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			Praise for Flowers in July

			‘What a warm, affirming romance!’

			Beth O’Leary, author of The Flatshare

			‘Sexy and smart! Anna Maynard has written a love story that’s a delight to watch bloom. [This] is an addictive and heartfelt love story about people who are brilliant at saving other people but need help to rescue themselves, set against breathtaking, rugged landscapes.’ 

			Steph Vizard, author of The Love Contract

			‘A delectable Aussie rom-com that delivers laugh-out-loud moments, heart-squeezing emotion and characters so real you’ll want them at your next family BBQ.’ 

			Rachael Johns, author of The Lucky Sisters, Outback Dreams and Man Drought 

			‘A delightful and effortless read, reminding us of what really matters in life.’ 

			Hannah Moloney, ABC TV presenter

		


		
			For Andrew

		


		
			Chapter One

			The oversight was forgivable. 

			Presumably, the moment had been hot and steamy. Foreplay was underway, or imminent, and the tiny lace G-string had been dragged down by someone’s foot, invariably wedging itself into the sheets at the bottom of the bed, scrunching so tightly it almost disappeared, its presence easily forgotten.

			Until some time later, when I found it changing the sheets. It’s remarkable how much you can deduce from someone’s choice in underwear. And what lay before me was the discarded remains of someone cheap, slutty and ultimately lacking common sense. 

			Obviously, the G-string wasn’t mine.

			Firstly, I never wore black lace underwear. Every other colour lace, yes, but not black. Somehow, I could never pull it off without feeling like a sex worker. I don’t know why, that was just my position on black lace. 

			Secondly, they were Cotton On. A perfectly reasonable entry-level item, but for the seasoned lingerie wearer, completely unacceptable. It’s a false economy to spend less than twenty dollars on a G-string. The elastic doesn’t last; the lace goes all loose; they make you feel sloppy rather than well put together.

			Perhaps shock was numbing my emotions, or maybe I’d been through so many similar turns and episodes with Felix that the whole thing was what I’d come to expect. Regardless, I moved forward with my usual efficiency and practicality. It was sheet-changing day – every fourteen days seemed to me like an appropriate time frame for sheet-changing, all unforeseen events aside. But this was an unforeseen event (relatively speaking) so I stopped changing the sheets. I wouldn’t be sleeping there anymore, so the task was now superfluous.

			I went to the kitchen and found the tongs, then used them to pick up the lace and put it on a plate on the dining table. Felix would be home from his day shift in approximately forty-five minutes. That gave me time to pack my few possessions and book a backpacker’s room for the night and an Uber to pick me up in forty-six minutes.

			When Felix walked through the door I was ready, sitting at the table with the G-string on the plate in front of me. It took roughly two seconds for his eyes to clock me, the bags and the G.

			His smile turned momentarily to dread before trying to recover neutrality.

			Too late.

			‘Mary …’

			‘Felix.’

			‘It’s not—’

			‘Here’s my key. I’ve stopped my scheduled transfers for the rent.’ I stood up and gathered my bags. He tried to call out but I didn’t look back. 

			As I approached the waiting car he finally reached me, a hand on my shoulder which I immediately shrugged away.

			‘Mary, I’m so sorry. It’s not as bad as it looks—’

			‘No, I think it’s worse than it looks. Because I keep coming back.’ I hauled the two bags of my clothes over my shoulder and pushed past him. ‘They stink like hell, by the way. You should tell her to get checked for bacterial vaginosis.’

			His flinch was like a triumph. 

			A little layer of steel settled itself over my heart as the Uber backed out of the driveway.

			The Bouncing Blue Tongue was underwhelming emergency accommodation, to say the least. 

			When the Uber dropped me and my bags on the footpath beside a blue lizard the size of a sheep with enormous breasts spilling over a yellow bikini and a blue tongue dripping seductively out of its mouth, I felt as if someone was making a joke of me. I stared at the lizard for a few moments, my thoughts stuck on what the marketing goal was.

			I was shown to my room and as soon as the door opened to the closet-sized space with its dingy-looking bed and tiny window whose glass was virtually obscured by mould, it was apparent this was not going to work.

			When I’d booked the room in this backpacker’s hostel half an hour ago, my choice had been compromised by the fact that I was new to Hobart and could only base my decision on it being cheap, available and walking distance to the hospital. I clearly needed to expand my selection parameters.

			‘Is there another room I could have a look at—?’ I couldn’t wipe the expression of distaste off my face.

			‘It’s our last room! You were lucky to get it!’ the pink-haired, South American receptionist said brightly before disappearing down the dark hallway. My eyes lingered on her retreating figure. How someone had come from all the way across the world to end up working at the Bouncing Blue Tongue was a mysterious and regrettable situation. I felt something like kinship with her – I think our luck was on a par.

			I reluctantly put my bags on the bed. That seemed like the most likely place to have been washed within the last decade, and while there was no way I was going to put any part of my body on the bed, I could accept my belongings sitting there for a moment. It was obvious I needed to establish plan B ASAP.

			A quick glance at Airbnb confirmed that there was absolutely nowhere else in my price range. And Gumtree listings for rentals were also sparse and expensive. I was starting to feel panicky and wondered if I might need to sleep in Ressies – the disgusting junior doctor hangout at the hospital where the couches were saggy and beer-stained and smelled like arse – when something caught my eye.

			Someone called Vivian was advertising a ‘Granny Flat’ in her backyard in West Hobart for seventy dollars a week. Vivian used suspicious inverted commas and showed a tendency for excessive exclamation marks, yet it was a rental I could afford. And within walking distance to the hospital. 

			I sent Vivian a message and her response confirming the ‘Granny Flat’s’ availability was almost immediate. She told me to come and see the place at ten the following morning. With no apparent alternatives, I told her I’d take it and would move in tomorrow. 

			But having secured a rental didn’t resolve where on earth I was going to sleep that night. Aside from the health hazard of the room in which I was standing, and the undoubtable presence of bedbugs and the DNA of genital warts living in the sheets, it was unlikely I’d be able to sleep. I was a poor sleeper at the best of times and, let’s be real, this was not the best of times.

			It was seven p.m., and with all the events of the last few hours, I hadn’t been for my run yet – a daily ritual that I didn’t forfeit even when I’d been feverish with COVID the previous year – and I needed it more than ever. I put on my gear and headed out into the cool June evening.

			The sun was long down, so I stuck to the lamp-lit streets, winding my way through the city, past Salamanca and around Battery Point. My body was thrumming with energy and I could have run for hours. Anxiety and stress did that to me: left me feeling wired.

			As I ran, the reality of the situation started to unfurl and I allowed myself to feel its weight. At least when I was moving, I could digest what had happened without completely falling apart. The steady beat of my feet on the concrete, the gentle burn in my thighs, the cold air ripping through my lungs were as familiar as a dependable friend.

			My phone rang twice in my pocket and I ignored it. After the third ring, I turned it off. I didn’t indulge any feelings of hurt, or despair, or let myself think about how pathetic it was that, at thirty-two, I was living in a city where I knew no one other than my work colleagues and had zero support or people I could turn to. I didn’t want to think about those things. I pushed through the night air, faster and faster, and focused my energy on strength. Building that fort around my heart bigger and harder, and promising myself I would not succumb to the pull of Felix again. 

			It was easy, right after he’d done something so clearly not worth forgiving, to think that way.

			If only my resolve could last long enough to truly disentangle myself.

			I felt better after my run. I’d always been grateful for the health of my body and I treated it with respect and attention. The feeling of fitness and strength was something I took great comfort in. My clothes always fitted me perfectly, my body hair was groomed and my fingernails were always clean. It wasn’t a sense of vanity that made me take care of my physical form, but a sense of a control. Something I could make good that relied on no one else.

			I showered at the Bouncing Blue Tongue in my sandals to avoid contracting tinea and washed my hair with my favourite products, letting the pretty, clean smells envelope me. I decided my emerald green – colour of renewal and growth – bra and knickers were what I needed, hoping to inspire some sense of refinement that the Bouncing Blue Tongue had really left wanting. I was scheduled for two days off but there was no way – and nowhere – that I could sleep, so I put on my scrubs and walked to work.

			I was fifteen minutes early for night-shift handover and the handover room was, as expected, empty. As ten thirty approached, stressed-looking evening-shift doctors and bleary-eyed night-shift doctors trickled in. The large screen on the wall showed a department that was groaning with admitted patients waiting on ward beds and a waiting room full of people who hadn’t yet been seen. A customary snapshot of the Derwent Hospital, I was quickly learning. I’d been there for six weeks and was growing used to the chaos. The inefficiencies of space limitations and bed-block were driving me mad, but the work was always busy and that suited me. I could forget myself when I was at work – the harder I worked, the more insignificant my life felt.

			‘Who’s our night team?’ The night registrar, Jake, had arrived and was sitting in the driver’s seat, controlling the computer screen. He clicked on the roster board where the faces of the staff from the day, evening and night shifts were displayed.

			I wondered if anyone would notice the fact that my face was not on the roster board. 

			At that moment, the consultant walked in and the atmosphere in the room stiffened.

			Abel Sutherland. He was a retrieval doctor most of the time, tackling the horrors of emergency rescues and helicopter resuscitation, and only worked in the department occasionally. An absolutely terrifying man of very few words who was impossible to read. The small talk evaporated. 

			Abel wore black scrubs – such was the consultant etiquette. Registrars should wear green, nurses blue. That was the idea anyway, but staff at the Derwent had an affinity for ‘fun scrubs’, so essentially most people looked like colourful clowns and it was impossible to determine anyone’s actual role. 

			‘Are you in charge?’ Abel directed that at Jake. The Medical Officer in Charge is the most senior doctor on shift – during the day, it’s the consultant; at night, it’s a registrar. Abel scanned the roster board, correlating it with who was in the room. 

			I studied a spot of peeling paint in the corner, hoping no one would realise I wasn’t supposed to be on shift. There was probably nothing more pathetic than the fact I had nowhere else to be.

			I felt Abel’s gaze on me and like a magnet, it drew my eyes to his. They were green like my underwear. And why my brain made that comparison, I can only attribute to my state of total emotional discombobulation.

			And then he was looking at my chest and I was blushing—

			Ah. The name tag. Of course.

			‘Mary? Are you evening shift, or …’ 

			His voice was low and serious and enough to make me feel utterly terrified like maybe I was about to be told to go to ‘time out’. 

			‘I’m on night,’ I said brightly. (I never said anything brightly.)

			A pause. ‘You’re not on the roster.’

			‘Oh.’ I gave a surprised laugh. ‘That’s weird. Never mind. I’m here now.’

			Everyone was looking at me by this point.

			‘Okay …’ Jake said slowly. ‘Shall we make a start then?’

			I nodded enthusiastically.

			‘In resus one we have …’ Jake began, hovering the mouse over the patient.

			‘Eighty-six-year-old lady,’ Michael, one of the evening registrars, said. ‘Infective exacerbation of—’

			‘Mary.’ Abel was still looking at me with a puzzled expression.

			‘Yes?’

			‘If you’re not rostered on, you aren’t covered by the hospital insurance. So, you should probably go home.’

			‘Uh …’ My mind whirled, trying to formulate a solution. The idea of going back to the Bouncing Blue Tongue was literally making me nauseous. I scanned the room. ‘I’m really quite happy to work. Anyone want to swap?’

			A night registrar, Cleo, looked up from her phone for the first time since we’d started. ‘Fuck, yeah. I’ll go home.’

			‘Everyone happy with that?’ I asked.

			Abel’s expression was difficult to read, as though he couldn’t quite keep up with the oddity of the situation. ‘Uh … oh-kay.’

			‘Sweet!’ Cleo shot me a slightly baffled, but nonetheless grateful, wave as she darted out the door. ‘Toodle-loo team!’

			Jake was already updating the roster so I was now officially on shift. Excellent.

			Handover continued and I let my attention be absorbed by Shirley and her pneumonia, Robert with his upper gastrointestinal bleed, Cobie with his poly-pharmacy overdose, et cetera, et cetera. There was nothing more grounding than being in the hospital emergency department. No matter how shit life was, things could always be worse. 

			Once all the outstanding jobs were allocated and patients handed over to the night team, it was time to get started. I was out the door and on my way down the corridor when I was stopped by Abel’s commanding voice.

			‘Mary.’

			I turned to find him at my heel, his serious, lingerie-coloured eyes frowning down at me. 

			‘Mmm-hmm?’

			He didn’t say anything, just carried on frowning. Fuck, this man was weirder than I was. 

			And somehow, in that bizarre moment, I felt as though he was seeing straight through me. Like he knew something he shouldn’t. Knew I hadn’t mixed up my shifts. Knew I had nowhere else to be. 

			‘I … better get to work,’ I said eventually, my chest beginning to thump nonsensically. 

			‘Are you …?’ His voice petered out and his frown deepened. ‘Never mind.’

			‘Okay!’ I spun and swiped myself into the department.

			I was a generally unflappable person, but it had to be said, Abel Sutherland was extremely unsettling.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			‘Mary! It’s so nice to meet you!’ Vivian pulled me into an incense-infused hug that was so overwhelming it made me slightly dizzy – both the smell and the embrace. I was really not a touchy-feely sort of person and I should have taken her enthusiasm as an early sign that this was not going to work.

			‘Uh. Yes. Thanks. You too.’ I extricated myself and took a step backwards, lest Vivan’s urge to smother me in her body and aroma resurfaced.

			At that moment, a dog the size of a small cow ran my way, almost bowling me over.

			‘Jesus!’ I tried to shield my body with my hands. I was not a dog person either. The slobber, the hyperactivity, the neediness. All traits I had no affinity for.

			‘Oh, look! He loves you! This is Walter! Walter meet Mary!’ Vivian was practically jumping up and down with joy (like Walter), as though she was introducing two of her long-lost children to one another.

			‘Hello, Walter.’ My voice sounded like a robot. I reminded myself I’d already paid for one month’s rent up front. Shit. This was what desperation did.

			‘Do you want a cup of tea? I’ve just brewed chai!’ Vivian was already leading me and Walter inside.

			‘Thanks, I’m actually … I might see the room, or … “Granny Flat”. I’m just off night shift.’

			‘Oh.’ She looked momentarily disappointed before recovering instantly. ‘Okay!’

			She led me through her back garden, past about thirty wind chimes, three sets of prayer flags, at least four bird feeders and an uncountable number of rainbow-coloured windmills. My senses were too overwhelmed to even appreciate the shoots of daffodils and snowdrops emerging in the rambling, overgrown areas next to the path.

			A cat screeched and slunk around the corner. A small, yapping fluffball – another dog! – tried to eat my shoe. And I tripped over a garden gnome, falling straight into a water fountain shaped like a naked man. I managed to stop my fall, but unfortunately, my hand had come to rest on a ceramic penis. 

			‘Home sweet home!’ Vivian exclaimed. We had arrived at a tin shed with a giant red heart hanging on the door that indeed read Home Sweet Home.

			‘Uh-huh.’ I nodded, trying to see the positives in the situation. Like the fact I hadn’t stepped in any dog shit yet. Just to be sure, I looked at my shoe, because suddenly something was smelling suspicious …

			My heart sank.

			Vivian opened the door to the tin shed. ‘Isn’t it gorgeous?’ 

			In all fairness, the shed had a sort of cosy charm to it that people very different from me might appreciate. A Persian-style rug on the floor. Bookcases full of weathered-looking titles. Candles on every flat surface. Dream catchers with peacock feathers and glass beads dangling in front of the small window. A futon with red cushions and a velvety purple throw tucked over it. It looked like somewhere a lot of people before me had spent many a day smoking bongs and watching the fairies dance in front of them. Entirely not my thing.

			Vivian was watching me with eager anticipation.

			‘It’s … wow. I don’t know what to say.’

			She took that as a positive response. ‘I knew you’d love it! I could just tell you were the right person for it! Shall I bring the chai in here?’

			The small yappy thing at my feet barked.

			‘Uh … actually, maybe I’ll just settle in a bit.’

			Vivian took her leave and I studied my new home. Fortunately, I didn’t have many belongings, because there was absolutely no room for anything of mine. And the futon, it would seem, was the bed. Who knows how many bongs had been smoked on that thing and how many furry creatures had shared the night sleeping on it?

			I still didn’t feel as if I had found somewhere I was going to be able to sleep, but there are standards of cleanliness and there is desperation, and unfortunately the latter was where I was now positioned; I’d been awake for twenty-eight hours and even I had a limited time in which I could maintain wakefulness. By the end of the day, I would genuinely need sleep.

			Grim. The situation was indeed grim.

			My phone sounded with a new message and I reflexively checked it. I’d been so consumed by survival and blocking out the events of the previous day that seeing Felix’s name appear on the screen was like an unexpected kick to the guts.

			Felix: Mary please call me. Are you OK? Let me explain. I love you.

			I hated how those last three words still managed to rattle me, unsteady me. I could see the version of reality where I picked up the phone and called him back. He’d know the things to say that would make me forgive him, maybe realise it was my fault too; I had been distracted and not given our relationship the energy it needed. We’d make up and we’d both say sorry. And I could go back, back to my clean flat, back to the ease of a relationship with Felix that made life feel a sort of flippancy I’d always been so drawn to. Back to my soft bed and someone warm beside me. 

			But the pain was fresh enough that anger stopped me taking that road, the road that would have felt so easy. I don’t know if it was anger at Felix or anger at myself. My brain was too tired to think much at all, so I forced myself to focus on the critical goal: sleep. 

			I walked out of Vivian’s and straight to the Harris Scarfe bedding section, where I bought a cheap, but nonetheless unused, sheet set, pillow and doona. I walked back up the hill with the oversized bag hanging off my back like some kind of fucked-up Santa Claus. 

			The bedding situation was now, at the very least, tolerable. And that night, I was finally able to disappear into the short but blissful oblivion of sleep. 

			‘Hello, Eb,’ I answered, putting my ear buds in as I walked. It was 1:20 p.m., ten minutes until my afternoon shift started.

			‘Mair!’ My sister’s voice was on loudspeaker and I could hear the chaotic voices of her three children in the background. ‘You didn’t call me back yesterday. You’re forgetting about us, aren’t you?’

			‘Sorry.’ My stomach gave a guilty lurch. ‘How are you?’

			‘Fine. But Molly has croup again. Should I start steroids?’

			My sister’s family was a constant source of medical questions and I was glad that I could help her. I should have called her back yesterday.

			‘How bad is she? Does she have stridor?’

			Ebony gave me a long description of cough character and snot details, and how little sleep she’d had for the past few nights. I couldn’t help but think about how little sleep I’d had for the past few nights. Walter barked incessantly, and the little furball (whose name was Mandy) had a tone so high pitched and relentless not even the earplugs I pressed deeper and deeper into my ear canals could drown out the sound.

			‘Are you listening?’

			‘Sorry.’ I chided myself for thinking about my situation instead of Molly’s croup. ‘Did you say it was day two or three now?’

			‘You’re not listening at all! Day two. She’s doing that strangled cat sound when she breathes in. Like even right now, while she’s watching Bluey.’

			‘Okay, let’s start the steroids.’ 

			We talked for a few more minutes about croup and rehashed when to take Molly to hospital.

			‘How’s Mum?’ I asked when I felt I’d finally fulfilled my attentive aunt duties. 

			‘She’s okay. I think.’ The line changed – I’d been taken off loud speaker. ‘We visited last week. She’s started some art classes, seems pretty excited about that.’ Ebony’s tone was vague, giving me no meaningful insight into how my mother really was. My sister knew what I was asking, but she was almost dismissive in her response.

			Images of my childhood home flashed in my brain and I had to physically suppress the need to know the state of it. How did it look? Was it clean or chaos? Was the recycling bin full of bottles? Or was it suspiciously empty?

			‘Do you think she’s … drinking at the moment?’

			‘I don’t know, Mary,’ Ebony snapped. ‘Sometimes you just need to turn a blind eye, right?’

			Ebony hated being the conduit for me assessing my mum’s wellbeing. And I hated putting her in that position. My frustration at being so far away swelled. Ebony’s approach had always been very different from mine: enjoy the good bits; deal with the consequences later. I could never turn off the anxiety of what was to come.

			I forced myself to swallow my concerns and not press her for any more details.

			‘How does the garden look?’ I asked instead. This was safer territory.

			Ebony chuckled. ‘Like a fucking jungle.’ 

			That came as no surprise. I was the only one who had ever taken interest in the garden. 

			‘Well, maybe I’ll have a trip home soon and tidy it up. See all of you.’

			‘It’d be a shame for your flowers to die,’ Ebony agreed.

			‘The daffodils should start popping out soon. I bet they’re already coming out of the ground.’

			‘I wouldn’t know. It’s all grass to me.’ Ebony’s tone was teasing, but I could hear the affection back in her voice.

			I felt a pang at the fact I’d miss the daffodils emerging this year. It was always a sight that gave me a weirdly powerful sense of hope. Like my own personal prayer or something. 

			I’d started tinkering in the garden when I was very young, maybe eight or nine. A lady who’d lived next door to us at the time had given me some daffodil bulbs she’d had spare and told me, ‘If you plant them now you might even have flowers in July.’ I can still vividly remember planting those first bulbs and the sense of hope and promise I’d had. I wondered what life would be like in three months when they came out. Back then, three months felt like a lifetime away, a period in which anything could change. Maybe Mum would stop crying so much. Maybe we’d all eat dinner together and Mum would read the books to us instead of me. I let myself imagine that if I could transform the garden into an oasis, like the pretty gardens I’d seen on the telly, maybe everyone would be happier. We’d run under sprinklers with Mum chasing us, laughing just like the kids in the Slip, Slop, Slap ads.

			When winter came that first year, nothing much had changed. But the daffodils came out, bright and strong and vibrant. And while life in general didn’t look like it did on the TV, the flowers did make me happy. Sometimes I’d bring them inside and put them in a vase on the table, hoping the powerful way they made me feel might spread to Mum. 

			I never turned our backyard into an oasis. It was always still a small, scrubby backyard in Sydney suburbia with inadequate watering, poorly concealed piles of weeds that never went to the tip and a budget that didn’t allow me to buy any proper plants. But a packet of seeds might grow a bed of pansies one year, or the wind might not blow over the sunflowers, and best of all, no matter how little time I had, the daffodil bulbs would always come up, year after year. The flowers in the garden were one of the few things in my life that had consistently brought me happiness. The lady next door had long since moved and I doubt she ever knew the magnitude of her gift to me.

			‘Take a photo for me when they bloom, okay?’

			‘Sure,’ Ebony said. ‘You’re such an old lady.’

