hill High, and even though Andy had kissed her first he could let that one slide because apparently she’d always really had a thing for him.

				She remembered Bazza proudly telling Stacey about his first week of his new job as a school counsellor at Belmore High, and Stacey immediately informing him that she actually knew quite a bit more about psychology than he did, thanks to the internet, and she would be happy to give him any tips he needed. She remembered her mum giving her a nudge as she said, ‘I like Bazza. And what a lovely name he has, don’t you think?’ She remembered watching Evelyn and Violet, who were sitting together and giggling like school girls as they fought over the lolly bags, and thinking to herself, I hope my girls grow up to be as close as those two are.

				But most of all, she remembered her girls’ faces as they sat on her lap together while everyone sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to them. They looked around in delight, as though to say, ‘Is this all for us?!’

				And then Andi leant forward and stuck her hand right in the middle of one of the cakes, and Isabelle sneezed on the other one, and everyone laughed, and Belinda looked up to see Bazza smiling and she thought, Life is good. And although a part of her would always miss Andy, she knew that he would be happy for her too. After all, how could he not? According to Stacey, he’d orchestrated the whole thing.

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				On the night that Andi and Isabelle were preparing to be born, a nineteen-year-old girl, wearing knee-high boots and a long leather jacket, with bright-pink streaks all through her hair, stood outside a nightclub in the middle of Perth. She checked her watch. It was almost midnight – her friend was supposed to have met her here half an hour ago. Extremely agitated, she typed a short, blunt text into her phone to send to her friend.

				As she was keying in the phone number, she felt a soft, warm breeze against her neck. She shivered as the breeze turned into a chill that seemed to tingle up her spine, and she felt goose bumps appear on her arms. She fumbled with the buttons and accidentally hit the wrong number on the last digit before hitting ‘send’. 

				She had absolutely no idea that the text was now travelling right across the country to New South Wales, and was zipping its way into the bedroom of a guy who was fast asleep at three in the morning.

				The message simply said:
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