			The barking sound of Molly coughing in the background caught me in the gut. I wished I could see her and properly assess her croup. I wished I could make my own judgements on how Mum was going.

			‘You know I can always be there in half a day, Eb. You tell me and I can come.’ My brain whirled with options. With the events of the last few days, I wished more than ever I could just go home. But I needed this six months at the Derwent Hospital for my training and pulling out now would be a huge step backwards, not to mention a massive scar on my resume.

			‘How’s Felix?’ 

			She was trying to shift the conversation, distract me from the guilt she knew I was feeling. Little did she know her question was like a punch to my bruised heart.

			‘Uh, really good. Felix is great.’ I didn’t know when I’d have the appetite to tell Ebony about the latest developments in my romantic life, but it was certainly not now.

			‘Are you okay? You sound really weird today.’

			‘Sorry. I’m just …’ I searched for words. ‘Not sleeping well.’

			‘You still don’t sleep well?’

			‘You know me.’

			‘Man. If I had a night without three children in my bed I would sleep like a fucking baby.’

			I smiled. I loved my sister. I missed her.

			‘Hey, when I come in August you can have the three kids in your bed because you don’t sleep anyway and I can have the best nights of my life, snoozing away.’

			Her trip. Another complication I didn’t know how I was going to deal with. Another problem to address at a later time.

			‘Mmm-hmm,’ was all I could say.

			‘I can’t wait to see you,’ she went on. ‘Will you find some hot doctor for me to go on a date with?’

			‘Sure.’

			‘I think I’ve forgotten what sex is like. It’s good, isn’t it?’

			‘It has its moments.’ All I could think about was the black lace G.

			‘I think I’m so traumatised by the fact it always results in a child.’

			That made me laugh, despite everything. ‘There’s this new medical development called contraception, Ebony. We can talk more about that in the future but I’d really encourage you to look into it.’

			‘Ha, ha, ha,’ she laughed drily and I wished I could see her beautiful, deadpan face. It made my heart squeeze and my loneliness more acute.

			‘I’m walking into the hospital now. It’ll be inappropriate for me to say words like “orgasm” and “erection” from now on.’

			‘Whatever. You doctors are always talking about orgasms and erections. It’s the only plus side I can see to the whole medical thing.’

			I chuckled. 

			‘It’s true,’ she continued, a smile in her voice. ‘When I went to my GP to talk about going on escitalopram for my grumpiness, the first thing she told me is it might be more difficult to climax. I laughed so hard I nearly wet myself.’

			I sniggered again. ‘Did you start the escitalopram?’

			‘Fuck, no. I have enough barriers to climax. If I actually end up getting laid I want to climax to Everest.’

			‘Do you feel like you’re depressed?’ This deserved more time than I had right now, but I needed to check.

			‘Nah. We came to the conclusion I’m just a normal single mother of three. I’ve been watching documentaries about really sad shit and that makes me feel better about how my life is going. And so far, I can still successfully climax with my vibrator so I think I’m in a good place.’

			‘Oh, honey. That’s … What can I say? Good for you.’

			‘Are you at work now? Can you please say “vibrator”?’

			‘No.’

			‘To make up for being so fucking far away?’

			I was walking past triage and swiping into the department. It was true. There was basically nothing you could say in the emergency department that would cause anyone to turn their head.

			‘Vibrator,’ I finally said.

			‘I love you so much.’

			‘I love you too. Call me if Molly’s worse, okay? Or anything. I’ll answer.’

			‘One more time.’

			‘What?’

			‘Vibrator. Say it one more time.’

			‘No.’

			‘Please. This is the highlight of my day. After this it’s all toilet training and cleaning up snot.’

			‘Fine.’ I pulled at the heavy entrance door and as it opened, I found myself face to face with the most intimidating man in the hospital, and the word was already out of my mouth. ‘Vibrator.’

			‘You rock! Bye!’ 

			I put my phone in my pocket and I wondered if there was any possible way Abel Sutherland hadn’t heard what I had just said.

			The tiny lift of his eyebrow as he stared at me confirmed the worst.

			I wanted to disappear so badly, but he was right in my way and his giant frame was blocking me from going through the doors.

			‘Good morning,’ I stammered.

			‘Afternoon,’ he corrected.

			I nodded and made to move left, just as he did the same. Then we repeated the movement another three times. Until I committed and barged right ahead.

			And walked straight into his chest.

			‘Shit. I’m … sorry.’ I pressed my body to the doorframe and finally managed to slink past, wondering when it was my life had turned into this fucking shitshow.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			I was so tired I was starting to feel delirious. 

			They say sleep deprivation is a form of torture. Well, sleep deprivation by dog barking and wind chimes was a cruel variation on the theme. I felt that I might actually be starting to go insane.

			It had been five days since the G-String Incident and I’d managed to ignore all Felix’s calls and messages. I was congratulating myself on my restraint, but in all honesty, my resolve was weakening. I missed my flat, my bed and – fuck it – I even missed Felix. I wished it could all disappear and we could go back to how things were before. Over the last five days, I’d berated myself for the fact I’d gone back to him in the past, but as the sleep deprivation and loneliness wore on, I was reminded why going back felt like the path of least resistance and was starting to wonder who I was even doing this for. In running away from him, I was making myself miserable. For what? My own pride? Some deeply held belief that I wasn’t worth cheating on? The sad truth was that I didn’t have that belief. I was a difficult person to be in a relationship with; I couldn’t blame Felix for getting distracted.

			Today I knew we would be on shift together. I could see it in the roster. And I was terrified that seeing him would finally break me, pull me right back into it, and I was no longer so sure that wasn’t the right thing to do.

			Felix and I started seeing each other in my second year out of med school. I was a resident on an emergency rotation and he was a junior registrar. Felix was someone everybody liked. He was charming, confident and fun with a skill for making you feel like the most interesting person in room. I’m usually way too level-headed for people like that to fool me, but Felix got under my skin.

			We were on a run of nights together in the hospital I’d trained in. I’d known him from afar for a couple of years, and he’d always been his friendly, flirtatious self, which I’d never taken particular notice of. On our first night of four, it was hectic. I was frantically trying to sort out my patients as independently as possible without bothering the extremely stressed senior registrar in charge. Felix kept checking in on me and I found myself asking his advice on a lot of patients. He was sweet and had felt like a life raft on a totally out-of-control shift. I was still so fresh out of med school and had very little confidence, but he radiated competence and encouragement and his praise felt like being warmed by the sun on a winter’s day.

			I had always been someone who didn’t let many people in. Growing up, my life had felt like riding down a river rapid I’d never wanted to go on: unplanned and unsettling. As a result, every part of my adult life strived for the opposite. I was efficient and disciplined, studious and practical and on the whole, I found people flaky and unpredictable; I felt the safest way not to be hurt was to keep the world at arm’s length.

			It was as though Felix found his way through the side door, sneaking through the cracks in my defences. And without me even noticing, he earned my affection.

			The second night of four wasn’t as hectic as the first, but we’d established the dynamic and when I needed advice, he guided me well. My most memorable moment of those early days was when an older man with a hip fracture needed a femoral nerve block. I’d never done one before and Felix talked me through it. When I was struggling with the ultrasound to find the right anatomy, he stepped in behind me and with his sterile gloved hand over mine, showed me how to locate the neurovascular bundle and watch the space fill as I injected the anaesthetic. It’s hard to imagine that could feel even remotely intimate, with a seventy-year-old man’s exposed groin and me being entirely gowned up in something akin to a yellow duck outfit, but it did.

			On the third night it was quiet and Felix and I chatted for hours in between the few jobs and patients who needed seeing.

			And after the fourth night, we went out for breakfast and then we went to bed.

			Neither of us slept much that day. 

			Sex with Felix was good. He was hot, spontaneous and playful. I’d always placed significant value on good sex. Despite not having had any long-term boyfriends prior to Felix, I had been no Virgin Mary. Sex was scientifically proven to be good for mental health and wellbeing, and I believed in science, so I’d always made sure that I got a fix regularly one way or another. When Felix came into my life it seemed like an obvious solution to having regular sex and appeasing my sister’s concerns that I had no love life.

			And before I knew it, we were exclusive. We moved in together and he wriggled his way right into my heart. 

			All that was six years ago now and the journey since then had been a rollercoaster I just couldn’t seem to get off.

			I didn’t think Felix was deliberately unkind. He just had very little foresight and his focus could become entirely consumed by what was directly in front of him. When you were the centre of Felix’s attention, he made you feel like you were a New York cheesecake – there was nothing better than you. Trouble was, he liked lots of different cheesecakes. And he wanted to eat them all. 

			When I was growing up, I’d never had any romantic fantasies. I couldn’t ever imagine being dependent on someone else; putting myself in a position where my happiness relied on anyone other than me felt terrifying and stupid. And on top of that, I’d always pegged myself as someone cold and devoid of softness, who nobody would choose anyway.

			I guess this started the dynamic between Felix and me straight up – I had this sense of being indebted to him. I was in a relationship I never thought I’d be worthy of, so who was I to set the ground rules?

			He used to tease me about being an Ice Queen and I was grateful he could take my weaknesses with humour. I guess, on some level, I felt I owed it to him to accept his weaknesses in return. I wasn’t stupid. In my head I knew cheating wasn’t what people in loving relationships should do. But in my heart, I had no compass – in a deep, visceral way, I didn’t really know what my romantic life was supposed to look like.

			All this to say, there had been no surprise with the G-String Incident, just a disappointment that left me once again confused about who to blame: Felix and his behaviour or my own poor judgement?

			I was six hours into my shift and a meal break was not looking promising so I ducked into the tea room for a cracker and cheese. The floor was chaos: six category-two patients waiting to be seen and at least fifteen category threes and fours, some of whom had been waiting up to eight hours already. But my belly was grumbling and my concentration was waning – I needed a few calories to charge my brain.

			I was standing by the sink, unwrapping my plastic-coated cheese square when the door swung open and in walked Abel Sutherland. Scowling, of course.

			We’d passed each other three times in the corridor that day already. Each time more awkward than the last. I assumed it was my pathological social ineptitude at play, but I could never work out if I was supposed to make eye contact with him or just focus on something in the distance and ignore him. I wouldn’t have given it any thought had his presence not been so weirdly intense. The most recent time we’d intercepted one another at the doors near the psych patients, I’d gone as far as saying, ‘Hellooo,’ with some weirdly drawn out ‘ooo’ sound as though I was trying on a Scottish accent in a way I’d never before in my life felt the need to do. He’d positively glowered in response and I’d concluded the best path forward with Abel Sutherland was never to look or speak to him.

			I studied my cheese and tried not to make eye contact with this oddly grumpy and intimidating man. In my peripheral vision, I could see him walk to the fridge with purpose and yank open the door. He reached for the cheese box and gave a frustrated grunt before pulling the whole box out and tossing it pointedly in the bin. 

			I couldn’t help it – my eyes lifted to meet his, the cheese now in my mouth. His scowl turned into a death stare. I’d eaten the last of the cheese and, not realising the box was empty, I had failed to remove it from the fridge and put it in the bin. My heart sank. This was the sort of behaviour from other people that irritated me immensely. Leaving empty bottles of milk and juice in the fridge. Empty cracker wrappers in the biscuit tin. Lazy displays usually made me glower, and now I’d gone and done it to the most grumpy man in the department.

			‘Sorry, I didn’t realise it was empty …’ I muttered, swallowing my very, very dry mouthful of cheese and cracker. It was like trying to swallow plain flour.

			Abel Sutherland didn’t say anything, just carried on scowling and proceeded to eat a cracker on its own. The crunch was unbearable. 

			I walked out of the tea room without bothering about a drink of water and walked straight into Felix. This was the first time I’d seen him since the G-String Incident and I had so many mixed up emotions, I didn’t know what would happen when they surfaced. Work was the absolute last place I wanted to find out, so I walked past him down the corridor. He followed and grabbed my arm.

			‘Mary.’

			‘I really don’t want to talk to you right now.’ I tried to pull away but his hand was firm.

			‘Just give me a minute.’

			I paused and stared at him. It hurt. As much as I didn’t want to feel hurt, I did.

			‘Can we at least meet up sometime?’

			‘Felix. Please don’t do this right now.’ I wished my voice was firmer. Angrier. Powerful and resolute. It was none of these things.

			‘Can I call you later?’

			‘It’ll be midnight before I’m home.’

			‘Tomorrow?’

			‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’

			‘Mary, this is ridiculous. It’s so much less of a deal than you think. I really want to work it out.’

			‘This is not a discussion I want to be having right now.’

			This was starting to get embarrassing. We were standing in the corridor of the emergency department. And I was a very, very private person. I glanced either side of us, hoping no one was taking notice.

			‘Please, Mary. Say you’ll come over tonight.’

			My stomach heaved. I had so little strength in that moment and I hated myself for it. My arm was still in his grasp and, with a surge of frustration, I yanked it away, just as a tall figure walked out of the tea room. My already low spirits dropped further. The idea of Abel Sutherland witnessing the latest instalment of my pathetic life story was just the fucking icing on the cake.

			‘Mary, can you come to my office for a moment when you’re available.’

			I felt a shot of revulsion pass through me, before I realised that this was a way out of the interaction with Felix. ‘I’m available.’ I turned and followed Abel down the corridor. We didn’t say anything as we walked towards the consultant offices. I was so relieved to have an escape from Felix I didn’t consider why Abel wanted to talk to me in his office.

			Then I remembered the vibrator incident. Suddenly, I was almost certain I was going to get a reprimand for inappropriate phone calls in the workplace. Added now to inappropriate relationship conversations in the workplace. And the cheese offence: leaver of the empty cheese box. 

			This was a disaster.

			It was quiet in the back offices. Or maybe it just felt quiet because Abel was a man of so few words. He gestured to a seat beside his and navigated through something on the computer. I didn’t feel it was polite to watch so I studied the brown stain on the carpet and wondered where the hell this was going.

			Most people get uncomfortable in silence and fill it with inane pleasantries. Usually, I find small talk tedious, but sitting awkwardly in silence with Abel Sutherland was decidedly worse. I wondered if maybe comments on the weather did have their place after all.

			He cleared his throat and carried on driving his mouse, in no apparent rush. I brushed a bit of fluff from my scrub pants. A scintillating moment all around.

			‘The other night,’ he began and my insides squirmed. I knew he’d seen through me. I was disgusted with myself for letting my personal life leak into my professional life. ‘Your night shift mix-up seemed … unusual for you.’

			‘Uh.’ I searched for words but nothing useful came to mind. ‘Bit scattered.’

			He frowned at me. I was not a scattered person and I sensed he knew it. The moment seemed to stretch and he carried on frowning at me, his gaze searing and intense. 

			Finally, he said, ‘You don’t strike me as a scattered person.’

			I felt myself colouring. ‘Sorry. I won’t make the mistake again.’

			He was still looking at me with that intensity, studying me like I was a puzzle, and I wondered if there’d be a time when he’d say we were done or if I’d just have to pick up on the entirely non-existent social cues. 

			Then he went back to typing and clicking.

			‘Is that … all?’ I asked. 

			‘That’s all.’ 

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Inevitably, Felix and I were rostered on to a lot of shifts together – because the roster had been written back when we’d specifically requested to have most of our shifts together, before he went and cheated on me. What this meant was that every day at work was a game of avoidance. Where could I go to ensure that I didn’t cross paths with Felix? How long could I avoid food so I didn’t find myself in the tea room with him? I knew that my feelings would be harder to make sense of if I saw him, so for now, the safest way was just not to let it happen.

			I entertained the idea of moving back home to Sydney. After all, I had no ties to Hobart. It was winter – cold and drizzly – and I had no friends or family here. But the reality was, even if I was ready to leave Felix for good, the blow to my training would be too much. My career was one of the few things that seemed to be going okay, so its forward progress was something I put a lot of weight on.

			The ‘Granny Flat’ situation (whose inverted commas I could now entirely appreciate) was not going so well, all in all. Vivian was a kind and joyful person who it was hard to be irritated with – I mean, she was irritating as hell, but I didn’t feel she was deserving of my irritation. She invited me for chai daily. She sang while she gardened or hung out the washing. She was learning how to play the violin with true child-like enthusiasm, and she had multiple friends over each day, who would spend hours and hours with her, laughing away while smoking joints in the backyard. She was living her best life and I’d agreed to rent her cheap shed. Who was I to complain?

			But it had been two weeks and my sleep debt was worse than it had ever been. My breakup with Felix had left my cortisol levels high and I was stressed, confused, hurt and lost. It didn’t help that my internal barriers to sleep were superseded by the relentless noises of Vivian’s space. I considered asking her to pull down the wind chimes but they seemed to give her so much joy, and with the budget rent, I didn’t feel I had much leverage for requests. And the dogs … well, what could I expect to do about them? Have them debarked? Ask her to sell them? It was a situation I had gotten myself into and it was up to me to handle it.

			I was looking at alternative accommodation options all the time, but there was nothing even remotely in my price range. I had a HECS debt the size of Mt Wellington; large sums of money that kept disappearing in mandatory courses and trainings every few months; I was saving up to one day be in a position to own my own place; and I was sending top-ups to Ebony, who was raising her three kids on Centrelink. I dreamed of getting my Emergency Fellowship and earning proper money, of moving back home and owning a place I could share with Ebony and my niece and nephews. A place full of joy and love. Security and safety. She’d be the dependable mum, I’d be the financial security. Together we’d create the home we never had growing up.

			But getting there relied on me completing this term in Hobart, not making any massive fuck-ups at work and passing my final exams, the study for which was going as ineffectually as you might expect from attempts to perform CPR on a dead fish. 

			I thought my run of nights was going to be the solution. I wasn’t sleeping anyway – may as well work in the night and perhaps I’d be so tired I’d fall asleep in the day. This was probably an indication of my malfunctioning brain, because I really couldn’t have been more wrong. If I thought sleeping at night was difficult, sleeping during the day was virtually impossible. The dogs were more excitable, the wind blew the wind chimes harder, the little girl next door jumped and squealed on the trampoline from three fifteen to five o’clock every afternoon and the walls of my tin shed were so. Fucking. Thin.

			When I arrived to do my third night of four, I was Medical Officer in Charge – in other words, responsible for the whole goddamn Derwent Emergency Department – and I was seriously freaking out. I never got sick. I never called in sick. But I was getting to the point where it was beginning to feel I might actually be unsafe to work, such was my level of sleep deprivation.

			‘You look like fucking shit.’ Cleo plonked herself down on a chair in the handover room. I didn’t know Cleo well at all and I’d not seen her since our shift swap a few weeks earlier, but she was one of those very friendly, personable types.

			‘Thank you.’ I refreshed the department list on the computer screen.

			‘Like seriously.’ She was looking at me with a slightly worried expression. ‘Are you ill?’

			‘I’m fine. I’m not sleeping well, that’s all.’

			She raised her eyebrows. ‘You know, it’s actually okay to call in sick if you’re not feeling well,’ she said.

			‘I’m not sick. I’m fine.’

			‘This is why doctors get burnt out – because we all think we have to be superhuman. You’re, like, pasty as fuck.’

			‘Again. Thanks.’

			‘Call in sick. Ted can be in charge. Go home.’

			‘I’m here now. It would be a real bitch thing to go home without any warning.’

			‘Tough tits! That’s life.’

			‘I appreciate it, but I’m really okay.’ I was. I could be. I was strong and I was hard working. That was enough, right?

			We did the handover and I felt ready for the night ahead. I was nearly ready to function, the adrenaline stepping in, charging me like a dead battery. 

			The room emptied again and I walked to the in-charge seat on the flight deck. Just as I was sitting down, Cleo flopped down beside me.

			‘Hey, I start my nights day after tomorrow. Why don’t you let me return the favour from the other week and I’ll take tomorrow night for you? I’m a good day sleeper and I don’t mind doing an extra.’

			I suddenly felt extraordinarily weary. The idea that I wouldn’t have to put myself through this again tomorrow night seemed desperately appealing.

			She could see me weighing it up and rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t overthink it. I’ll do you a deal: come for a drink with me at eight p.m. Then I’ll do your night shift.’

			‘Do you regularly drink before a shift?’ This was genuinely concerning.

			She rolled her eyes again. ‘I’m loose, but not that loose. I’ll have an orange juice. See you at the New Sydney, okay?’

			She darted off, her sweet, musky perfume lingering in her wake. I felt my throat squeeze in a way it hadn’t in years.

			Maybe there was kindness in the world. 

			Somehow, I did survive my night shift, and as the adrenaline dripped out of my system, the weight of my tiredness descended heavily. I slept deeply for about four hours until I was woken by Vivian’s violin playing. It wasn’t a pleasing way to wake up, to be frank.

			The bathroom at Vivian’s was a shared situation, located at the back of her house and accessed from the outside, so it lent itself relatively well to the ‘Granny Flat’ resident to use without needing to enter the house. I’d spent about an hour scrubbing it when I’d first moved in, so its standards of cleanliness were now passable. 

			After letting the steamy water run over me for a few minutes, I felt awake enough to think about what I needed to do. Like study. Like shop for food. Like call my mum.

			‘Mary!’ Mum answered on the second ring and my How Is Mum? barometer calmed. I could always tell almost immediately if things were going okay or not. The finer details needed more time to unpack, but on the whole, a quick response, a bright and non-slurred greeting was enough to turn the major alarm bells off. The barometer was in reassuring colours – greens and blues.

			‘Hi Mum, how are you?’

			‘Hi darling. Can’t talk long, but how are you down there?’

			I filled her in on a few details, like how the weather had been and how busy the Derwent Hospital was. ‘What are you up to today?’ I asked.

			‘I’m doing an art class! It starts in twenty minutes so I need to jump in the car really soon.’ She told me about the class she’d started and how she was discovering watercolours. She sounded passionate, distracted and slightly elevated. These were the good times. The times when Mum was full of life. Yet, there was something that still left me with a feeling of unease. I knew the safety of her wellness was so brittle and the crash on the other side was inevitable.

			Mum worked as a clerk in an emergency department where I grew up in Western Sydney. She’d been through a lot of struggles, but she was pretty high functioning, all in all, and had managed to keep her job over the years. My first memories of the hospital started when I was in primary school. I was seven and Ebony was five. Our father was long gone and Mum didn’t have formal childcare so every afternoon was different – sometimes a friend would pick us up from school, or my grandma would take us to her house. Sometimes Mum was off work and able to get us, and other days, when there was nowhere else for us to go, we’d end up dropped at her work to wait in the tea room until she finished her shift. 

			I suppose my interest in medicine stemmed from those early experiences. The glimpses that I got walking through the department to the tea room looked lively, dynamic and fascinating. And my favourite memories of home were when Mum would tell us stories of things she’d seen that day: someone collapsing in the waiting room, or someone swearing and carrying on and needing to be held down by a team of six security guards; a kid with a broken leg; a man who’d cut off the end of his finger with a circular saw. There seemed a never-ending parade of weird and exciting things coming through those doors and it fuelled my fascination for what other peoples’ lives were like. 

			When I was a child, I had a habit of trying to find the normal by comparing my life to others and my observations of the emergency department helped me feel that maybe there was no normal. Maybe other people lived just as unusually as we did.

			Mum was loving and cared for us deeply. I never had any doubt about that. But she was very stretched financially and emotionally and I felt that from a young age. I was thirteen the first time I realised just how upside down our dynamic was. I was hitting puberty and my hormones were all over the place. My body was changing, my eyes were opening to boys, my friends were becoming two-faced and my life felt suddenly all-important and consuming.

			I remember one evening after something bitchy had happened at school and I went to my mum’s room because I was upset. I didn’t know it at the time, but she’d been drinking. When she gave me a hug, she started crying and I remember my whole body froze. I’d needed to cry to my mother, but suddenly I couldn’t. Suddenly I was the one comforting her. It was like falling backwards and trusting someone was going to be there to catch me, but they weren’t. I was free-falling. I felt the vulnerable core inside me harden over, as I realised there was nowhere to land.

			It seemed I had to skip my adolescence before it had really even started. I couldn’t let myself be a moody, self-absorbed teen because there was no safety net, no barriers or boundaries to push. If I veered too wildly, no one would be there to pull me back. I was responsible for myself. And on top of that, I felt responsible for Ebony.

			As I learnt about alcoholism, my mum’s problem became more obvious. She hid her addiction well, and for the most part, she functioned almost like normal. But I came to recognise the traces and the signs and I made it my job to protect Ebony from seeing it. And because I knew there was no such thing as normal, I didn’t wallow in feelings of unfairness. I learnt to keep myself held very tightly – if I could control my emotions and my actions, then we would be okay. Mum sometimes went through better times, but unfortunately, the uncertainty of her wellbeing meant that I could never again be the child in our relationship. I could never let myself go for fear that she wouldn’t be there.

			At school, I threw myself into the work and I discovered there was satisfaction in academic success. If I applied myself, effort was measurable and the outcome predictable. I realised it was easy to get perfect marks and the fascination I’d already developed for the hospital environment provided a natural path for my future. 

			‘Anyway, darling. Were you just calling to say hi?’ My mum’s voice cut through my thoughts, which had started to wander while she’d been telling me about the watercolour painting.

			‘Yeah. I just wanted to say hi.’

			‘Thanks, sweetheart. I better run now, okay?’

			When I got off the phone, I should have felt relief – Mum was well. She sounded bright and as though she hadn’t been drinking. But instead of relief, I felt a sickly sort of dread. Maybe reflecting on my experience of my mother through my childhood hadn’t been a helpful thing to do. It made me more aware of how precarious it all was. How every good time was laced with the knowledge of what was to come. It had happened so many times in the past that the eventuality of her spiralling into drunken oblivion again was inevitable. No matter how enthusiastic she was about her latest hobby, the depression and the corresponding alcoholism was just around the corner. I understood that her mental health wasn’t something she had control over and I didn’t blame her for it, but it was still so torturous to watch the way it resulted in self-destruction and, in turn, more self-loathing. I saw it at work all the time, those cycles of addiction. From the outside it was easy to make sense of: if people could just stop the addictive behaviour, life would get better. If only there was a way of getting inside the brain of the person affected and clicking the off switch. No more alcohol, no more methamphetamines, no more self-harm, no more starvation – whatever their form of addiction.

			As I sat on the ‘Granny Flat’s’ futon couch after our call had ended, I felt an overwhelming sense of hopelessness, familiar and hollow and achy. Humans did stupid things. And then they did them again, and again, and again, and again. My trust in people was rock bottom, and I realised, with a poignancy I’d not felt before, just how dispirited that made me feel. 

			The hospital would always be full of people whose lives were ruined by drugs.

			Mum would always return to drinking.

			Felix would always cheat on me.

			And I would always go back to him.

			My stomach caught and a sickly feeling grabbed me. It had always been so easy to see what my mother needed to do, but I’d never really been able to have the same perspective with my own life. The stories I’d tell myself about my worthiness to be in a relationship, or whether I had the right to demand faithfulness, seemed suddenly ridiculous. I was an intelligent person, yet I’d been spinning the same nonsense in my brain as people with any other addiction. I’d let myself be pulled into its destructive cycles.

			A deep heaviness seemed to sink through me and I felt the bitter taste of disappointment in myself and the weakness of my character. I’d always prided myself on being strong, pragmatic and level-headed. Maybe I wasn’t. 

			I sat there for some immeasurable time, the shame building, gaining traction. Self-loathing rose in me at my own ineptitude to follow through with change. But before it could fully take its hold, I felt it morph into anger, fuelled not just by my own behaviour, but by all the behaviour of addicts I’d ever witnessed. And with a surge of disgust, the flickers of doubt that had been growing about my decision to leave Felix were stamped out like the last embers of a burning fire. 

			I was done.

			There was no way I could ever go back to Felix again.

		


		
			Chapter Five

			I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been to the pub with a colleague. The whole thing seemed bizarre and I couldn’t work out why Cleo could possibly have any desire to have a drink with me, but I didn’t understand most people, so there was really nothing new there. 

			I arrived at eight p.m. and found a small table to sit at in the corner.

			It was no great surprise that Cleo was twenty minutes late. She was relaxed, easygoing, which invariably corresponded to lateness.

			‘Hey! Sorry – saw a friend on the way in!’ She was wearing her scrubs, all set for her night shift, and carried an orange juice in one hand and a small glass with a wedge of lemon in the other, which she placed in front of me. ‘G and T? I took a punt.’

			‘Thank you.’ I had absolutely no idea what to say next.

			Fortunately, Cleo didn’t seem to have the awkward genes, nor any difficulties finding conversation topics. She launched straight into telling me all about the friend she’d just bumped into, how they’d met two years ago when Cleo was performing in Mamma Mia! The Musical and had bonded over a shared love of Patrick Swayze. She went on to talk about Dirty Dancing and how hot it was when men could move and how she and the friend had taken up ballroom dancing last year only to come to the disappointing realisation that all the men participating in the Hobart ballroom dancing scene were slimy, middle-aged sleazebags. She didn’t even pause for breath.

			‘Anyway. That’s me. What the fuck happened to you?’ 

			‘What to do you mean?’

			‘You move here, hot as hell, absolutely dominate. And now you look like a train wreck. What went down?’

			‘Do I really look that bad?’ I was genuinely surprised. I usually hid my feelings extremely well.

			‘No, you look basically the same.’ She shrugged and took a swig of her orange juice. ‘I just pick up on the little things more than most. People are so fascinating. I always want to know what the backstory is, you know? Hence why I take so long seeing all my patients, ha ha. I always get bogged down in what their childhood was like and the details of their extended families, and why Paul doesn’t talk to Peter, and why Aunty Nina has so many pet birds, you know? People. Fascinating.’

			She was looking at me intensely, her eyes shining as if I was indeed something of great interest. I warmed to her almost immediately. There was something very endearing in genuine curiosity. And I understood what she meant. People were fascinating. 

			I realised after a beat that she was waiting for me to answer.

			‘I’m fine, I’ve just been moving house and things.’

			‘Oh, stop it. You’re holding out on me.’ She narrowed her eyes like I was a puzzle. ‘I’m entirely unshockable. You’ll feel better if you tell me.’

			I considered it for a moment. I highly doubted that I’d feel better if I told her, but I was also extremely tired, not thinking particularly clearly, and she had taken a night shift off my hands, so I supposed I owed it to her.

			‘It’s not that exciting.’ I could already feel my insides squirming at the embarrassment of the story.

			‘You know, the more evasive you are, the more I know you’ve got something juicy as an orange for me. Say it.’ Her elbows rested on the table, her hands cupping her cheeks so she could lean in with dramatic effect. 

			It was no surprise to hear she did theatre. She was incredibly expressive and engaging. And all her features moved with such quirky persuasiveness. It was quite enchanting. 

			‘Here. Let me loosen you up,’ she jumped in before I could say anything. ‘Once on night shift I hooked up with a locum down in the Educational Hub. Learnt a whole lot of male anatomy that night.’

			I guffawed before I could stop myself. ‘That’s— Wow. I don’t know what to say. I’m not sure I can respect you anymore.’

			‘That’s right!’ she exclaimed. ‘I’m completely unrespectable. It was years ago, so I’m older and wiser now. But you know, I’d probably do it again if the right situation presented itself. Anyway! So you see, I’m shameless. Did you do that? Oooh, did you get caught?’ She was practically jumping on the table with excitement. I could see how other peoples’ lives were indeed a form of entertainment for her. 

			‘No,’ I chuckled. ‘I can’t claim to have participated in anything inappropriate in the Educational Hub.’ My stomach squirmed. Unfortunately, my story was so much more pathetic. ‘My boyfriend cheated on me.’ I shrugged. ‘That’s all.’

			‘Felix?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘What a loser.’ Her features showed genuine empathy. ‘That really sucks. Did you find them at it?’

			‘I found the underwear.’

			She winced. ‘Ouch.’

			‘Mmm.’

			‘So you guys are—’ She drew a finger across her throat.

			‘Yep.’ I felt a wave of satisfaction at the wholehearted way in which I could say Felix and I were finished. Like a fucking beheading indeed. I realised that saying it out loud gave a weight to its finality. Maybe I should tell more people. Cement the break-up into reality. Carve it into a concrete footpath.

			‘Well, in that case, you’re looking fucking fantastic.’ She gave my hand a little squeeze, as though we’d been friends for years, and I was surprised that the contact felt reassuring rather than odd. ‘And you’ve moved out?’

			I told her about Vivian’s and the dogs and wind chimes and the weed and the trampoline girl and my inability to sleep. I was almost laughing by the end of it, a desperate sort of hysteria.

			‘Oh, man.’ She put her head in her hands as though this was a problem we shared. ‘We have got to sort something out for you. You could move in with us? There’s already three in the house, but there’s a couch free? But that’d be terrible …’ She drummed her fingers on the table and clicked her tongue like her mind was whirling through the options and I felt unexpectedly touched that she was actually taking my situation seriously. This person I hardly knew.

			‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘But I’m an awful share-house person. I’m awkward and a neat freak and a bad sleeper. I promised myself once I turned thirty I’d never do share houses again.’

			‘Mmm.’ She nodded. ‘You just need to find the right one. Then it can work. But yeah, my place is chaos. We’re all thespians. We sing loudly at erratic times. You’d probably hate it.’ She carried on drumming and clicking then stopped and frowned at me. ‘And, what, you have to see him, like, every shift in the department?’

			‘Pretty much.’ 

			‘That’s awful.’ She looked truly appalled. ‘Have you asked them to change the roster so you’re not scheduled on together?’

			I sighed. ‘I’ve swapped out of a couple but I don’t feel like it’s appropriate to bring my personal life into it. Maybe before the next roster is written I’ll mention something, but I don’t want to make a fuss right now. It doesn’t feel professional.’

			‘Fuck professional. That’s completely unliveable.’ She gave me a look of utmost concern. ‘I feel really bad for you.’

			‘That’s kind of you,’ I said with a small smile. ‘But don’t worry about it, I’ll work it out.’

			We were silent for a moment. Then she eyed me thoughtfully.

			‘You know, you’re much less intimidating than you seem.’

			‘I seem intimidating?’

			‘Yeah. You’re, like, über sleek. Powerhouse woman. Super intimidating.’

			I snorted. How ridiculous.

			‘Honestly! Caused quite a stir too. I tried to get the dude who writes the emergency department social newsletter to put you in it.’ She demonstrated a big heading in the air with her hands. ‘“Hot, Blonde, Swedish Goddess Dominates Derwent Hospital Emergency Department.”’

			It was so ridiculous I gave a full-bellied laugh that surprised me. ‘I’m not Swedish.’

			‘Details.’ Cleo flapped her hand dismissively. ‘The first week you were here we spent, like, the first fifteen minutes of journal club discussing how many of our staff were secretly in love with you. We had one hundred per cent of the guys and sixty-five per cent of the girls. The other thirty-five per cent were jealous. They admitted it.’

			I gave her a humouring smile. ‘I appreciate the efforts to boost my ego. Truly.’

			‘I’m not kidding,’ she deadpanned, then went back to the clicking and drumming. 

			My gin and tonic was lovely. I nearly downed the whole thing in two mouthfuls.

			‘Hey!’ She smacked her hands on the table and leant towards me as though struck by inspiration. ‘The wilderness course! You should totally take my place!’

			‘Sorry?’ 

			‘You got the emails about the Wilderness Expedition course, yeah?’

			‘Uh …’ I did remember skimming past a work email that said ‘wilderness’, the word being enough to indicate that whatever it involved was entirely not up my alley and didn’t require any more of my attention.

			‘They needed a few registrars to help run it. It’s designed for med students, paramedics, GPs,’ she went on excitedly. ‘And I’m going with Lucy, another registrar. You know Lucy? We’re sharing a room. A whole week. Paid leave. Starts on Monday. Then you get a week off afterwards. We could totally swap out. I work your shifts and you go on the course.’

			I stared at her in bewilderment. It was hard to know if she was being kind or cruel. If you were someone who liked feeling feral in the forest and managing injuries with absolutely no hospital resources, maybe the course sounded like fun. To me, it sounded like absolute hell.

			‘Come on! Don’t you see? It’s perfect! You get to stay somewhere where all you’ll hear is the quiet forest noises and have two weeks without having to bump into Slut Man. This is an amazing solution. I’m so kickass.’

			‘It’s very nice of you to try to help, but I’m not a particularly … outdoorsy sort of person.’

			‘Oh, never mind, neither am I! But you’re basically just faffing around in the bush and you get paid for it. A dream.’

			I wasn’t buying it. ‘And why are you letting the opportunity go if you think it’s so desirable?’

			She raised her eyebrows at me. ‘You mean aside from the fact that I am a caring and considerate soul trying to help you?’

			‘Yeah. Aside from that.’ No one I knew ever did anything that was truly selfless.

			‘Well. The locum is back for a couple of weeks. So, you know. Thought it might be nice to be on shift together for old times’ sake.’ She winked for effect.

			‘Aha.’ I tried to look unimpressed, but was amused despite myself.

			Her eyebrows wiggled around mischievously then she stopped, her face suddenly serious. ‘But I also genuinely think this would solve your problems for a couple of weeks.’

			I let myself give it a few seconds thought, just to try the idea out. Freezing cold. Wet. Campfires and smoky clothes.

			Yuck.

			But as my mind returned to the alternative – wind chimes, no sleep, Felix – I realised I actually wasn’t in a position to be choosy. This was a break. A short one, certainly. But nonetheless, a break. And maybe just the distance I needed to cement my new resolve around leaving Felix for good.

			‘Lucy …’ I said, chewing my lip. Lucy seemed nice enough. Not too loud. Not too annoying. ‘And we, what, teach them how to do CPR on a cliff or something?’ My stomach curdled at the thought.

			‘Yeah, something like that.’ Cleo flicked her hand nonchalantly. ‘There’ll be a TAFE leader who deals with the rope work and the expedition side of things. And the boss who runs the show. I don’t know who’s doing it, but it’ll be one of the retrieval guys. You just apply your emergency brain and do the medical stuff.’

			‘Of which we can do almost nothing at all because we’re fearing for our own lives and have no equipment?’

			‘Exactly. Piece of piss. No study required.’

			I laughed wearily, swirling the last of my gin and tonic. ‘Things are really this dismal now, aren’t they?’

			‘Unfortunately, yes.’ 

			I exhaled slowly, my cheeks puffing out. ‘And you think we could just swap at this point? Seems unlikely to be so easy to arrange.’

			‘Oh, absolutely. Won’t be a problem. Leave it with me.’ She was smiling like she’d won.

			I thought about Vivian’s violin. I thought about the smell of weed and my shoe that Walter had chewed the day before. I thought about Felix and how desperately I wanted him out of my life.

			And suddenly the idea of leaving Hobart for a week was irresistible. 

			‘Okay,’ I said, downing the last of my drink, as though for strength. ‘I’ll do it.’

		


		
			Chapter Six

			There were few words to describe the sort of apprehension I felt as I walked to the assembly point of the Wilderness Expedition Medicine Course on Monday morning. 

			The last time I had been ‘in the wilderness’ was grade nine camp; a three-day experience that had given me my first education in how utterly ridiculous people were when they smoked marijuana, and left me with genuine concerns about impending teenage pregnancies in my peers. I came back with three take-home messages: don’t smoke weed; ensure all fifteen-year-old girls are on contraception; and never go into the bush again.

			These were indeed desperate times.

			Much to my surprise, Cleo had executed the swap with no apparent difficulties, emailing the relevant people so I could take her place on the course and she could pick up my shifts in the department. It was weird, letting someone take control of a situation for me. But I was so exhausted that I found myself giving in to it, and somehow, I had ended up here.

			Every time the panic started to take hold, I’d remind myself why this was a good idea. And Felix was top of the list of reasons why. This was my chance to strengthen my resolve and distance myself from him for good. Like rehab or something – remove the addict from the problem.

			It appeared I was one of the first to arrive at the TAFE car park. With no clue as to what ‘appropriate outdoor attire’ was, I had opted for wearing my running tights and cotton long-sleeve top. Someone else must have been there too, because the doors of the minibus were open and the engine was already started and warming up. I perched on a concrete bench and tried to look calmer than I felt.

			Just as I was daydreaming about departing this version of my life altogether (leave my bag, run through the city, jump on a flight, go home, spend my remaining years on Ebony’s couch reading We’re Going on A Bear Hunt to her children), the ‘someone’ appeared. The ‘someone’ who had been there before me. The ‘someone’ who was carrying a large box full of simulation equipment. 

			The ‘someone’ who, unfortunately, was Abel Sutherland.

			My already low spirits plummeted. 

			His eyes flicked my way as he passed, accompanied by the characteristic frown, before he loaded the box into the back of the minibus. When he walked by again, he almost stopped as though to ask me something, then seemed to think better of it and disappeared into the building before I could offer to help.

			On the next load, he did stop, mannequin under his arm. ‘You swapped with Cleo.’ 

			I couldn’t be sure if it was a question or a statement. He would have been told who he was working with, so it shouldn’t have been a surprise to him. But whatever the case, he didn’t look too pleased about it. He was probably worried I was going to start talking about vibrators again. 

			‘Can I help?’ I finally managed. I felt his eyes track momentarily down my legs and I wondered if running tights had been the right choice. Dammit. He looked perfectly appropriate: loose trousers, presumably made out of something slightly more hardwearing than the thin polyester of mine, and a snuggly fitting thermal top, pulled up at the elbows. He had that look about him of someone familiar with being ‘in the wilderness’. Like he lived in Cactus pants and merino tops. And his build was just right, so he probably had a whole line of clothes made especially for him and he modelled for someone like Macpac in his spare time; they always had to tell him not to look so muscly or the normal people might feel intimidated.

			The wind chimes had still not let me sleep. My chaotic mind was on account of the wind chimes. 

			‘You can put your bag in the boot if you like.’

			‘Of course.’ I followed him into the building with the aim of helping ferry more loads on board. He handed me a plastic box.

			‘I hope it wasn’t too last minute,’ I said. ‘Cleo suggested the swap …’

			‘It’s fine,’ he grunted. He was already walking out the door with another mannequin in its carry case. 

			I rolled my eyes. Okay, Abel Sutherland was a tool. Or just hated me. Either way, this was clearly a diabolical mistake. I should have known not to do anything out of my normal realm of comfort. It would seem I was trading one arsehole for another.

			We didn’t talk for the next twenty minutes, only exchanging the occasional scowl, and I reprimanded myself for my terrible life choices. A bunch of others trickled in – who I guessed were paramedics or GPs or outdoor education guides who presumably needed some extended first aid skills for their work. It felt just like that first day of grade nine camp: everyone talking excitedly; expecting a bonding experience full of laughs and drinking the ‘bottle of wine I sneaked in my pack’, blah, blah, blah. Meanwhile, I’d be sitting in a corner, freezing my polyestered arse off, wishing I was anywhere else.

			We were finally loaded and getting in the minibus. Abel had instructed me to sit up front next to him. I had glared at him. He was clearly planning on making this absolute hell for me. 

			He checked his watch. ‘Wasn’t there supposed to be two ED registrars?’

			‘I was told Lucy would be here.’ 

			He stared at me like the whole situation was my fault (which in some ways, it was) and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, his impatience palpable. To be fair, I also had no tolerance for lateness and found myself questioning my previous character judgement of Lucy.

			Just as I was about to suggest giving her a call, my door wrenched open and I gasped in disgust. ‘Felix.’

			He leapt in beside me, forcing me to dart across the bench seat to avoid his body colliding with mine. I could feel the warmth of Abel’s hip and leg against my own as I tried to make the distance between my body and Felix’s as big as possible.

			‘What are you doing here?’ Apparently this was a surprise to Abel too.

			‘I swapped with Lucy,’ Felix said brightly, all the while smiling at me like he’d come up with something completely brilliant.

			‘Right.’ Abel was staring at Felix with undisguised disapproval, then his eyes shifted to me and I squirmed with discomfort. 

			‘I had no idea he was coming,’ I managed to say in my shock, my brain trying to catch up with this utter clusterfuck of a situation. I could not believe this was happening.

			‘Has this actually been approved by anyone?’ Abel demanded. 

			‘Lucy said it would be fine. She’s working my shifts. No problemo, man!’

			I felt Abel stiffen beside me. Finally, he gave a grunt of what I can only assume was disgust at both me and Felix, and turned the ignition.

			The noises from the back of the van were lively and jovial while I sat between my two least favourite men and wished the bench seat would open up, swallow me whole and spit me out on the road. I crossed my arms over my chest and squeezed my knees together, trying to take up as little room as possible and avoid making contact with either of them. Unfortunately, every time Abel changed gears, his hand bumped my outer thigh and I’d jump away, making my knees collide with Felix’s. The next two and a half hours were going to be hell. 

			‘How are you?’ Felix asked quietly. 

			I death-stared him in response.

			Half an hour later, he tried again. ‘Where are you staying at the moment?’ 

			I pretended I hadn’t heard him and turned the radio on. Something jaunty and reminiscent of the eighties blared through.

			‘Just like old times, isn’t it, Mair? Road-tripping along.’ Felix bumped shoulders with me all cutesy and I shifted towards Abel. At this point, body contact with him was slightly less appalling than body contact with Felix. I felt Abel’s eyes cross to me momentarily.

			All in all, the drive was one of the most awkward ordeals of my life. And layered on top of the incredible discomfort of sitting in such proximity to both Felix and Abel was the whirling of my mind with the logistics of the days to come. Cleo had told me I was sharing a cabin with Lucy – now Lucy had swapped with Felix. The situation was completely impossible. I cursed Cleo. I cursed Lucy. I cursed Abel. And I couldn’t even begin to express the darkness I felt towards Felix.

			At the halfway point, we stopped at a very dilapidated-looking roadhouse that advertised ‘Cuppa-chinos’. Abel got out first and I sprang out behind him like I was a caged cat and this was my chance of freedom. I didn’t feel I needed to explore what a ‘Cuppa-chino’ was and instead marched behind the roadhouse so I could hang my head in my hands and wallow in my utter despair. I wasn’t a crier but, God, I was close to a full two-year-old’s breakdown. 

			I leant against the crumbling paint of the roadhouse wall, closed my eyes and gave a small whimper of dismay.

			‘That bad, hey?’ 

			I jumped. ‘Jesus!’

			Abel was leaning against the wall two metres along from me.

			‘Where you there the whole time?’ I demanded. I hated being surprised. Him and his nature-toned attire just blended right in. Though now that I saw him, I didn’t know how I had possibly missed him.

			‘Need some air?’ He looked amused by the situation.

			‘Something like that,’ I muttered. ‘You too, evidently?’

			‘It’s kind of intense in that cab,’ he admitted. He frowned at me. I was growing tired of the frown. But this time, it was laced with a curiosity. 

			‘I’m sorry. This is a mess. I shouldn’t have done the swap.’

			‘Oh, well.’ He shrugged, his tone flat and unimpressed. ‘You’re here now.’

			I sighed. This was a disaster.

			‘So, what’s the story there? You and Felix?’

			‘Me and Felix nothing. No story,’ I snapped.

			He made a disbelieving face. ‘Okay.’

			My belly squirmed. While I had no intention of sharing my private life with a colleague, I felt that Abel probably needed some kind of explanation. ‘We were a couple. Now we’re not. That’s all.’

			‘Uh-huh.’ 

			It was the most loaded ‘uh-huh’ I had ever heard.

			‘What?’ 

			‘Oh, nothing,’ he said lightly. ‘Just, a … surprising combination.’

			‘Well it’s no longer a combination, so you can spare me your thoughts on it. I’m not thrilled to be in this situation, but I’m not going to let it affect me doing my job either. Okay?’

			‘Cool.’ Something seemed to flicker in his eyes.

			‘Are you finding this funny?’ 

			He mulled this over. ‘Not funny, exactly. But intriguing. Yeah, little bit.’

			Excellent. My life was a source of entertainment for someone.

			‘I mean, it beats a standard day in the emergency department, that’s for sure. When did you guys break up?’

			‘After I found someone else’s G-string in my bed a few weeks ago.’ It just slipped out before I could stop myself. Those bloody wind chimes. What was happening to me? Where was the guarded and in control Mary?

			Abel’s eyes turned into saucers. ‘Wow. And then he rocks up on your escape course unannounced?’

			‘In a nutshell.’ 

			‘What an arsehole.’

			I lifted my eyes from the dewy grass to meet his. He was looking at me with an intensity that made me feel rudderless and oddly out of character. Coupled with that was my anger at Felix and my determination to scrape the last of him from my heart and throw it off a cliff. It was a dangerous combination. 

			‘Want to help me make his trip hell?’ I asked before I could even think about what I was saying. I didn’t know what had come over me. 

			Surprise flickered across Abel’s face. Then his lips curved into a small smile that reached his eyes. It was the first time I’d seen anything like a smile coming from Abel Sutherland, and it was disorientating. 

			‘Yeah. I’ll help you with that, Mary.’

			I had serious misgivings about Abel. He seemed like an oddball (odder even than me) and pathologically grumpy, and I got the feeling he disliked me considerably. But nevertheless, I had started to feel a sort of camaraderie with him. I didn’t know why he didn’t like Felix – I doubted it was on account of his cheating tendencies. Maybe Abel just didn’t like most people. But whatever the reason, I was going with it.

			We finally reached our destination and piled out of the minibus. Abel gave instruction to the group along the lines of: Here are the room allocations, go dump your stuff and meet back for the first workshops in half an hour.

			I grabbed my bag and headed towards the lodge. I had no idea what I was going to do or where I was going to put my things, but I also wasn’t about to wait around at the minibus, looking like an idiot.

			Before I’d made it very far, I heard Felix at my shoulder. 

			‘Mary, wait.’

			I turned. ‘Go away, Felix.’

			‘Look, I know this is a bit of a surprise. And maybe I should have told you I was coming along—’

			‘Yes, you should have.’

			‘But you’re not talking to me! You need to talk to me, Mair! Hear me out!’

			‘Okay, then. Felix, did you cheat on me again?’

			‘I-I …’ he stammered and my heart clenched with anger. ‘Look. Okay, I slipped up. But—’

			‘Fuck you, Felix.’ I’d heard enough. I turned to leave, but he grabbed my arm.

			‘How can you throw this away?’ he pleaded and I felt I might die of humiliation. 

			‘I don’t want to hear it!’ I hissed before he could make more of a display of the pair of us.

			His arm was firm on my wrist and just as I yanked it out of his grasp, I felt a different hand on the small of my back. Large, warm, confident and unfamiliar.

			‘Hey, sugarplum. Our room is this way.’

			I let myself be guided by the hand and tried not to let my face display my total shock at Abel’s unbelievable gesture as he gently led me away from Felix. I didn’t say anything, just followed, dumbfounded, all the way to the lodge. Abel’s hand stayed on my back until we were inside the building and it was so discombobulating, I could barely think of anything else. 

			What. The. Fuck? 

			Abel Sutherland had just called me sugarplum.

			I was still gaping and lost for words as he opened the wooden door to one of the cabin rooms and gestured me in, closing the door behind us.

			Before I could gather any kind of professional communication strategies or respectable way of addressing this person who was essentially my boss, I turned on him and demanded, ‘What the fuck was that?’ 

			He shrugged, seemingly unfazed that I had just spoken to him so viciously. ‘Sorry. I figured you might appreciate a diversion from the conversation you were in. Though if I’m wrong, then please feel free …’ He indicated to the door.

			I sat on one of the twin beds and put my hands over my face. I was doing an awful job of maintaining my cool. The whole thing was a nightmare. 

			‘This is an astronomically bad situation,’ I finally said.

			‘Mmm.’

			I pulled my hands down and studied him, my outrage at Felix and shock at Abel’s actions giving way to genuine bewilderment about what had just happened. ‘Did you just pretend we were …’ I couldn’t even put the words together. 

			‘He looked like he needed a kick in the balls. And I think the effect was similar, from the look on his face.’ 

			Abel was enjoying this. Maybe he had sadistic tendencies? Maybe he was a psychopath?

			I looked around the small cabin. Wooden floors. Wooden walls. Wooden ceiling. Much wood. And two beds with barely a metre between them.

			‘There is obviously no possible way I can stay in here.’

			‘Sure. You want to stay with Felix, as planned?’ Abel was watching me with mild amusement, leaning nonchalantly against the wall, arms folded across his chest.

			‘No. Ugh.’ I sighed. ‘I’ll stay in the … common room. There must be a common room?’

			‘I understand if you don’t want to share a room with me. But I’m also not letting you sleep next to that dickhead. Or in the common room. I’ll sleep in the common room.’

			‘What?’ I snarled. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. “Registrar displaces consultant into common room?” Not a good look. I’ll fail my term assessment for sure. Sleep is not that valuable to me. I’ll sleep in the common room.’

			‘No, you won’t. I’d offer to share with Felix, but I’m afraid I can’t do that,’ he said flatly. ‘I have zero tolerance for arseholes. So I’ll take the common room.’

			‘Great. We both will.’

			We stared at each other in some kind of weird stand-off. This was ridiculous.

			‘I don’t snore,’ he said eventually.

			‘Good,’ I retorted. ‘I do.’ (That was a lie. Obviously.)

			‘I’ll use the bathroom to get changed.’

			I scoffed. I literally scoffed. ‘I can’t believe I’m in this situation. I’ll probably fail my term regardless, won’t I? “Registrar arrives in Hobart, can’t keep her personal affairs private, bunks in with supervisor …”’

			‘I’m not your supervisor. I’m a retrievalist. This has nothing to do with the emergency department. We’re colleagues on this trip.’

			‘Why are you offering this?’ I asked, genuinely baffled.

			He shrugged a shoulder. ‘I don’t like Felix. And I’ve got a duty to my colleagues to see that that they’re not forced to sleep in the common room.’

			So far, I’d been under the distinct impression that Abel was a dick. Grumpy and intimidating. Presumably on some giant power trip. Why then, did it seem he was trying to help me out?

			I chewed over the options. The very, very grim options. If I were to sleep in Abel’s room, it would piss Felix off. And after Abel’s ‘sugarplum’ thing, it could piss him off in a way that was really quite spectacular. The number one goal of this trip was to disentangle myself from Felix, so maybe sleeping in another man’s room and letting Felix believe there was something going on between us was, in fact, genius, as lowly and pathetic and unprofessional as it may be. But, look, I was at a pretty low spot.

			Abel just watched me as my brain circled and finally landed.

			‘Okay, fine. But this was your idea. If you speak unfavourably of me to anyone I’ll tell them you called me sugarplum.’ I stared at him with a what-the-fuck sort of expression. ‘Sugarplum?’

			A deep laugh emerged from somewhere inside him, a surprisingly nice sound, like the rumbling bass of a good song starting, and his face almost coloured. ‘It was a spontaneous moment. I didn’t think it all the way through.’

			‘Is that a pet name you usually give your colleagues? Or … fake girlfriends?

			He really did colour then. ‘Okay. I’ll not speak unfavourably of you. You don’t mention the sugarplum moment. Deal?’ 

			‘Fine. Deal.’ I shook my head and gave a slightly desperate laugh. My life was a joke. I was almost ready to give up on the pretence that it was anything but a joke.

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			‘Welcome, everyone, to our Wilderness Expedition Medicine Course.’

			We were in the tutorial room and Abel was up front. The room was freezing and the bar heater had done very little to make a difference. I attempted to concentrate on Abel’s introductory speech, but was finding it extremely difficult, what with the inconceivable notion of our sharing a cabin, the realisation I had brought completely inadequate clothing, and the awareness that Felix, who was sitting across the other side of the room, was staring at me. Glaring at me. I got the feeling Abel’s ‘sugarplum’ thing had indeed ignited a lot of assumptions. But I was at work, and I needed to put my personal life aside and concentrate on my job.

			I tried to let the room disappear and focus solely on Abel, who was talking about our schedule of activities over the next week. Abel, who was leaning casually against the table and addressing the room with confidence and authority.

			It was the first time I’d properly looked at him. Every other time I’d been in his presence, I’d been too overwhelmed by the general discomfort of the situation and tried to keep visual engagement to a minimum. But now I was forced to watch him – without him watching me – and I noticed a few details that had passed me by. Like the fact that Abel was an extremely attractive man. I mean, almost offensively so.

			I nearly snorted at the discovery. It was so … so … typical. Retrieval doctor. Outdoorsy type. Knock-out handsome. Oozing masculinity. Someone who undoubtedly rendered all surrounding females to dithering bimbos. (Except for me, of course.) Tall to perfection – not lanky, but huge and intimidating. Broad chested, in a way that you couldn’t help fantasising about testing just how unyielding his pecs were. Ripped forearms that advertised someone who probably clung to deathly rock faces in his spare time. Narrow waisted. Stubbly jawed.

			Blah. Blah. Blah.

			There was something unfair about it, like all those well-meaning women who needed to get on with focusing on normal life wouldn’t stand a chance in his presence. 

			Not that I fitted into that category. I was sensible. An ice queen, largely devoid of human emotions. And after the latest Felix saga, I was never going to get involved with men again.

			Except, obviously, for sex. I still believed in science. And I still believed in sex. So, Abel’s gigantic sex appeal was perhaps not entirely lacking purpose …

			‘Mary, are you across that?’

			‘Absolutely! Entirely. Gigantically.’ Gigantically? What the fuck was wrong with me?

			A few sniggers bubbled around the room and I felt a blush threatening. 

			‘Excellent.’ 

			I felt his teasing tone sear into me like a fire straight to my belly. 

			Oh, this was not good. My sleep-deprived brain was failing me. I was seriously deranged. I’d not listened to a word he’d said past ‘Welcome to the Wilds’ or whatever. Me, who’d never taken a sick day. Me, who’d passed every exam in med school with a high distinction. My level of discipline when it came to work and medicine was second to nothing. And here I was at work, not listening to the instructions and evaluating the sexual potential of my boss. Or colleague. Or whatever he was.

			The room started emptying as all the people who had been listening appropriately followed whatever instructions had just been delivered.

			Reluctantly, I approached Abel.

			‘I’m sorry. I was a little distracted,’ I admitted. ‘Can you clarify what you need me to be doing?’

			His lips hinted at a smile. ‘Not gigantically sure what your role is?’

			‘No.’ I flushed. Again.

			‘Shall I make it gigantically clear?’

			‘This is not my best day, okay?’ I felt as if my whole face had turned into a tomato.

			‘I know.’ He patted my shoulder condescendingly. ‘It’s a gigantically unfortunate situation.’

			I shrugged his hand away. ‘Piss off.’ 

			He chuckled to himself and I felt my indignation mount at how pleasing he looked when he did so. Where the hell was my brain?

			I could feel eyes on me in my peripheral vision. ‘Felix is staring at us, isn’t he?’ I muttered.

			Abel gave a satisfied nod. ‘Shall we hug?’

			‘No,’ I said with emphasis. He was really not helping. Or was he?

			‘Just laugh and look like you’re having an amazing time.’

			‘I’m not.’ I tried to make my face serious, but I broke into a smile. Abel was clearly enjoying himself. I didn’t know what he was getting off on. Someone else’s misery, I supposed.

			‘You show the kids how to do a thoracotomy, okay?’

			‘Right.’ Thoracotomy. Management of pneumothorax. Medicine. I could do that.

			I swivelled and walked towards the door, relieved to be leaving the room.

			‘Uh, Mary,’ Abel called. I could hear the amusement in his voice. ‘We’re doing the workshop in here. The models are in the bags.’

			I huffed and turned back around. I found my eyes locking briefly with Felix’s, who was walking towards the door. His displeasure was almost palpable.

			‘Where have you sent him?’ I asked Abel after Felix had left.

			‘You really weren’t listening at all, were you? He’s preparing the pigs’ trotters for tomorrow’s suturing. I’ve asked him to cut them all in half so there’s more to go round. Unfortunately, the knives we have here are rather … blunt. Should keep him occupied for a few hours.’

			‘You’re a cruel person, aren’t you?’ It was genuinely concerning how easily this seemed to be coming to Abel. I’d never seen him smile as much as he had in the last half an hour.

			‘What can I say?’ He shrugged. ‘Zero tolerance for arseholes. All your equipment should be in the bag. This will be a walk in the park for you, I’m sure. You start with half, I’ll do the intraosseus station with the other half, then we swap.’

			The medical focus of the workshop was a godsend. Medicine was the only space in which I felt in control these days and I relished going through the simplicity of the anatomy and the procedural technique. It was like grabbing onto a life-ring after floundering in the waves. I managed to forget about Felix for a few minutes, managed not to think about the horror of the cabin-share arrangement for the duration. The participants were enthusiastic and engaged, and by the end of it, I felt as though maybe I’d found my rudder again.

			When we’d finished, the room emptied and it was just Abel and me. We packed up the simulation equipment in an almost companionable silence and I hoped our weird interactions were now behind us, but I could feel him watching me. I looked up. He was holding a plastic baby mannequin and a confused expression.

			‘Why did you say “vibrator” to me that day?’

			I flushed immediately. ‘Huh?’ I carried on gathering forceps and hoped the conversation might move in a different direction. 

			‘That day when you walked in the door and slammed into my chest and you said, “Vibrator”.’

			‘No, I didn’t.’ 

			‘Yes, you did.’

			‘No, I didn’t.’ 

			He just stared at me wearily.

			I sighed. ‘I was talking to my sister.’ As though this in any way explained that ridiculous moment.

			‘Uh-huh.’ He was still holding the baby. He looked at it briefly, as though struck by the absurdity of the conversation and what was in his hands, and put it down.

			We carried on packing in silence, though I no longer felt it was in any way ‘companionable’. It was downright fucking awkward. Again.

			‘So, is that what sisters usually talk about?’ 

			‘What?’ I was still pretending this wasn’t happening.

			‘Vibrators.’

			‘No.’

			He nodded and put an intraosseus drill back in its silver container. The lid squeaked as it closed.

			‘Why are you so interested anyway? Do you have some weird vibrator quirk?’

			‘No.’ He sounded as appalled as I just had. And he was blushing now too. ‘Do you?’ 

			‘No! I haven’t had the need. Though, if I did find myself in a position of requiring one, I also wouldn’t expect any judgement.’

			‘And I wouldn’t judge.’

			‘Good.’

			‘Good.’

			We stared at each other and before I knew what had come over me, I picked up a plastic chest drain and threw it at him. He caught it just before it reached his face (reflex speed of a goddamn cat) and we started laughing.

			‘Could we never talk about vibrators again, please?’ I asked when we’d finally sobered.

			‘I think that sounds like a wise idea.’ He was trying to keep his face serious.

			I packed up the last of my equipment and checked the time. ‘What are we doing now?’ I really needed to get my head around this schedule. I had never felt less together. 

			‘Rock climbing.’

			‘Fuck off.’

			‘No need for obscenities, Mary.’

			‘Sorry. But you’re kidding, right?’

			‘Absolutely not.’

			‘Is it optional? Can I go for a run instead?’

			‘No. It’s in preparation for our high rope access rescues. We need to familiarise ourselves with the gear. You do too.’

			I groaned. ‘This was the worst idea. I hate Cleo.’ 

			‘You don’t like climbing?’

			‘No. I don’t like climbing. I don’t like the outdoors. I don’t like freezing my arse off and pretending we can do medical shit outside of a hospital.’

			‘Wow. Probably don’t go for a future in retrieval, then.’

			‘Trust me, I have absolutely zero intention.’

			I felt suddenly very weary, and apparently he noticed. 

			‘Why don’t you go take a moment? The cabin is yours – I’ve got the ropes and things to organise. We meet back here in fifteen.’

			The idea of being on my own for a few minutes was incredibly appealing. ‘Are you sure? I’m doing a really awful job here. I’m usually reliable, hardworking—’

			‘Mary.’ He stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. Comforting. Incredibly odd. ‘I know you are. It’s no big deal.’

			He turned my body and encouraged me to the door and I let myself be led.

			The bed was more comfortable than I’d expected. It had that crinkly feel you get when you’re lying on a mattress that’s covered in plastic. But that was a good thing; with the number of bodies that had slept on it before me, I was grateful for the fact that the surface could be wiped down and it wasn’t a sponge of urine, perspiration and – probably – semen. The beds were made up with fresh-smelling sheets, doonas and pillows. The effect was homely. If I’d had to share a room with Felix, I would truly have stolen the keys to the minibus and driven myself home. Losing my job. Losing my sanity. So, while the fact that I was now sharing with Abel was completely ridiculous, it was less likely to result in my being on fortnightly Centrelink payments.

			I could hear the voices of happy course participants in the adjoining rooms. They all seemed friendly and well meaning. And like normal people, they had normal social skills and this whole thing would be a fabulous experience for them. They’d bond over shit coffee and weird woollen beanies. Someone would wheel out the Stone’s Green Ginger Wine and a guitar would appear. I envied how carefree other people could be – they made life look so easy. But that wasn’t how things were for me. If I didn’t have everything held tightly in my grasp, the balls would drop, one after another until they were all rolling in different directions and I’d be scrambling. Which was similar to how I was beginning to feel now. I needed to get myself back together. I needed to get control of this situation. Of myself.

			I reached absentmindedly for my phone to check if there were any calls or messages from Mum or Ebony, before remembering that of course there wouldn’t be: I was hours away from reception. I’d checked in with both of them before I’d left and Ebony had needed to assure me at least three times that it was no big deal. She’d be fine. They’d all be fine. But the feeling of being unreachable for most of a week was unsettling. In an emergency, they’d be able to call us on the satellite phone. Anything between ‘all is well’ and an emergency would just have to wait until I got back.

			I contemplated getting my laptop out to study but there were only a few minutes before we were meeting for the climbing shitshow. I felt a little flutter of anxiety in my belly at not being able to make any progress today. My final exams were three months away. I had been tracking well, but my life’s latest hiccup had not been part of the plan. Vivian’s ‘Granny Flat’ and wind chimes had not been part of the fucking plan. My focus was usually razor sharp and it was getting all fuzzy around the edges, making me worry about Mum and Ebony more. Making me ruminate on how I’d managed to let Felix screw me around so many times. Making me study the forearm musculature of my colleague.

			Agh!

			It was unusual for me to be idle, even for a few minutes, unless I was lying in bed, sleeplessly tossing and turning. Every other moment of downtime I’d fill with exercise or study or cleaning. To be lying on a bed in the middle of the day doing absolutely nothing was extremely odd. And not particularly helpful – it made all the problems in my life seem louder and more suffocating.

			But nothing could be gained right now by worrying. Except the housing situation. That was fixable and I needed to keep on the ball. I pulled out my phone again, preparing to look at the latest Gumtree rentals.

			‘Oh, for fuck’s sake!’ I cursed, remembering the lack of mobile reception, and slammed the phone on the bed. 

			I turned on my side and curled up in a ball. My eyes landed on Abel’s bag: a black hiking pack with a Kathmandu logo on the top. It was worn and well used and kind of looked like him: tough, practical. Aesthetically pleasing in its proportions. Oh, Jesus. Was I appraising the attractiveness of a backpack? And why was I suddenly seeing this man (and his backpack) as attractive anyway? He was a grump. He hated me. I had made a fool of myself in his presence more times than I could count. 

			And I had no interest in men anyway. 

			My focus moved to his bed and my stomach flipped afresh at the realisation that I was going to be sleeping next to this man tonight. A shameful, impossible situation.

			On his bed was a day bag. Navy blue. Outdoorsy. Clips and straps. That kind of thing. One back zip was open and I could see a brown leather-covered book in there. It had the look of a journal or notebook or some such. Intriguing. 

			This is probably why I didn’t do idle time. Because I was staring at the brown leather book and my whole body wanted to take it out and open it and find out what was within its pages. I wouldn’t do something like that, of course. But I was consumed by the temptation. What on earth would a practical man-giant such as Abel do with a brown leather notebook? Write about his day? Rant about the people he despised and how he planned to make their lives miserable? Compose hate poetry perhaps?

			Fascinating.

			Without realising, I had sat up and moved across the room. I wouldn’t touch anything, obviously, but I was peering into the bag, seeing if the edges of the book would give me any clues as to its contents, and in that unfortunate position – stooped over, neck craned, clearly snooping – the door flung open and in walked Abel.

			I jumped and pointed to the backpack. ‘There was a spider on your bag.’

			He quirked a very unconvinced eyebrow and I wondered for the twentieth time that day how I’d come to repeatedly embarrass myself in front of this man.

			‘Okay. And where is the spider now?’

			‘I’m not sure. Maybe inside the bag?’ I tried not to think about how very poor his opinion of me must be. Intruding in his nice little cabin. Not listening to instructions. Having weird conversations about vibrators. Snooping.

			We stood there for what felt like an awkward eternity. 

			I didn’t know what to say.

			The room suddenly felt very small. Abel was a large man. I was standing in a small cabin with a large man who was staring at me. Hot flush, here we go.

			‘So. Uh. What’s next?’

			‘Climbing. You ready?’

			‘Not really.’

			‘You’ll be fine. Come on.’

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			This was clearly going to be problem.

			My neck craned as I scanned from the bottom of the rock face to the top and I felt my tummy turn from normal organ material to fearing-for-my-fucking-life material. I was not an adventurous person. Death-defying pursuits such as climbing up a rock face and trusting some tattered ropes to save my arse was not my idea of a fun day out.

			Around me was a hive of excited activity. It was evident that of the course attendees and leaders, I was the only one who didn’t think this was an absolute blast of a way to spend an afternoon. The drive from the lodge to the quarry where we now gathered had been so uncomfortable that I’d almost been enthusiastic about jumping out of the car and darting up a rock face. I’d been wedged between Abel and Felix once again. Abel had been in an upbeat mood, tapping at the steering wheel and literally whistling. (Presumably to piss Felix off.) All the while, Felix was sending me death stares and looking between me and Abel in confused disgust.

			Now, standing at the bottom of the cliff and contemplating my next few hours, enthusiastic was really not my vibe.

			‘What do you think, Mary? Ready to rock ’n’ roll?’ 

			‘There’s no way you’ll get Mary up there,’ Felix sneered. 

			I bristled at the way he acted like he knew me. Like he had the right to tell the world what I could or couldn’t do. Felix’s change in tone towards me had truly done a one-eighty spin since the sugarplum thing.

			I felt Abel stiffen beside me too, then he placed a hand on my cheek. It was so insanely unexpected, the air seemed to leave my lungs and for the briefest time, I forgot about the rock face and Felix and was entirely consumed by the sensation of Abel’s hand on my skin. Warm, gentle. And why the hell was it there? 

			The contact was over in an instant, so fleeting I could have imagined it. ‘Give her time,’ he said with a smile. ‘But since you’re so confident, why don’t you show us how it’s done? I’ll belay.’

			Obviously, this was a performance for Felix. That was why Abel had cupped my face. And from the way the smoke almost steamed out of Felix’s nostrils, the gesture seemed to have had the desired effect. I experienced a pathetic little sensation of triumph.

			The ensuing moment was completely bizarre – almost something out of a wildlife documentary. Abel the giant male lion versus Felix the slimy hyena. I could see fire in Felix’s eyes and determination in Abel’s and I couldn’t possibly believe how I had found myself in this situation. At the same time, the way in which Felix was now cornered gave me a sickly sort of satisfaction. I could see he was less than thrilled at the idea of his safety being in Abel’s hands.

			After a few moments of disgruntled organisation and harnesses being secured, Felix began to climb. Another six or seven climbers were already underway.

			I was close enough to Abel to feel his warmth through our shoulders. ‘I know you’re getting some weird kick out of Felix’s misery,’ I murmured once Felix was high enough to be out of ear shot, ‘but I don’t actually want you to hurt him.’

			Abel chuckled beside me. ‘You mean I shouldn’t drop him?’

			‘Ideally. Please don’t drop him.’

			‘You sure?’ I could hear the joke in his voice, but all the same, I didn’t want this to get out of hand.

			‘Yes. Jesus, Abel.’

			‘But I’m having fun.’

			‘I can see that. Are you always this unprofessional?’

			‘Only when the situation calls.’ His tone was matter of fact. ‘And Felix is a dick, so the situation calls.’

			My eyes followed the clambering figures that were nearing the top and my stomach twisted with something like guilt. ‘I feel like he thinks there’s something going on … you know …’

			‘Between us?’ Abel’s voice was light and carefree. As though we weren’t discussing the inappropriate show he was making of pretending we were an item.

			‘I don’t want to be cruel. Or make you feel uncomfortable.’

			‘I don’t feel uncomfortable.’ His eyes were focused on Felix, his hands swiftly taking up the slack in the rope with each move like it was second nature. There was something elegant in the way his hands worked so efficiently. ‘But I can stop if you want me to.’

			I hesitated. I was extremely angry with Felix, but I was also not accustomed to doing things that upset others. ‘I think that’s for the best.’

			Felix had reached the top and called out to signal he was ready to come down.

			‘Can I still mess with him? Leave him hanging up there a little bit, perhaps?’

			Felix had let his weight sit into the harness and was literally hanging off the end of Abel’s rope, ten metres in the air.

			‘No, I don’t think you should leave him hanging in the air.’ 

			‘Oh, all right then,’ Abel said with a theatrical sigh and began lowering Felix. ‘I’m just fucking with you, Mary. I’m a very professional person.’

			I frowned at him. I had no idea who he really was, this man who always seemed so serious and stern. This man who appeared to hate me and think I was an absolute joke, yet who seemed almost to be on my team. Or someone’s team. Certainly not Felix’s team. Maybe Abel had recognised an opportunity to make someone’s life miserable and I just happened to be a bystander.

			My eyes returned to Felix. I would feel much more at ease once everyone’s feet were back on the ground. 

			‘Rope’s a bit stiff, sorry mate!’ Abel called as he lowered Felix painfully slowly.

			‘Can we speed this up a bit?’ I could hear the anger in Felix’s voice.

			‘I’ll do my best!’ Abel’s expression was deadpan. I watched the rope give a bit and then stop, give then stop, such that Felix was lowered in tediously jerky spurts. I was somewhere between horrified and delighted by the situation.

			Finally, he was nearly down.

			‘Sorry about that, not running very smoothly today,’ Abel said with a baffled sort of shrug. ‘How was that? You nailed it, man!’ Abel was beaming with what could almost pass as genuine friendliness. All the while, Felix’s feet were still not quite touching the ground, harness tight on his hips. It was excruciating. And ridiculously comical.

			‘Could you put me on the ground, please,’ Felix demanded through gritted teeth.

			‘Oh! I’m sorry.’ The rope slackened abruptly and Felix only just caught his footing, very nearly landing in a pile on the gravel.

			I almost felt bad for him, until he looked at me with disdain and said, ‘Don’t even bother with Mary. She doesn’t like getting her hands dirty.’

			His meanness stung. Even when I was so mad at him and so done with him, the closeness we’d shared was only a blink in the past. I’d loved him, or felt something I thought had been love. Now I felt such bewilderment I couldn’t find words to even defend myself. Had he always spoken to me like this? Had he always been so cruel or was he just threatened by some perceived thing between Abel and me?

			I felt Abel bristle beside me like a lion who was being provoked. But when he spoke, his voice came out soft and dripping with sweetness, only loud enough for the three of us to hear. ‘What do you think, sugarplum? Want to show him how it’s done?’

			I looked at Felix. His eyes burned with fresh anger. I was sickened by the idea that Abel and I were being misleading about what was going on between us, yet I couldn’t keep being the victim either. There for Felix to cheat on. There for him to come back to. There for him to follow onto my wilderness course and tease and belittle. He knew me and he was using it against me in a way that hurt deeply. 

			No, I didn’t like getting my hands dirty. No, I didn’t like taking risks. No, I didn’t want to put my life in someone else’s hands. But I also couldn’t let him have the satisfaction of exposing me like that in front of others and proving that he was right by being safe, weak – pathetic.

			My insides hardened with determination. 

			‘I can do it.’ I strove to keep my voice even, but my breath felt like it quivered in my throat.

			Abel gave my hand a squeeze and for the first time, the gesture didn’t feel like a performance. ‘You don’t have to,’ he said to me gently. ‘Don’t let that prick make you feel like you need to prove something.’

			I let myself properly look at him. Those emerald green eyes, flecked with hazel and gold around the irises that I hadn’t noticed before. They were kind eyes. I didn’t know Abel at all, but there was something in those eyes that made me feel an unexpected calm. They told me he’d take care of me at the end of that rope. For the first time since we’d arrived at the quarry, his expression wasn’t teasing or mischievous – it was oddly soft and reassuring.

			‘No,’ I said, my strength growing. ‘I want to do it.’

			I heard Felix snort with distaste and walk away to join one of the other groups.

			Abel showed me how to put on my harness, how the buckle looked when it was open and how it should look when it was closed. I let my mind focus on his instructions and tried to ignore the tight anxiety in my chest that Felix had ignited. 

			I listened to the deep rumble of Abel’s voice and watched the competent way his hands worked the straps. He crouched on the gravel and helped me tighten the harness around my thighs and my hips and the fear I was feeling seemed to settle with the sensation of his hands against the tight polyester of my running tights. 

			He looked up and his eyes met mine with a smile that shone enough to make something turn unexpectedly in my groin.

			‘You look great.’

			My nerve endings were suddenly alight, the touch of his knuckles on my thighs like electricity. My breath caught and I couldn’t find any suitable response. It must have been the anxiety back again. I’d never been in one of these harnesses before. I didn’t know if they were supposed to make you feel like this. They always looked so goofy, but something about the way the straps gripped my pelvis was feeling weirdly arousing.

			Abel stood and pulled the big red loop at my middle so my hips tugged towards him. God. He was so confident. Capable and self-assured. His eyes met mine and I had a flash of how it would feel if his hands landed on my hips and pulled me right to him. How willingly I would be guided.

			He started threading the rope through the loop on my harness and I finally realised what he was doing. He was just tying my harness. I’d never experienced so many conflicting emotions in such a short period of time. Usually I was sensible, contained, studious. Right now, I was everything. Everywhere.

			I watched his hands work away, threading the rope in some kind of figure eight at my belly. I tried to ignore the way his knuckles brushed the tight fabric of my pants. He was working at underpant level and I was finding it ridiculously difficult not to notice. 

			Once I was all tied up, Abel mercifully took a step back and I started to respirate normally again.

			He talked me through the safety locks and the back-up carabiner. He explained the testing of the ropes, when they’d been bought and how to check their integrity. He went through how he’d take up the slack of the rope as I climbed and would keep it tight so I’d just swing into his hold if I slipped. He showed me how he was tied to the ground and wouldn’t fly in the air if my weight went on the rope.

			Finally, I was ready to climb. And a strangely unexpected emotion started coming into the already complicated cocktail: excitement. Abel had explained enough to give me a sense of trust in the mechanics of the process. He was being kind and gentle and attentive, and had given me a sense of comfort I’d not thought possible from anyone. Let alone Abel Sutherland.

			Just before I put my hands on the rock, I turned. I first saw Felix across the other side of the quarry, snarling at me. But I didn’t need that. Instead, I looked to Abel behind me. He was watching me with an odd intensity and held my gaze a moment before mouthing, I’ve got you. 

			His confidence charged me with a shot of strength and I started to climb.

			The rock was cold but solid beneath my hands and my sneakers found little ledges to take my weight. As I gained elevation, I nearly freaked out at the drop that was growing below me – it was dizzying, disorientating and nonsensical – but I could feel the tug of the rope around my pelvis telling me Abel had me. Soon, coupled with the fear was a sort of exhilaration. I reached high and I could feel the cold air on my bare waist as my top rode up. My left foot scrambled to find a ledge – something, anything.

			‘A bit higher,’ Abel called. ‘There’s a hold just a little higher there.’

			I drew my foot up the wall and finally felt the firmness of a notch that was like stepping on land after floundering in the water. 

			‘You’re a natural!’ There was genuine delight in Abel’s voice. Maybe I was wrong about him. Maybe he wasn’t all about other people’s misery.

			I found a climbing flow and if I looked up and kept moving, the terrifying reality of what I was doing lessened. 

			Then I was at the top.

			‘I’m at the top!’ I exclaimed.

			‘You’re at the top!’ Abel echoed, his excitement matching mine.

			I was not one for a spectacle, but I was too consumed by fear and amazement to care that there was a smattering of applause and celebratory whistles from the group.

			‘What do I do now?!’ I was still gripping the rock for dear life and could feel my forearms quivering. The most workout my arms ever got was when I was trying to reduce someone’s displaced Colles’ fracture. 

			‘Just sit back in your harness,’ Abel called, but I didn’t move. ‘Feel me? Feel me there?’ 

			The harness seemed to clench around me, like hands gripping my pelvis, my weight being taken. It was a strange mixture of comforting and terrifying. 

			‘I’ve got you.’ 

			I could feel it. He had me.

			I let myself slowly release the rock. It was like free-falling, but for a split second only, because he really did have me, so much so that I almost didn’t need to let go. He almost lifted me off the rock face. And gently, measuredly, he started lowering me. Interestingly, the rope wasn’t stiff anymore – it didn’t jerk like it had for Felix. It lowered me at perfect pace and smoothness until I was all the way back on my feet.

			‘Oh my God,’ I breathed. I was so relieved, overwhelmed and elated it felt like my whole body was ready to burst. And before I knew what had come over me, I was throwing my arms around Abel’s neck and his were encircling my waist. ‘Oh my God,’ I said again and I could feel his laughter against my ear for the second it lasted.

			Then, suddenly bewildered that I had ended up in Abel Sutherland’s arms, I pulled myself away, self-consciousness catching up with me. But my excitement was still brimming so I just stood there, practically jumping on the spot. 

			Abel gripped my shoulders as if to steady me. ‘You rocked the shit out of that climb.’

			‘It was amazing. Completely terrifying, but amazing.’ I physically had to restrain myself from fist pumping and squealing like a child.

			He was grinning back with what appeared to be genuine joy.

			‘Thank you,’ I managed in a slightly crazed-sounding voice.

			‘A total pleasure.’

			I couldn’t help it. I was glowing. In a whole body, all-consuming way that I hadn’t experienced in a very long time. This was – wow.

			I wasn’t even thinking about Felix or the people who’d watched my silly climb or my ridiculous jubilance. Or the fact that I was supposed to be working and was probably doing a terrible job at it. All I could think about was the way my body felt and the intensity of the endorphins that were coursing through me.

			I took a lungful of the cold mountain air and held it for a beautiful, blown-up moment. And when I let it out, I felt as though I was lax and supple – the build-up of tension from the last few weeks finally exiting my body.

			‘Can I do it again?’

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			After all the adrenaline had worn off, the reality of my behaviour descended upon me like a slap in the face.

			The drive back from the quarry was excruciating. Even without Felix up front – he’d chosen to sit in the back of the bus with the course participants – I felt I was dying a slow, embarrassing death. I stared out the window the whole time and wished I had my ear buds with me so I could make it one hundred per cent clear that I was not going to engage in conversation.

			I’d carried on like a child at a birthday party in that quarry. I’d thrown my arms around Abel Sutherland like I was fucking unhinged.

			I’d shown him a version of Mary that was disorganised, scattered, cheat-worthy and lacking understanding of basic personal boundaries – not to mention work boundaries. I’d talked about vibrators. I was crashing his room. And he’d felt compelled to pretend to be romantically involved with me. 

			The whole thing was truly, award-winningly appalling. 

			As soon as we got back to the lodge, I changed into my running shoes and sports bra and got the hell out of there. Running always made me feel better and gave me clarity.

			‘Don’t get lost. Do you want a head torch?’ Abel called after me.

			I don’t even know if I replied in English; I was so discombobulated I might have pulled out some high school Japanese about cherry blossoms. I felt wildly ungathered. Entirely un-me. I needed to come back from my run with a fresh start. Pretend none of this had happened. Be professional and normal and go back to the comfort of measured distance that I usually maintained with people. 

			I cursed Felix for making me believe I should do that stupid climb, leading me to feel so liberated and joyful and spontaneous. They were not my attributes. I would lose my grip on life if I were to indulge any of those attributes. I had to overcome them, even if the feeling of elation had been better than anything I’d felt in months. (Years?) Even if the feeling of being in Abel’s arms for those few seconds had felt natural and his smile hadn’t belied his discomfort—

			What was wrong with me?

			I ran long enough to feel slightly nervous on the dark, gravel road in the middle of nowhere and reluctantly turned around. With each angry step, I scolded myself for my behaviour and resolved to do better. 

			When I got back, it was dinner time and everyone was already in the dining room. I obviously couldn’t sit next to Felix. And I obviously couldn’t sit next to Abel. 

			I was also not so socially unevolved that I was going to sit by myself, so I filled my plate and pulled up a chair next to a friendly looking girl whose name, I believed, was Lilly. Lilly was a GP who worked in rural west-coast Tasmania. I used my well-worn tactic of absorbing myself in someone else’s story to help distract me from the mess of my own life and within a few minutes, I was genuinely engrossed.

			‘Twins? You delivered thirty-six-week twins in your consulting room?’

			‘It all happened so quickly,’ Lilly explained. ‘She came in for her routine checkup and mentioned she’d been having low back pain for the last few hours. Before I had time to even take a look with the ultrasound, her waters had broken and it was all happening.’

			‘Oh my God.’ I was horrified on Lilly’s behalf. The very idea of working alone in a small town was terrifying. 

			Lilly went on to tell me a story about a guy who’d fallen off a horse and impaled himself on a star picket, which meant she’d had to get the guy’s brother to angle grind off the ends of the star picket so they could get the patient into the retrieval helicopter. All this she described with matter-of-fact ease. It made my work in the emergency department seem like a walk in the park. 

			I decided by the end of our conversation that I liked Lilly. She was brave and admirable and she made me forget myself. I concluded I would seek out every opportunity to hear about Lilly’s crazy rural medical stories. She might just be my saviour over the next five days.

			Eventually, the plates began clattering as the group returned them to the kitchen. Lilly suggested we go into the common room and I hesitated. It was all going to get guitar-y and Green Ginger Wine-y soon, I could feel it. Totally not my vibe.

			But the alternative was going back to Abel’s cabin, which he may or may not already be in, and that was decidedly worse.

			I followed her into the common room. There was a fire (and probably squashed marshmallows waiting to make an appearance), couches and soft lighting. Cosy. I was about to take a seat on one of the couches with Lilly when I spotted Felix huddled up next to a cute brunette, who I recognised as one of the outdoor guides. They were looking at something on her phone and she was giggling and he was smiling, clearly giving her the full Felix treatment. As though sensing me watching, he looked up and gave me a challenging little flicker of his eyebrows before returning his attention to the brunette and her phone.

			That was more than I could handle. I muttered something to Lilly along the lines of feeling tired and left the room.

			Mercifully, Abel was not in the cabin. I looked longingly at my bed. I was still in my running tights, sticky and smelling of mud. I needed a shower and then I was going to crawl into those inviting covers and sink my head into study. 

			The women’s shower was a short walk down the corridor. It was hot and delicious and the feeling of the water on my skin was enough to make me forget this awful situation for a moment. 

			When I got back to the cabin, it was still empty. I pulled my laptop out of my bag and sat cross-legged on the bed with the covers pulled around me. I took a slightly boring comfort in study. It was like an old friend, guiding me when I felt lost. Meditation and mindfulness just gave my brain space to get anxious – start worrying about Mum and Ebony, and feeling guilty that I wasn’t doing whatever it was I should be doing. But study did for me what I’m led to believe those pursuits did for others.

			Usually. As in, pretty much at all other times, study did that for me. Evidently, tonight was the exception. The words were swimming in front of me on the screen and I was reading and re-reading the same sentences without anything seeming to penetrate my brain. It was almost a relief when the sound of the door knob squeaking relieved me from my futile efforts.

			‘There you are.’ Abel’s eyes took me in and I felt suddenly very exposed, sitting there on my bed, in my tank top and pyjamas, my hair still wet. ‘What are you doing?’ 

			‘Studying,’ I said with a sigh. ‘Or at least that’s what I’m trying to do.’

			‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.’

			‘No, that’s not what I meant … I’m not concentrating very well.’

			‘Maybe you should give yourself a night off.’

			‘And what? Go out there to watch Felix hitting on some new girl?’

			Abel shook his head. ‘Arsehole.’

			He looked clean. And he’d changed his top and pants since the climbing.

			He sat next to me on my bed, his shoulder against mine, as though that was an entirely normal thing to do. He smelt like soap and cold air, and something musty, male and inviting that had me imagining for a split second turning my face into his chest and breathing a whole lungful of him.

			He peered over to look at my laptop. ‘Diabetic ketoacidosis,’ he said with mild boredom. ‘Give them some potassium? That’s about all I remember.’

			‘Bullshit,’ I said with a snort.

			He gave a self-deprecating shrug. ‘I’ve forgotten all the medical crap. I just play about in the helicopter. It’s all Mickey Mouse stuff.’

			‘Yeah, sure. Perform rapid sequence intubation in the field. Single-handedly manage massive trauma that’s usually done with a team of fifteen people in the emergency department.’

			‘There’s usually at least two of us,’ he corrected, managing not to look or sound in the least arrogant. He deserved to look and sound arrogant. Retrievalists were actual superheroes.

			‘I don’t know how you do it. I’d be utterly terrified.’

			He sighed. ‘You know what, it’s a hell of a lot easier than being a consultant in the emergency department. People managing is what that job becomes. And people are flaky as hell, Mary.’ He looked at me wearily and guilt rose in my stomach.

			‘I must seem flaky as hell.’

			He actually snorted at that and shook his head with the kind of indulgent look you might give a confused toddler. ‘Mary Roberts. You are the furthest from flaky a person could be. You’re in a pickle at the moment, that’s for sure. But it’s pretty fucking cute, if I’m honest with you.’

			I had no idea what he meant or how to respond so decided to pretend he hadn’t said anything. Instead, I asked, ‘You don’t like it? It’s different to what you expected?’

			‘I like the medicine, but the people drive me mad. The personalities, the egos, the politics. It’s a fucking nightmare. And I don’t think I anticipated how much I’d miss just getting on with the job myself and doing medicine. Laying a stethoscope on someone. Stabilising a broken bone. Having a conversation with a patient.’ 

			‘Is that why you do retrieval?’

			‘Yeah. And I like playing around in helicopters, like any normal five-year-old boy.’ 

			His smile was so absurdly playful I couldn’t help smile back. It was almost impossible to relate him to the person I’d encountered at the hospital.

			‘But you still work in the emergency department …?’

			‘Yeah. I should stop, but I’m also not totally ready to let it go. I feel like I’ll never come back to it if I leave now.’ He looked at my screen again. ‘Sorry. I should be saying inspiring things like how much you’ll love your job when you finish your exams.’

			‘I do love my job.’ 

			‘I can see that. You’re very good at it.’

			‘You don’t know if I’m any good.’ I was sceptical. Other than the occasional weird corridor or tea-room encounter, we’d virtually never worked on the floor together.

			‘Yeah, I do. I’ve seen your handovers after night shifts; I’ve read your notes. Heard people talk about you.’

			‘You’re sounding very creepy, Abel Sutherland. Are you spying on me? Are you a psychopath?’ I wasn’t good at receiving compliments and I couldn’t imagine he was being serious.

			‘You’ll be a great consultant.’

			Now I was the one to scoff. ‘Have you seen my people skills? I think I’ll need to do a course in how to communicate before they’ll let me loose managing the department.’

			‘Your people skills are fine.’ He was looking at me earnestly now. ‘You’ve just spent too long around dicks like Felix who make you feel like you’re not the competent woman that you are.’

			The word ‘woman’ hit something in my core. Abel was calling me a woman. Why did that make my tummy flutter?

			‘When did you get your fellowship?’ I asked, trying to get back on track and ignore the gooey feeling in my belly.

			‘About seven years ago.’

			‘And would you do it again? All of it?’

			He seemed to consider that for a moment. ‘If someone paid me to climb mountains and jump out of helicopters just for the fun of it, I’d probably do that instead.’

			‘You’re a total hardcore adventure man, then?’ I gave his shoulder a mocking bump.

			‘Oh, yeah. So manly and brave.’ His eyes were flashing, his expression was disturbingly sexy, and I could tell he had not a single clue how goddamn splendid he looked. Felix had always been completely aware of his charm and effect on ladies, but Abel had this confident, self-assured manner that seemed completely without intention yet was enough to make me nearly drool. 

			‘Want to see some pictures?’

			‘Okay.’ I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He was … beautiful. And despite being sworn off men, apparently I wasn’t yet so sexually dormant not to notice. His jaw was sharply angled. His neck was strong and almost royal in its grandeur. His merino thermal was so thin that every bulge of his muscles was vivid enough that I couldn’t help imagining how he’d look without it on. Exquisite, I decided.

			He turned to look at me and I looked right back at him, almost certain he knew what I was thinking about; my brain an open book. We were shoulder to shoulder and our faces were less than a foot apart. I could feel my breathing become shallow and my groin get hot for the second time that day and I felt he must know. He must know.

			‘The pictures?’ I said, clearing my gravelly throat.

			‘The pictures.’

			He swiped open his phone and began scrolling through photos. I tried not to watch until he found what he was looking for; maybe he’d accidentally flash a picture of him in the nude or a screenshot of his favourite porn. All of which would be fine, but my current level of discomfort probably couldn’t handle any more awkward factor.

			‘Here.’ He’d stopped scrolling and I let my gaze land on the phone. It was a mountain scene. Snow, peaks – breathtaking. He moved to the next picture, which showed a man in an orange jacket, arms out either side, helmet and goggles obscuring his features. Behind him the snow fell away in what looked like a nearly sheer several-hundred-metre drop.

			‘Is that you?’

			‘No, my friend Will. We climb together.’

			‘Jesus,’ I muttered. The very idea of it made me feel nauseous. And dizzy. ‘That looks horrifying.’

			I felt him laugh beside me.

			‘Did you like the climb today?’

			I hesitated. ‘I did …’ I frowned at the photo, trying to make sense of the emotions I’d felt. ‘But it also made me feel … very out of control.’ 

			‘You don’t like that feeling?’ 

			‘No. I hate that feeling.’

			‘You looked like you enjoyed it at the time.’

			I remembered the embarrassing elation and how I’d thrown my arms around him, and I winced at the memory. I hoped he wasn’t reliving the same moment.

			‘I did enjoy it at the time … but it made me feel a bit wild.’

			‘Is there something wrong with feeling wild?’

			‘I don’t know yet.’ I studied the wood on the wall opposite us. ‘It’s … unpredictable. Felix was right when he said I don’t like taking risks. I like to do things where I know the outcome.’

			‘And did Felix ever make you feel like maybe you’d be strong enough to take a risk?’

			I huffed a laugh. ‘No. I think he liked the sense of superiority it gave him in our relationship. He was the fun and spontaneous one. I’m the boring and conservative one.’

			‘Wow,’ he deadpanned. ‘What a man.’

			I shrugged. ‘Well. It’s true.’

			‘So, you’re someone who is naturally cautious and he takes that as an opportunity to make you feel disempowered and bolster his own self-esteem?’

			‘I guess.’

			‘How very admirable, Mary.’

			The intensity of him watching me was almost overwhelming. I didn’t know how to respond.

			I pointed to the phone again, the screen black. ‘So, where’s the mountain?’

			‘New Zealand.’

			‘Show me some more.’

			He smiled and flicked through the photos. There were more top-of-the-mountain pics, then some climbing shots of another guy midway up a sheer snow slope. There were ropes and backpacks and poles and all sorts of other competent, outdoorsy-looking things. The pictures seemed to chart a day – various stages of what looked like the same ascent. 

			Then there was a shot that looked like it came from another day: a dark-haired girl arm in arm with Abel. They wore beanies and hiking jackets. She was beautiful in a totally breathtaking way, with piercing eyes that looked like jewels.

			‘Tessie.’ Abel’s voice was full of affection as he scrolled past a few more pictures of the two of them and then we were back to mountains and snow and epic peaks.

			Your girlfriend? I wanted to ask, but of course it was way too forward. It was none of my business, and he would have elaborated if he’d wanted to. Anyway, their closeness was clear from the photo, the soft way he said her name.

			The knowledge gave me a weird feeling in my chest I didn’t want to decipher.

			He paused at a spectacular shot of a ridge line, sharp and steep. The clear blue sky stretched above it and the peaks of mountains seemed to continue in the distance forever.

			‘You think anyone would pay me just to swan around in the mountains all day?’

			‘The North Face? You could probably get them to hire you as a model.’ It slipped out before I could stop myself, but he seemed to think I was being sarcastic and gave an amused chuckle, clicking his phone to black.

			‘Sorry. I’m being self-indulgent. You’re probably not interested at all.’

			‘Not personally interested, no. But I admire seeing other people do exciting things.’

			‘What would you do? If you could get paid to do absolutely anything you wanted?’

			I frowned. ‘I like being a doctor. I’m happy that’s what I get paid to do.’

			‘But if you weren’t? What would you do instead?’

			It was an oddly personal question. I don’t think anyone had ever asked me that before. Only Ebony and Mum knew about my gardening; even in all our years, I’d never talked about it with Felix. I think a part of me was afraid he’d diminish it somehow, break something of mine that was special. So, I’d never mentioned it, and our rental apartments hadn’t ever lent themselves to growing of any kind. But the genuinely curious way Abel had asked made me surprise myself by saying, ‘I’d probably grow flowers, I suppose.’

			‘Flowers.’

			‘Yeah. I’ve always loved growing flowers.’

			He just stared at me for a moment, not saying anything, and I realised I was grateful he didn’t. Glad he didn’t say something inadvertently condescending like, ‘How sweet’ or ‘That’s cute’. In fact, I had the oddest feeling he actually understood growing flowers was important to me. Not why it was important of course, but just that it was, and I appreciated that he left it without comment or judgement.

			My eyes shifted to the open laptop beside me. It was like a guilty tug.

			‘You want me to let you get back to it?’ he asked, nodding at the screen. 

			I groaned. ‘I guess so.’

			‘I’m gone.’

			He hopped off my bed and the air was suddenly cold beside me. It was shocking how his absence actually made my spirits sink. And it made me realise that I’d liked sitting there next to him, talking and looking at his photos. It had made me feel good.

			I watched him unfold his ridiculously long body on his bed, which seemed dwarfish beneath him. He hunched the pillow beneath his chest and his feet hung over the edge in a way that made an involuntary laugh escape me.

			‘What?’ he demanded with a look of almost childlike self-consciousness – stupidly silly and cute.

			‘Your – your feet …’ I didn’t know why I was finding this so funny, but my belly was starting to shake.

			He looked at his feet and back to me. ‘Are you making fun of me, Contrary Mary?’

			‘You’re just—’ I was almost hysterical. ‘You look ridiculous.’ I hiccuped. ‘You’re … a very tall man.’ I tried to compose myself, but he started jiggling his massive, sock-clad feet, amused by my amusement. 

			‘You’re distracting me, Mary,’ he said, in mocking reprimand. ‘Mind your own ketoacidosis.’ 

			I composed myself and reached for the big emergency medicine textbook I’d packed in my bag. I virtually never used textbooks anymore; there were so many up-to-date online resources that books were basically obsolete. But unfortunately, I was very much offline, and the single resource I had saved on my laptop wasn’t as useful as I’d hoped. I wasn’t in a position to be choosy. 

			I opened the book to the endocrinology section and tried to concentrate.

			Abel was reading a book now too. Lying on his belly, resting on his elbows. I couldn’t make out the title but it looked like a novel; soft, worn pages that I heard turn, one after the other as I did my best to focus. I wondered what a man like Abel Sutherland would choose to read in the quiet of his wilderness evening time. Something manly, no doubt. Maybe about fighting a bear? Or the benefits of eating your colleagues when you ran out of food? How to overcome a distaste for cannibalism?

			‘You’re not making much progress over there,’ he muttered after a while, his eyes not leaving his book.

			‘Pardon me?’ I said, returning my concentration to the dreariness of the sodium-potassium ATPase pump.

			‘You haven’t turned the page in about fifteen minutes.’

			I wanted to say something sharp in response, like he hadn’t either. But he had, he’d been flying through the pages, while I’d been busy trying to work out what the hell it was he was so engrossed in.

			‘What’s your book?’ I asked.

			‘Captain Corelli’s Mandolin.’ He finally looked my way. ‘You know it?’

			‘No. Why would I possibly know it?’

			‘Do you read?’

			I scoffed. ‘Of course I read.’ 

			‘Anything other than textbooks?’ 

			I could tell he knew the answer in the way his eyes crinkled.

			‘Not … much.’ 

			He shook his head in sad way. ‘Contrary Mary, you really are missing out.’

			‘Oh, yeah?’ I didn’t believe it. Reading for pleasure was a total waste of time. Time I could be studying, or working, or anything else really.

			‘Indulge me?’

			‘Sorry?’ I had no idea what he meant.

			‘Let me read you a chapter. You’ll love it. Everyone loves Captain Corelli’s Mandolin. Unless you’re completely emotionally dead.’

			‘Maybe I am emotionally dead.’

			He chuckled. ‘Go on. Take a risk, Mary, I promise you, no harm will come.’ 

			I knew he was teasing, but there was no menace in it.

			‘You’re ridiculous. Why on earth would you want to read me a chapter of your book?’ But in actual fact, I was curious. I did want to know what Abel Sutherland was filling his brain with. Interestingly, I was wanting to know a lot about Abel Sutherland. ‘Fine. You can read me the paragraph you’re in. I don’t want to disrupt your flow.’

			‘You’re underestimating how much I love this book. And how many times I can read it from start to finish. Let’s start with chapter one.’

			I scrutinised him to see if he was serious. His eyes were smiling but he had turned to the beginning of the book and it looked like he was really going to do this – read to me.

			I couldn’t recall the last time I had ever been read to. And based on my mum’s health, it would have only been on a handful of occasions when I was less than five years old. 

			‘Ketoacidosis away please, Mary. I need your full and undivided attention.’

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			It was almost as though the quietness woke me up. A gaping emptiness that the sound of traffic had always filled. 

			It took my brain about thirty seconds to catch up to where my body was and why my eyes opened to a timber-lined wall. Why I was sleeping on a single mattress whose plastic covering crinkled beneath me. Then, in a tangled rush, the events of the day before charged to the frontline of my brain.

			The wilderness course.

			Felix.

			Climbing.

			Abel.

			Shit. I’d thrown my arms around him. I’d sat side by side on this bed with him. Grumpy, broody, dark Abel who hated everyone, especially me.

			I’d clearly completely lost my bloody mind.

			I almost didn’t want to look at the twin bed beside me for fear he’d be sitting there laughing at me or scowling at me – or both. Ready to practise his cannibal skills and eat me for breakfast.

			Except he hadn’t been reading a book about cannibalism. He’d been reading Captain Corelli’s Mandolin.

			I almost laughed. My brain was playing tricks on me. There was no possible way I had fallen asleep to Abel Sutherland reading me Captain Corelli’s Mandolin. It must have been a dream – admittedly, a very vivid dream. I’d even dreamed up the characters. A doctor. An elderly couple. Greece.

			As though trying to make sense of my strange surrounds and recollections, I turned to the twin bed beside me.

			It was empty. Maybe Abel had been so disgusted by the fact that I had crashed his cabin he’d slept elsewhere.

			I checked the time on my phone. Shit. It was 7:48 a.m. How had I slept in till 7:48 a.m.? How had I slept, full stop?

			I threw the covers off and grabbed my towel and clothes and almost ran through the door towards the bathroom. I was a mess. I was going to be late for the eight o’clock start. How the hell had I let this happen? I was never late.

			Then, because I was living in a complete shitshow, I ran straight through the door into something solid. Something solid that turned out to be Abel.

			‘Ow.’

			‘Sorry.’

			‘You ran into me.’ 

			‘I’m late. I need to shower.’

			I tried to move past him, suddenly very conscious that I was in my pyjamas and my breath probably smelt like old socks, not to mention my hair, which was tussled like a big blonde bird’s nest.

			‘Your hair looks nice.’ Now he was mocking me. Arsehole. And he wasn’t moving out of my way. It was bringing up recollections of the vibrator moment, which I really would have preferred never to think about again.

			‘Could you—?’ The doorway had seemed like a normal size. Why did his body completely obstruct it?

			And there he was, just scowling at me. Or silently laughing at me.

			Shit.

			‘Excuse me!’ He literally was not moving, so I had to squeeze past him, such that we were chest to chest for a second. Of course I chose to inhale at that precise moment and give myself a whole lungful of him: musty, manly, with a hint of lingering deodorant that was probably branded something like Gigantic Sex Appeal.

			His lungs seemed to expand too, because his chest grew in diameter and the experience was all extremely disorientating for a moment.

			I showered in record time – a token effort to control my hair and wake me up. And when I crept back to the room, I took utmost care to ensure I wouldn’t crash into anyone. Mercifully, the room was empty.

			There was a sheet of paper on my unmade bed and I snorted when I saw the title: Schedule. He’d written down the schedule for me. Because I clearly couldn’t get my own shit together. 

			Today’s activity was titled ‘River Rescue’ and it started in seven minutes. 

			I pulled a brush through my hair and threw on a jacket and my runners. I grabbed an apple from the dining room fruit basket and was in the tutorial room with three minutes to spare.

			Abel was writing names on the whiteboard under three headings: River Team, Valley Team, Mountain Team. My heart was already sinking. Why had I ever thought coming on a wilderness course was a good idea?

			‘What can I do?’

			He turned and frowned at me. Grumpy man was back, apparently. ‘I liked the hair better before.’

			I rolled my eyes. ‘Can I help?’

			‘Have you eaten?’

			‘I’m fine.’

			‘That wasn’t my question. Have you eaten?’

			‘I’ve got an apple.’

			‘Have breakfast. Everyone will be late anyway. Here.’ He handed me a sheet of paper. ‘Familiarise yourself with the scenarios while you eat. The last thing we need is an actual hypoglycaemic event while we’re on the river.’

			I started to feel slightly nauseous. I didn’t like the sound of being ‘on the river’. But I took the paper and did as I was told.

			Felix was in the dining room, sitting next to the same girl he’d been flirting with last night, whose name I believed was Morgan. He too was supposed to be working, but he seemed in no apparent rush, content to hang out with the course attendees rather than bother himself with trying to help. His eyes met mine. His gaze was searching and I found myself being drawn into it. Something in my belly turned traitorously. I was so angry with him, but not far beneath that was my longing for closeness. My life had always been so tightly guarded, and Felix had been the only person I’d ever really allowed in. I could see he was damaging, I knew he was someone I shouldn’t succumb to and needed to put behind me forever, yet he still tugged at me in some impossible way. Maybe he was right – maybe I was pathetic, boring, unloveable. Maybe, in leaving him, I was throwing away my only chance at a relationship. 

			Morgan turned and said something to him and his eyes lingered just a tiny second longer on me before he looked at her. The sickly sensation rose in my throat. 

			What was I thinking? I couldn’t keep someone like that in my life. Maybe I would be single forever. Surely, though, that was better than being with someone like Felix?

			I quickly ate a bowl of muesli and left the dining room. Witnessing someone else fall for Felix’s charm was a sight best avoided.

			On my way back to the tutorial room, I passed Abel carrying a crate.

			‘Please,’ I said. ‘Let me do something.’

			I waited for some manly statement about how heavy the crate was for a mere girl like me, but he stopped and handed it to me. ‘All good?’

			It was heavy, but it was manageable, and I was grateful he hadn’t made me feel useless. ‘Yep.’

			‘The bus is open. There’s a couple more.’ He turned and disappeared down the corridor, all unreadable and business-like. 

			I almost snorted at the notion of him reading to me the night before. How ridiculous, to even dream something like that.

			On the second load we passed again and I tried to look natural. Do we make eye contact? Or not? I seemed to have forgotten the norms of social conduct. Whatever grasp I’d ever had on such norms.

			I found myself remembering the photos from last night. Surely I hadn’t dreamed that up? And the girl – Tessie.

			Finally, we were all loaded and Abel instructed me to collect the group and explain the teams. I was relieved to have something to focus on and took comfort in the sense of direction, even if I did have a deep feeling of dread about the activities ahead of us that day. I’d crammed in as much pre-reading as possible after Cleo and I had made the deal to swap, so I knew in theory what we needed to do, but to actually help run a course like this still felt like a huge stretch.

			As everyone stood around the bus in a circle, hugging their chests against the cold, I did my best to outline the day ahead while Abel got the engine warmed up.

			‘There will be four scenarios through the day and four people on each team.’ I went on to explain the roles and general parameters of the exercises we would be doing, and answered questions. ‘If you feel out of your depth, that’s okay. It’s what we’re here for,’ I said, wrapping up.

			I heard the distinct sound of Felix sniggering and I did my best not to glare at him. He knew I was way out of my comfort zone in the bush, but I didn’t want him to have the satisfaction of enjoying that.

			‘Don’t forget that safety is a priority. We’ll be genuinely in areas of risk – cold water, slippery rocks. We know the procedure: Danger, Response, Send for help, ABCDE. But on this course, we’ll actually need to stop and properly consider the danger before moving on because the danger is quite real.’ I felt like a complete fraud, trying to do this briefing. Sounding as though I knew what I was talking about. I was shit-scared and ill-prepared and doubted I’d be able to do anything at all beyond assessing the danger and freaking the fuck out. And now Abel had stepped out of the bus and was listening to me. I tried to be professional and not lose my thread.

			‘Most of us are not familiar with managing medical emergencies in this setting – i.e. me. It can be disorientating and chaotic. But if we’re systematic, apparently—’ I shot a look at Abel, ‘—things can work out, even in the wilds.’

			There was a ripple of laughter in the group and Abel smiled. I waited for him to take over, but he didn’t.

			‘Nice work there, doctor,’ Abel muttered as he turned the ignition in the seat beside me.

			‘Ha, ha,’ I deadpanned. ‘I am about as qualified for helping with this course as a frightened rabbit. You can laugh at me properly if you want to.’

			‘Nothing to laugh at. You’re right. Be systematic and you’ll succeed. Even in the wilds.’ He was laughing at me. ‘Don’t worry, all you have to do for the day is pretend to have various medical ailments and get rescued. You can be a frightened rabbit to your heart’s content.’

			‘Amazing.’ Today was going to be a new low in my life experiences.

			‘Lucky you’re all read up on ketoacidosis.’

			‘Yeah. I can give you some really high quality Kussmaul breathing.’

			He smiled, eyes flicking in the rear-vision mirror before he muttered, ‘I only need to watch Felix in action to start panting myself. He’s really got the sexual vibes happening back there, hasn’t he? Drool-worthy.’

			‘Unbelievable.’

			‘Unbelievable.’

			I felt sick with embarrassment that this was my ex-boyfriend. That he had been the height of my romantic life so far. I wondered what that said about me.

			‘How the fuck did you put up with him?’ 

			I groaned. ‘As you’ve discovered, I’m a very lowly person with lowly tastes.’

			He turned and met my eye for a second before returning his gaze to the road. I didn’t know what to make of his expression. Disapproving? Pitying?

			‘I am concerned about your lowly tastes in literature,’ he said, frowning at the road. He was so frowny.

			‘Excuse me?’ The yellowed pages of his novel flashed in my brain. Weirdly vividly.

			‘I can’t believe you fell asleep to Captain Corelli’s Mandolin.’ He sounded deeply displeased.

			I gaped at him. There was no possible way this was real.

			‘You didn’t even laugh at the bit about the pea.’

			‘The bit about the pea?’ I didn’t know what else to say. This was incomprehensible.

			‘Don’t you remember the bit about the pea?’ His voice was pained.

			‘Uh … someone ate it?’ Seemed like what might happen to a pea?

			‘Oh, Mary.’ He shook his head. ‘So disappointing.’ 

			Had Abel truly read to me last night? Had I actually fallen asleep with Abel reading to me last night?

			‘I was—’

			‘Snoring by the end of chapter one.’

			‘No!’ I was not a snorer.

			‘Okay. Purring. You’re more of a purrer. Purring by the end of chapter one.’

			‘This is so embarrassing.’ I was face-palming. Shrivelling up.

			‘You did seem very … relaxed.’ He shot me an amused little smile and mimicked a soft purring noise.

			I gave his shoulder a nudge, as hard as I was game to, given he was driving us through deadly, winding roads.

			I did remember it now. Too real to feel like a dream. And I had felt relaxed. Unbelievably so. 

			‘I was very tired,’ I tried to explain. Which was true. My sleep debt had possibly never been so dense. Yet to fall asleep while a grumpy man I barely knew read to me on a wilderness course? 

			Inconceivable. 

			What was wrong with me? I was a guarded control freak, a chronic insomniac. How had I possibly let this happen?

			‘It’s okay.’ He patted my leg with mock affection. ‘We can recap on the pea tonight. It’s too good to miss.’

			I assumed he was being sarcastic. This whole thing was staggeringly unbelievable.

			‘So.’ His tone brightened. ‘How are your acting skills?’

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Why this was my life right now was anyone’s guess.

			I was lying on very cold, very wet moss beside a track about one metre away from a rushing torrent of near freezing river, having a feigned hyperglycaemic event. I blamed Felix. And Cleo. And the high school teacher who suggested I should consider studying medicine.

			And obviously that pain in the arse – Abel.

			The wet was seeping through my tights into my underpants and still no one had found me. Maybe they wouldn’t find me. Maybe I’d be left in this hellhole with wet clothes and no phone reception and I would quietly perish.

			Just as I was contemplating ditching the ditch, so to speak, I heard voices rising above the raging river. I went back to my Kussmaul breathing (respiratory compensation for metabolic acidosis seen in diabetic patients: laboured and deep) and a group of four were soon upon me. And bless his bright red beanie and technicolour socks, the outdoor guide, whose name might have been Jimmy, was team leader.

			Jimmy was hopeless. I could be there until nightfall.

			Much discussion ensued between the team, all the while I breathed away, making myself slightly dizzy. Someone was talking about danger and deciding I should be lifted away from the river and onto a more jagged rock. Then someone was trying to put their fingers in my mouth to check my airway – no gloves!

			‘My airway’s fine!’ I covered my mouth with my hands and spotted a tall figure in the background, his shoulders quietly shaking. Fantastic. Abel was witnessing this situation, and obviously finding it extremely amusing.

			‘Is she breathing?’ Jimmy asked. Which was concerning, really, given the extent to which I was going with the Kussmaul thing. I upped it for effect just in case I wasn’t being obvious enough.

			‘I think she’s breathing,’ someone said. 

			‘Is she responding? Hello?’

			‘Yes, hello,’ I said.

			‘Okay, she’s responding. And her airway is clear.’ He lifted his ungloved hands and I covered my mouth again.

			‘It’s clear! Maintaining own airway!’

			‘Does she have a pulse?’

			Someone faffed around trying to feel my wrist.

			‘I can’t feel a pulse. Let’s start CPR?’

			I lifted my head to Abel, eyes wide with shock. Surely, they weren’t about to start—

			‘And, one, two …’

			‘Ow!’ I sat up before they could really get into rib-breaking compressions. ‘I’m conscious! I’m not a good actor, but I’m most certainly breathing and talking and quite – conscious!’

			‘We might leave the CPR for now,’ Abel said with a barely suppressed laugh in his voice.

			This was ridiculous. I hated this so much.

			I went back to my deep breathing, because what else was I supposed to do?

			‘And remembering we’re a team here, so if some people in the group have ideas about what to do next, let’s share them around,’ Abel was saying.

			‘Can I share my ideas?’ I asked, wondering if this might be a solution for getting my cold, wet arse off the mud.

			‘No, thank you, Mary.’

			I groaned. He was making my life hell and enjoying it. Sadist. A total sadist.

			‘Maybe there’s a problem with breathing!’ an enthusiastic guide who might have been called Amy piped up. She looked confident and peppy and about fifteen years old. ‘Maybe it’s a pneumo-thingy? Maybe we need to poke a hole in her chest!’ She started pulling my top up and resting her ear against my ribs, presumably trying to listen to my breathing. She was millimetres away from giving all attendees a full lacy bra display. 

			I gaped at Abel in horror. He was staring at my exposed belly. 

			‘We’re happy with the breathing,’ Abel said, averting his eyes to the river. ‘Let’s start talking about some things later in the procedure. Maybe stop the breathing, Mary. It’s slightly distracting.’

			‘Sorry,’ I said through gritted teeth. Like I wanted to be hyperventilating in the mud. 

			‘What about checking her sugar?’ someone suggested.

			‘I think that’s such a good idea!’ I practically screeched.

			‘No giving clues, Mary. You’re the patient, remember.’ 

			I wished for leeches to suck Abel’s blood and make him itch all night.

			‘Okay! Let’s check the sugar!’ Jimmy announced with enthusiasm.

			‘It’s thirty-three,’ Abel said.

			I wondered how long it would take for someone to see my medi-alert bracelet. For someone to ask me if I had any medical conditions. If someone would ask me if the orange pen device pocking out of my jacket pocket was something useful. I fiddled with it, hoping that might help draw the focus. 

			Finally, after what felt like another half an hour, someone managed to administer the glucagon and treat my hyperglycaemic event. After which I did a dramatic coming to and tried to sit up, get off my arse and suggest we hop back in the bus.

			‘Whoa, whoa, whoa.’ Abel put a firm hand on my shoulder, keeping me on the ground. ‘Good job, we’ve managed to start addressing the medical side of things. But something was missed at the start of the algorithm. After danger we—?

			‘Call for help.’

			They went on to spend a short eternity discussing EPIRBs and how to activate them and how to find our coordinates on the GPS, et cetera, et cetera, blah, blah, fucking blah. 

			The guides were in their element now and were moving on to how to craft a bush stretcher to carry me out. I really couldn’t imagine the situation getting any worse. 

			Then I was on my side in the recovery position, being lifted down the steep and twisting path on a stretcher made out of rope and sticks. 

			Abel’s head came into view five centimetres from mine. He angled his face so he was horizontal like me. ‘How you doing there?’

			‘I hate this so much, Abel. You’ll pay for this.’

			‘You’re doing such a good job, sugarplum. Your Kussmaul breathing was truly top stuff.’

			I took the liberty of moving my unconscious hand to give his stupid, beautiful face the finger. 

			The shared accommodation of university colleges and the likes had been something I had made an effort to avoid in my life, but the chummy atmosphere that was beginning to unfold around me was what I imagined people might experience in those situations. Day two and already there were new friendships developing – and romances, if you were Felix – in-jokes and good-natured banter.

			It appeared that throwing people together to perform rope rescues, build makeshift stretchers and assess one another’s bodies for signs of life made for excellent bonding potential.

			And my own personal nightmare.

			Compared to lying on the mucky forest floor or being carried by a motley bunch of course attendees down a goat track, the lodge was a welcome change and I finally got to warm up and change into dry clothes.

			Dinner was a raucous affair. I sought out Lilly to dine with again, and she entertained me with stories about farmers who had roped her into doing medical procedures on their sick animals in emergency situations. It was like tales from the Middle Ages.

			When I finished my meal – just in time; the story about the manual disempaction of a constipated cow was not exactly food-compatible – I wondered if I could bear to go back to the cabin and risk another evening with Abel. He’d probably feel he had to take care of my socially incompetent self and read to me again.

			But then Lilly picked up her plate and cutlery, piled mine on top, and said, ‘You going to come hang out? The fire’s so warm in the common room.’

			I hesitated. Felix would be there with his brunette, no doubt. Did I care? The twist of my gut told me I did, but I knew I needed to move past Felix controlling my choices.

			‘Come on.’ Lilly gave my shoulder an emphatic squeeze.

			‘Okay.’ I pushed our chairs in and followed her past the dirty dishes trolley to the tea-making area and through to the common room, where most people had wound up.

			‘Do you help with a lot of these courses?’ Lilly asked when we’d found a spot on the couch near the fire.

			I laughed. ‘No. It’s an unusual situation.’

			‘And you and Abel are—?’

			‘No!’ My eyes whipped across the room. Fortunately, Abel wasn’t in sight to have overheard this assumption. 

			‘Sorry.’ She tapped my arm with the back of her hand. She was one of those people who was very natural with physical contact. It made her feel familiar and close in a way that wasn’t unpleasant. ‘I just picked up on a vibe. My bad.’

			I took a sip of my tea and hoped she couldn’t see me blushing.

			She was staring at me and frowning slightly. ‘Maybe he’s just got a thing for you.’

			Now I really was blushing. ‘I severely don’t think so.’

			Severely? Why was I such a weirdo? Use normal words, Mary.

			Fortunately, we were interrupted by Jimmy coming and sitting on the coffee table in front of us. 

			‘Hey, thanks for letting us take care of you today!’ He turned to Lilly. ‘Mary was diabetic or some shit. Totally rocked it.’ He raised his knuckles to me in what I recognised as an invitation for a fist pump. 

			I reluctantly obliged.

			‘So, what are you? An emergency doc?’ he asked me.

			‘Uh-huh.’

			‘That’s cool. I’m an outdoor guide.’

			I wasn’t sure what to say, but I felt conversation was expected. ‘Where do you guide?’

			‘Cradle Huts. It’s the bomb. Walk the punters around the snow. Make up names about flora and fauna.’

			Lilly got up, mentioning something about needing a jumper, and Jimmy immediately took her seat beside me. ‘And you live in Hobart?’ he asked. 

			‘Yeah. As of a few months ago.’

			‘Have you done the Overland Track yet?’

			‘No,’ I said with feigned interest. I had never heard of the Overland Track, and the name really didn’t inspire me to further my knowledge.

			‘It’s amazing. You should totally do it. I guide there. Three trips a month. So cool.’

			‘Cool,’ I agreed mechanically. I don’t know why I found small talk such hard work. It had me fantasising about seeing if Abel could read me the ukulele book again.

			‘Do you really have diabetes?’

			I stared at him for a moment. I’d lost track of the conversation then remembered the scenario today. ‘Oh. Uh, no.’

			‘Wow. You were awesome.’

			I blinked. He was being sarcastic, right? 

			He gave a yawn and stretched his arms up. When they came down, one of them was on the back of the couch behind me. It wasn’t as though he was even touching me, but it felt suddenly very odd. Overly familiar.

			I felt a presence in the doorway and I looked up to see Abel watching me. 

			His expression was unreadable. Then he gave a small tilt of his head that seemed to say, All good?

			And I shot a Not really! look back.

			I hoped he’d come over, but he just frowned slightly and walked back out. Evidently, my non-verbal communication skills were even worse than my verbal ones. 

			‘And do you have, like, a boyfriend or something at the moment?’

			What? Okay, we got here quick.

			‘Uh. Yep.’ What the fuck?

			‘That dude?’ Jimmy indicated to the now empty doorway and I panicked. 

			A normal person would have said, ‘No. Not that dude. I have no boyfriend. I am both single and uninterested in a relationship.’ But I wasn’t a normal person. And I seemed to be at the peak of my weirdness out here in the bush, so I just sat and continued panicking and said, ‘Yep.’

			‘Ah, no worries. I wondered. Lucky dude.’ His arm was still behind me and the whole thing was just getting worse, and worse, and worse. 

			Would it be awkward to get up now? Probably. Would it be more awkward to stay here? Undoubtedly.

			‘Anyway, you did great today, Jimmy.’ Lie. You were terrifying. ‘I’m pretty tired.’

			‘No worries, Mary. You take it easy. Don’t forget to give yourself that insulin, hey?’ He winked and I tried a friendly smile in response that I am almost certain came out like a pug wincing.

			‘Don’t say anything.’ I tried not to make eye contact as I walked through our cabin door and slammed it behind me.

			‘I’m not.’ I could hear him smiling. All innocent amusement, leaning against the wall on his bed, looking at a map. ‘Nice fellow?’

			‘Arsehole.’

			‘Ouch. Poor guy.’

			‘Not him, you douche. You.’

			‘Oh, Mary.’ He pretended to sound wounded then smiled again, eyes coming up from the map for the first time. ‘I think he quite fancied you.’

			I groaned and slumped on the bed, bringing my hands up to cover my eyes. ‘He asked if I had a boyfriend.’ Why was I even telling him this?

			‘Ooh, great opener,’ he said with mock interest. ‘Then you kissed him by the fire light?’

			‘Fuck off.’ I was swearing at him way too much. He was my colleague. This was supposed to be professional. 

			‘And did Mary have a boyfriend?’ 

			‘Apparently,’ I mumbled, hands still covering my eyes.

			He started chuckling. ‘Gold.’

			For some reason, I was starting to laugh too. It wasn’t funny. Not even a bit. What was wrong with me?

			‘Who’s the lucky guy?’

			I pulled a pillow over my head. 

			‘Go on. Tell me. I’ll keep your dirty little secret.’

			‘It’s your fault, you arse.’ Again. Did I have no filter? I couldn’t seem to help it. Abel was infuriating. He was just so goddamn infuriating.

			‘My fault? I was giving you space for your romantic blossoming.’

			‘Ha, ha.’ My voice sounded small and muffled and whiny. I hated myself. I hated Abel. I hated the whole situation. ‘You started the sugarplum bullshit.’

			‘Oooh.’ He was really getting interested now. ‘Did Contrary Mary tell Jolly Jimmy that I was her boyfriend?’

			‘He said that. I … didn’t contradict it.’ My voice was so tiny it was barely audible. Yet, he seemed not to have missed a thing. He gave a low-bellied laugh that was rich and nourishing like hot chocolate.

			I pulled the pillow off my head and threw it at him. ‘Did I mention I hate you?’ 

			He was still laughing. And so was I, even while I was dying from embarrassment. Why couldn’t I have straightforward emotions anymore?

			‘I’m sorry.’ He tried to compose himself. ‘It’s just. Very lovely, Mary.’ His smile was stupidly beautiful. Alight. So many things. Ugh. ‘Seeing you … all …’ He waved his hands in my direction and I glared back.

			‘—over the place?’ I picked up a sock and threw it his way. ‘Scattered?’ A T-shirt next. ‘Loopy?’ A toothbrush. I wasn’t smiling anymore. I didn’t know what I was feeling. But out of control, absolutely.

			He dodged everything but the toothbrush, which got him in the belly. He moved from his bed to mine in one swift motion and his ginormous hands found my shoulders and he held me firmly.

			My gaze was on my lap and he bent his head to catch it.

			His expression had lost its tease, but not its warmth. ‘You’re fine, Mary.’ His thumbs ran little circles on my arms and I felt simultaneously comforted and incredibly unsettled. 

			We stayed like that for a moment.

			‘Do you hate me?’ I don’t even know why I asked. It was obvious. And irrelevant.

			‘Why would I hate you?’

			‘It’s a stupid question. I’m sorry. Of course you do. I’ve come unannounced. Brought my unannounced ex-boyfriend. Invaded your quiet cabin solitude. And now allowed our course attendees to believe that you are my new boyfriend.’

			He chuckled. ‘When you put it like that …’

			I smiled briefly, but it faded just as fast.

			‘Of course I don’t hate you.’

			His expression was so gentle I felt myself almost sway. ‘I’m really not usually … so … all over the place,’ I tried to explain. I don’t know why I cared, but I did. I didn’t want Abel to think I was a complete lunatic. 

			He just stared at me for a moment, a small smile still on his lips and in his eyes. ‘I know that.’ His smile grew and he squeezed my shoulders. ‘You’re honest and reliable and hardworking. I know all that.’ He paused, then added, ‘Which I think makes it all the more spectacular when you’re not. It’s like a little gift,’ he said. ‘Seeing the gaps in the Mary you show the world.’

			I felt lost for air. Confused. Disorientated.

			‘It’s my fault for teasing you and poking the gaps,’ he continued. ‘Trying to catch you off guard. I’m sorry. It’s just … I don’t know. I think it’s beautiful to see.’

			I didn’t know what to say. I just frowned back at him, incredulous. Then the moment was interrupted by a knock on the door.

			Abel got up to answer it, leaving me slightly stunned and feeling like someone had reached right inside me and unlocked something I hadn’t known was there. Unformulated questions banged noisily in my brain while a conversation that I didn’t listen to was shared at the door.

			I heard the door close and Abel turned to me.

			‘Hope you slept well enough last night? We’ve got a midnight scenario to prepare for. Ready, sugarplum?’

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			I could almost see how people might find this sort of job fun. The chance to stage car crashes in the middle of the night, complete with tomato sauce wounds and fake drunk patients, was probably reasonably entertaining for individuals more adventurous than me.

			Abel was fully into work mode and it was almost as though the intensity of our interaction only minutes before hadn’t happened. We discussed if we could do without Felix for the scenario, but unfortunately decided we did need a few more team members to prepare for the multi-trauma, so Felix was woken up, along with Lilly and Dylan, the leader of the guides.

			The scenario involved the onsite crashed car, the minibus and a broken bicycle. Once everything was positioned, Abel gathered us for the briefing.

			‘Thank you for getting out of the warmth of your beds to help us with our mass casualty event. We’ll have five patients, including our mannequin baby, and one person overseeing the scene to help guide our participants.’

			He described the roles: a pedestrian, a cyclist, the driver of the minibus and the driver of the crashed car, with her baby.

			‘So given that I spent the day lying in the mud, I assume you are going to take the role of acting and I get to oversee things?’ I said sarcastically to Abel when the others were studying the state of the crashed car.

			He shrugged. ‘Seems fair.’ 

			‘Are you serious? I thought you’d need to be the big, important leader?’

			‘Absolutely not.’ He smiled. ‘Much more fun acting. You run it.’ 

			I hadn’t expected that, and for a moment, I felt totally out of my depth. But I’d been involved in enough courses over the years that I knew the same processes and skills could be applied here.

			Abel leant closer and muttered, ‘And what should we do with Felix? Put the log on top of him? Smear his hair with tomato sauce?’

			‘And cover him up so no one notices him for the duration of the scene? Sounds excellent.’

			It was five minutes to midnight. The casualties were ready and positioned and my first job was to notify the sleeping group of the emergency.

			I went to the dorm room and took a deep breath, trying to channel my inner actress. Then I banged on the door as hard as I could. ‘There’s been an accident! Help!’ Doors started opening and tired, confused-looking course attendees came out. There was genuine alarm on their faces. ‘There’s an emergency!’ I yelled. ‘There’s a baby and a cyclist and a car crash with lots of injured people!’

			The attendees started running and following me around the back of the lodge to where the hazard lights on the minibus were flashing with dramatic effect and the smoke machine was pumping haze everywhere.

			I nearly laughed when I saw Abel lying on the ground, clutching his leg and yelling loudly, ‘My leg! My leg! I’m dying!’

			The group had by now worked out that this was a scenario rather than a real accident, so the panic reduced, but the sense of excitement was maintained.

			I watched as the attendees scrambled, overwhelmed by the chaos and trying to work out where to start.

			‘We’ve found ourselves in an emergency,’ I said above the noise. ‘Remember the strategies we talked about on the first day. We need to establish roles, find a team leader, think about triaging and prioritising patients who are most sick, and then go through your systematic approach.’

			‘My leg! My leg!’ Abel was still carrying on with Oscar-worthy conviction.

			‘My baby!’ Lilly was wailing, interjected with impersonated baby cries.

			‘That fucking driver!’ Felix yelled. ‘Just came out of nowhere!’

			‘My leg!’

			‘My baby!’

			Even I was finding it hard to have clarity in the situation.

			After a few stunned moments, the course attendees elected one of the GPs, Emma, as team leader and established a plan.

			‘We’ve got five patients including the baby. Can we have a guide paired up with a doctor to assess each person together?’ Emma called to the group.

			‘Have we called for help?’ Jimmy asked helpfully.

			‘Excellent idea. I’m on the other end of the phone.’ I held up my hand like an old-fashioned receiver. 

			Emma gave the synopsis. ‘We have a multi-vehicle accident with five patients involved. We have a mother and a baby who seem largely uninjured, a cyclist with a concerning long bone injury, a minibus driver who hasn’t yet been assessed, and a pedestrian who seems to be crushed under a – log?’

			‘What’s your location?’

			One of the guides stepped in to help provide the GPS location.

			‘And the car is on fire!’ someone yelled.

			I walked around the scene, observing. A group of three were taking care of Felix and beside them, two others were assessing Abel. He was singing ‘Walking on Sunshine’ in a slurred, highly convincing, drunk manner between yelps of: ‘My leg! I’m dying!’

			I tried not to laugh.

			‘Let’s take a look at the leg,’ someone said.

			Abel was wearing some pre-ripped jeans that had huge smears of tomato sauce oozing out the upper thigh. Someone called for scissors and started cutting the leg off the pants to better assess the wound.

			‘I can’t breathe!’ Abel continued. ‘My leg! It’s so cold! My head is spinning!’

			‘The smoke is increasing,’ I said. 

			‘We didn’t address danger!’ Jimmy cried. ‘Let’s put the fire out! Is there a fire extinguisher?’

			‘In the lodge. Someone has grabbed it and you’re using it to put the fire out now. Well done.’

			Abel coughed and gasped for air while someone applied a tourniquet to his leg.

			Lilly was walking around yelling, ‘My baby! My baby!’ Everyone had come to the conclusion she was just a distraction and had stopped taking notice of her.

			I walked into the minibus where three people including the team leader were assessing the driver, who was slumped on the steering wheel. They were looking for signs of life when he started seizing.

			‘Let’s get him in the aisle!’ Emma called and a group gathered to lift him into the recovery position. ‘Someone time the seizure! Do we have midazolam?’

			The next ten minutes involved the group locating the medical kit, working out how to terminate the seizure and managing his airway as things deteriorated further.

			They’d just managed to stabilise the driver when a guide rushed in, yelling, ‘The dude with the leg! He’s unconscious!’

			I followed the group out to Abel. He was doing an impressive job of drooling and gasping for breath. They faffed around for a few minutes, trying to work out what was going on and I reminded them to go back to the algorithm if in doubt.

			‘How is his airway? Is there vomit?’

			‘Yes,’ I said trying not to smile. ‘The drunk man has vomited all over himself.’

			They moved him into the recovery position and mimed finger swipes to clear the airway.

			‘His airway is now fine,’ I said. ‘But he’s still gasping for breath.’

			‘Let’s listen to his chest,’ Emma said.

			Someone took the stethoscope from her and listened.

			‘No air entry on the right side,’ I explained.

			‘Trachea?’

			‘Deviated to the left.’

			They went on to work out he had a collapsed lung and miraculously performed a perfect decompression, after which Abel launched straight into the bridge of ‘Walking on Sunshine’.

			I couldn’t help but laugh. ‘You’re enjoying this way too much.’ 

			Meanwhile, Lilly with the baby was making more noise than ever. ‘Somebody listen to me! My baby isn’t breathing properly!’

			Felix had begun groaning and moaning but the team looking after him hadn’t made much progress in establishing his issue. Abel had decided on giving him an Addisonian crisis, which I’d agreed was suitably obscure. With any luck, Felix would spend the next few hours lying on the muddy ground while his group tried in vain to resuscitate him.

			‘My baby has a rash! Somebody! Help me!’ Lilly was also displaying truly fantastic work on the acting front and others were starting to notice.

			‘Okay,’ Emma said. ‘It’s sounding like we’ve got one of our patients deteriorating, who might be a priority now.’

			‘Excellent,’ I said encouragingly. Leave Felix to wallow in the dirt.

			‘What have you noticed is happening with your baby?’ one of the guides began.

			‘She’s making this awful wheezy noise and she’s got this rash all over her body.’

			Over the next few minutes they worked out the baby was having an anaphylactic reaction. One of the guides went on to administer the epipen. He did it backwards and would have injected his thumb with adrenaline, but I concluded that was a learning point we could go through in the light of day.

			We let the team continue to scratch their heads over Felix and why he wasn’t picking up until he finally got fed up with the situation and called out: ‘Who the fuck suggested I have an Addisonian crisis?’ After which the cortisol was administered and he was allowed to get off the ground. I hoped his underpants were frozen and his arse had chilblains.

			By two a.m., the scenario had wrapped up, the victims either fixed or stable, and I had arrived as the retrievalist to single-handedly save everyone. Naturally.

			The group’s faces were a picture of exhaustion and satisfaction, like they’d had fun.

			And weirdly, I had too.

			I was still awake when Abel got back from the shower. Despite being completely covered in tomato sauce, he’d insisted that I shower first so I could get some rest.

			He frowned as he sat on his bed and pulled some thick Explorer socks on. ‘You should be sleeping.’

			Indeed I should. It must have been close to three a.m.

			‘I’m still … winding down.’ I was on my bed and had spent most of the last ten minutes just staring vacantly at the wall while brushing my hair. 

			Abel turned his bedside lamp on and switched off the main cabin light so the room was washed with a soft, cosy glow, then pulled his covers back to slip into his bed. He lay on his side, facing me, the blanket right up under his chin.

			I slipped beneath my covers and mirrored his position. It felt like when Ebony and I were kids in our twin beds and would stay up talking, her little face lit by the moonlight. I remember the sense of relief I’d get when she finally fell asleep, mixed with jealousy as I tried in vain to fall asleep too.

			‘Did you have fun?’ Abel asked.

			‘Not as much as you,’ I chuckled. ‘But yes, I did have fun. A lot more than I expected.

			‘Great.’ His smile was warm.

			‘They did pretty well, didn’t they?’

			‘Yeah,’ he mused. ‘They’ll tighten things up. Hopefully by day four they’ll remember to check the temperature of their patients. Fuck, I was wishing someone would bring me a nice warm blanket.’

			‘Were you cold?’

			‘Freezing.’

			‘Well, judging from Jimmy’s level of realism, he probably would have suggested checking your temperature with a rectal probe. So, maybe you were better off without the blanket.’

			Abel winced. ‘Yeah. Probably better off without the blanket.’

			We were quiet for a moment.

			‘You know,’ I said, ‘you’re much nicer than I thought you were.’ Huh. My brain-to-voice filter was more porous than usual.

			He laughed. ‘You didn’t think I was nice?’

			‘Not really. You seemed kind of grumpy and scary. Now I’m trying to work out if you really are grumpy and scary or if maybe you’re actually nice. Maybe you’re just really good at covering your grouchiness sometimes? Or maybe your kink is pretending to be a drunk dude covered in tomato sauce and you’ve just been looking forward to it so much that you’ve seemed nicer than usual in the lead up.’

			‘Wow, Mary,’ he deadpanned, ‘how did you work me out?’

			‘Am I right?’

			‘Yeah. I’m a big bully and I hate people. But I come alive when I get out the tomato sauce. You just wait till day four and I get to pretend I’ve got an abdominal wound crawling with worms made out of pasta.’

			‘You’re disgusting.’ I couldn’t work this guy out at all, but I realised I liked being around him. I looked at his features, soft and warm, and struggled to reconcile them with the man I’d first met in the emergency department. ‘But you always seem so … grumpy at work.’

			‘That’s because people are always stealing the last of the cheese.’

			‘I did not know it was the last of the cheese.’

			‘And leaving empty boxes in the fridge. Is there anything more anger inducing than leaving empty boxes in the fridge?’ He was smiling and I wanted to throw a pillow at him.

			‘I did not know the box was empty!’ My voice rose petulantly. ‘But granted, there is nothing more annoying than people leaving empty boxes in the fridge. Almost as annoying as people taking home the forks from the tea room so we have to eat dinner with a spoon and a knife.’

			‘What the fuck is with that?’ he said with genuine exasperation.

			‘Or that there are fifteen half-started bottles of orange juice and no one wants to actually finish one and put the empty bottle in the recycling.’

			‘Sinful.’

			‘Or when people don’t replace the empty toilet roll.’

			‘Or people who leave two crusts in the bottom of a bread bag.’

			‘People who don’t take the rubbish out.’

			‘People who don’t bring the bins back.’

			‘Can you imagine if we lived together?’ I laughed. ‘Our level of organisation and courtesy would be almost orgasm-worthy.’

			He pressed his lips together and his eyes flashed. ‘Now I know what your kink is.’

			‘Don’t even get me started.’

			‘Please keep going. I like it.’

			‘People who use the toastie maker so it looks like someone sneezed cheese and tuna over the whole thing and then vomited on it before leaving in hurry. And the tea room is left to smell like a dead fish for the rest of the day.’

			‘You see? I think you do understand why I’m always grumpy at work. Humans are so painfully sloppy.’

			‘Does it really make you angry or is your resting face just frowny?’

			He snorted. ‘You’ve got such a lovely opinion of me. I’m glad I’ve come across so well.’

			‘I’ve just … never seen you smile before this trip.’

			‘Wow. That’s pretty awful, isn’t it?’

			‘Seriously, though. Do you hate people? Your job?’

			‘No. I definitely don’t hate people. Or my job.’

			I watched his features in the glow of the lamp as he looked for the words. The light was so soft and warm, it was like a celebration of his face, even when his expression was earnest. He was shockingly beautiful. 

			‘I think I just get … disappointed by people. There is a lot of thoughtless, selfish behaviour. And sometimes I feel sad that this is my species.’

			‘Like my cheese-box episode.’

			‘Yeah, like that.’ He smiled.

			‘I didn’t realise.’

			‘I know that, Mary. And that’s not why I was frowning at you.’

			‘Why were you frowning at me then?’

			He didn’t say anything for a moment. ‘Because you were distracting me.’

			‘I was distracting you? By being in the tea room, eating cheese?’

			‘By being in the department. You’d been distracting me all day.’

			I scoffed. I had no idea what that was supposed to mean. ‘Go on.’ 

			It was a moment before he spoke. ‘I just don’t know if I feel proud of the sort of people we’re becoming. And I feel like it’s getting worse with each generation. Like manners and work ethic and strength of character are dying. That there’s no accountability anymore. We’re just turning into this soft, sloppy society of people whose life is no more gritty than surfing Facebook and posting self-absorbed pictures on Instagram. I think it makes me feel sad. And disappointed. In all of us.’

			I nodded. I knew what he meant.

			‘That probably makes me sound ancient. Or arrogant. And I don’t mean it in an arrogant way, because I’m part of it. But I think sometimes it all makes me feel hollow. And worried about where we’re headed.’

			‘You don’t strike me as a weak character, Abel.’

			‘Neither do you.’

			We looked at one another and something in me ached; a warmth, a gratitude for this moment and his company. Of talking quietly in a wooden cabin in the small hours of the morning.

			‘My dad is really old-fashioned,’ he went on with a slightly pained expression. ‘When I was a kid, he was overbearing and had these big, impossible standards. I hated it. And sometimes I think it’s turned me into a person who’s a bit the same. Impossible standards.’ He gave a self-deprecating laugh. ‘Basically a setup for chronic disappointment.’

			‘I don’t think it’s a bad thing to have standards.’ My mind turned to my own family. How very different my upbringing had been. And how comforting the idea was of having a father around who cared enough to want me to be a certain kind of person, a strong person. My bar had only ever been set by my own expectations, which were unyielding, exhausting, inescapable and lonely.

			‘Maybe not.’ He was looking as if he couldn’t quite make sense of it all. ‘I don’t know. But I also don’t want to be someone who’s always frowning.’

			‘You’re not. That’s why I said you were nicer than I thought in the first place. You actually smile a lot.’

			‘I smile a lot when I’m around you.’

			‘Why?’ He must be joking. I caused people boredom at best, and awkwardness or downright discomfort most of the time.

			‘I don’t know,’ he said, staring at me like I was something he was still working out. ‘You don’t disappoint me.’

			‘Excellent. I’ll keep trying not to disappoint you,’ I said with a dry laugh.

			He didn’t laugh back, just kept studying me. ‘Maybe I already know the strength of your character. I already trust your integrity, so I can just enjoy your softer parts when I see them.’

			I looked at him incredulously. ‘I don’t think I have softer parts. Everyone I’ve known, including Felix, has at some point referred to me as the Ice Queen. Even I refer to myself as the Ice Queen.’

			Abel did smile then – indulgently. ‘Well. I’m sorry for them. Because they’ve obviously all missed the secret completely.’ He cleared his throat and rolled onto his back. ‘I should stop keeping you awake.’ 

			‘It’s fine. I’m a terrible sleeper. I probably won’t fall asleep for ages.’ As if he would be the thing that kept me awake. ‘You’re frowning again,’ I said.

			‘That’s because I don’t believe you. You fell asleep before I even got to page two of the book last night.’

			‘Well … that was … unusual.’

			‘You hated it. I’m offended. I take it back. You’ve disappointed me.’

			‘Ugh! How could you say that? I’m a perfectionist. I hate disappointing people. And in my defence, I don’t remember much about it. I might have liked it – if I hadn’t fallen asleep.’

			‘Fine. Prove me wrong. I’ll read it and you can tell me how enthralled you are, okay?’

			He pulled the book from under his bed and positioned himself on his pillow to read.

			I tucked the blanket under my chin and smiled. I didn’t know about the book or if I liked it. But the idea of being read to was almost too lovely to protest against. Yet I had to, because no one did things like that for me.

			‘It’s so late. Surely you’d rather just go to sleep.’

			He looked at me sternly then put a finger across his lips. They were full and warm and beautiful. Just like my heart at that moment. 

			‘Now, where were we? Oh yes. Page two …’

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			The first shocking realisation when I woke was that it was very, very bright outside. The curtains were closed but the light that was seeping between the gaps looked like the middle of the day.

			The second shocking realisation was that Abel’s bed was empty and had been made. Captain Corelli’s Mandolin was back under his bed and I couldn’t remember a single thing about it. Which meant that I had, once again – unbelievably – fallen asleep to Abel Sutherland reading to me.

			It was almost as difficult to comprehend as the time display on my phone that said 9:37 a.m. Mary Roberts had slept in a room with a virtual stranger and was setting new personal records in her ability to sleep in? Unprecedented.

			The next thoughts that jumbled in were the recollections of Abel’s soft, glowing face and our hushed conversation. Weakness and strength of characters. Smiles and frowns. Ice Queens and soft parts. It seemed too lovely to be real and for a moment, I just lay there with the covers around my neck, feeling the gentle gift of sleep, and whispers, and kindness.

			I’d changed my mind about Abel. He was as good as they came. Tessie, whoever she was, was a very, very lucky girl. I was way too fresh off the back of my relationship with the dipshit Felix to take any personal romantic interest in Abel (however inappropriate that would be, given he wasn’t even available) but I felt that it was a good thing for me to experience that there were nice men in the world. Solid men. Gorgeous men. And that those men could make some women happy.

			Lucky, lucky Tessie.

			I didn’t rush because we were starting at ten this morning, allowing everyone – including me, apparently – a luxurious sleep-in. When I was dressed and ready, I headed to the tea room, already smiling at the scolding I’d get from Abel about having fallen asleep during his book again.

			‘Mary.’

			I turned at my name. It was Lilly. She looked tired but happy.

			‘Last night was good, hey?’ she said.

			‘It was. Thanks for your help. I’ll know who to ask if I ever need a very distracting, neurotic and high-volume mother.’

			She laughed. ‘You did a great job keeping the whole thing together. It was chaos.’ She looked briefly either side of us. The corridor was empty. ‘Hey, I just wanted to apologise for the stitch-up yesterday,’ she said quietly.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Well, Jimmy had been talking about you earlier and, you know … was keen to get to know you a bit better.’ She was cringing a little. ‘And I’d thought something was going on with Abel, and then you said it wasn’t and then Jimmy was there and I kind of stranded you … Then last night, after the thing, Jimmy mentioned that you and Abel are an item?’ Her hands were flapping around like she was the one who should feel uncomfortable. ‘Anyway. It’s not my business if you are or you’re not, but I get the feeling leaving Jimmy to sidle up to you on the couch was perhaps not what you’d had in mind for the evening. Sorry!’

			A little ball of embarrassment started to unfurl in my chest. I didn’t know what to say.

			And then Felix came down the corridor with his new brunette on his arm. Lilly and I pressed ourselves to the wall to let them pass and Felix’s eyes lifted with a smug smile before the pair disappeared into the dining room.

			I groaned before I could stop myself.

			‘Look,’ Lilly said, ‘I’m not gonna pry because once again – none of my business. But there are some fucking weird vibes going on between you guys.’ She indicated the hallway Felix had just disappeared along.

			Maybe sleep turned me into a different person. Maybe I felt all softened up by my conversation with Abel the previous night, I don’t know, but I felt an unusual rush of warmth towards Lilly, as I imagined close friends would feel. And I had the unexpected desire to have someone understand me. I led her into my cabin so I could explain the situation in private. I didn’t know why I even wanted to explain it, but I’d done a lot of things that didn’t feel like me over the last few days and so far, I was still okay.

			I closed the door and Lilly sat on Abel’s bed. She looked around the room, taking in my gear, Abel’s gear. The beds. She shot me a very disbelieving look. 

			‘So, you’re sharing a room with an absolute God of a man who looks at you like he wants to tear your clothes off and there’s nothing going on?’ 

			I rolled my eyes. ‘That is completely not the situation.’

			‘The hugs and the physical contact are just you two being friendly, huh?’ She wasn’t buying shit.

			I sighed. ‘Felix and I were a couple up until about three weeks ago.’

			‘Felix? But he’s with Morgan.’ 

			‘Yeah. Apparently so.’

			‘Wow.’ She shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t have picked you guys.’

			‘Six years.’

			‘Six years? But you’re like, together and serious, and respectable. He’s like a fucking horny puppy dog.’

			‘Obvious to everyone except me, it would seem.’ 

			‘Sorry. Are you okay? That’s really awful.’

			‘I’m actually better than I expected to be. I think I’m finally recognising that Felix is not someone I want to be with. But he’s pissed me off by coming on this course.’

			‘He followed you on this course without you knowing?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Bastard.’ Her face was a picture of distaste. ‘And now he’s parading in front of you with a new girl?’

			‘So it seems.’

			‘Last night they were making out in the common room. It was disgusting.’ 

			‘Wow.’

			‘Sorry. I don’t know why I said that.’

			‘It’s fine. I’m actually beginning to genuinely not care. Anyway, Abel was pissed off by the whole thing too, because Felix essentially showed up unannounced after swapping with another ED registrar without notifying anyone. So Abel has been trying to make him miserable by hinting at something going on between us.’ I felt myself colouring. It was such a weird situation.

			‘Jesus. And was Felix trying to get back together with you when he joined the course?’

			‘I have no idea. But he’s cheated on me at least four times in the years we’ve been together so I don’t think his goal is particularly focused.’

			‘Ugh.’ She shook her head. ‘That is truly piss-poor.’

			‘But Abel’s minor insinuation has been making Felix visibly fume, so I won’t say I haven’t enjoyed that.’

			‘Of course.’ I could see her processing all the bits. ‘So you’re not with Abel, but kind of pretending to be, while you’re both secretly totally hot for each other.’

			‘No!’ I put my head in my hands. This was so pathetically juvenile it felt like the high-school experience I’d done such a good job of avoiding. ‘Completely not. I’m totally done with men. And Abel is happily coupled, for all I know.’

			‘Is he?’ 

			‘Probably! It’s none of my business. This is ridiculous. We’re on a medical course and it feels like more focus is going into people’s romantic developments than the medicine itself.’

			‘Obviously.’ She was looking at me like I was very, very dim. ‘Why else do you think people come on these courses?’

			‘I don’t know!’ And I didn’t know. It seemed like an absolute waste of time to me. Why faff around in the bush when you could actually practise proper medicine in a hospital? ‘Probably to try and … survive in the wilderness or something?’ 

			‘Why did you come, then?’

			I hesitated. ‘To get away from Felix.’

			She gave me an I told you so expression. ‘See? It’s never about the medicine.’

			‘My situation was … unusual. I’m sure everyone else here is keen to learn how to rescue people.’

			She shook her head firmly. ‘No. It’s completely about hooking up.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Oh, yeah. Absolutely. If you put humans in one another’s company for any prolonged period of time, they become attracted to each other. It’s like a law of biology.’

			I laughed. This was unbelievable. 

			But her expression was dead serious. ‘Honestly. That’s why these courses are so good. Why people go hiking together. Or to Antarctica. Orchestra camps. Whatever. By day two, the exchange of pheromones has reached a critical mass and people stop being driven by frontal lobe functions and become preoccupied solely with how they can have sex.’

			She wasn’t even cracking a smile. Lilly, the competent rural generalist GP, was laying down the facts like she’d just read the latest Lancet journal article and the results were indisputable. 

			‘Wow. This is … enlightening.’ I was struggling not to laugh. ‘So why are you here?’

			‘The same.’ She shrugged. ‘I could rescue someone from a canyon and perform CPR on a cliff edge with my eyes closed. I’m not here for a medical refresher. I’m here for a good time.’

			She didn’t even seem arrogant about it. I believed her. I would definitely have an out-of-hospital cardiac arrest on a cliff if she was on-call.

			‘And who’s your target?’ 

			‘Dylan,’ she said matter-of-factly.

			I frowned. Surely not. ‘The sixty-year-old guide leader?’ 

			‘I think he’s more like mid-fifties.’ She waved a dismissive hand. ‘Whatever. I like my men matured.’

			‘Okay.’ I nodded, trying to come to terms with all of this new information. 

			We were silent. I just couldn’t comprehend what she was saying. ‘Are you taking the piss?’

			‘No, Mary.’ She looked exasperated. ‘All I wanted to say was, I’m sorry if I got the wrong message and made you uncomfortable with Jimmy. But he’s fine with it, so no stress. And I’m happy to play along with the “pretend” thing you’ve got going on with Abel.’ She did air quotes while rolling her eyes, totally humouring me.

			‘Okay. Cool.’ I was honestly more confused now than I had been before.

			‘And I’m really sorry to hear about that shit with Felix. But he’s clearly a knob, so I think you can be glad that he’s made that nice and obvious to you.’

			I grimaced. ‘Yeah. I’m starting to realise he was probably not my wisest choice in life.’

			‘He’s a total arsewipe. But we live and learn. Don’t beat yourself up about it. Just move on.’

			She stood up, took one final look between Abel’s bed and mine then gave me a knowing smile that spoke volumes.

			‘Breakfast time?’

			There was a sort of calm over the group after the events of the night before: tiredness mixed with satisfaction and increasing comfort in one another’s company. Maybe Lilly was right. Maybe humans were just animals who start regressing to their primitive forms the longer they spend together away from civilisation. On the one hand, the idea seemed ridiculous, but there was another part of me that saw something kind of beautiful going on. Something simple. Maybe it was just about sex, but maybe it was also about people seeing the good in one another and an appreciation growing from that.

			I certainly wasn’t seeing any good in Felix – in fact, the notion that I had ever been in a relationship with that man was getting harder and harder to believe – but I was feeling increasingly fond of everyone else in the group. They were sweet people. All with their strengths, weaknesses and oddities, but somehow, given the opportunity to get to know each individual, I found myself liking every one of them in an unexpected way.

			Abel found me in the dining room just as I’d finished my breakfast. He sat down beside me and Lilly excused herself with an amused smile: ‘I think someone might be about to use my toothbrush. Better go!’

			Abel’s legs were wide and angled around me such that I felt very aware of his enormous body and had the involuntary image of jumping onto his lap and wrapping my thighs around his hips. (Damn my primitive brain!) Undoubtedly Lilly’s fault.

			‘She’s an odd girl,’ he said as he watched her go.

			‘I like her.’

			‘Hmm.’ He turned his eyes to me and I wondered if he could tell I’d been fantasising about straddling him.

			‘You’re frowning again.’

			‘You fell asleep in the middle of my book again.’

			I tried to look remorseful. ‘I’m a terrible person, aren’t I?’

			‘Terrible.’ He nodded earnestly. ‘You didn’t like it?’

			‘I’ve never in my life slept so well as in the last two nights, so I liked that. Does that count?’

			He screwed up his face, unimpressed. ‘I want to hear you laugh about the pea bit.’

			A blurry recollection was triggered. ‘I think I remember that bit!’

			He looked hopeful.

			‘They had pea and ham soup, didn’t they?’

			He shook his head with deep, dramatic disappointment. ‘Mary, Mary, Mary.’

			‘I’m sorry. I’m happy to give it another go. Anytime.’

			He shrugged. ‘Very well then.’

			‘Honestly, you could patent whatever is in that book. I’ve never come across any sleeping pills that work so effectively and don’t leave me feeling like a zombie. You should make audiobooks. Call it something like “Abel and the Ukulele”.’

			‘Mandolin.’

			‘Whatever. “Abel and the String Instrument”. Sell it for heaps. Spend your days climbing the mountains and resting on your metaphorical laurels.’

			‘Sounds pretty good.’

			He was smiling. 

			‘Can I do something to help? Here I am being completely useless again.’

			He looked out the window, where the rain was lashing down. 

			A vision arrived in my primitive brain of him telling me yes, I could help, leading me down to the cabin, locking our door and keeping the curtains closed and the lamp on while he threw me on the bed and started removing my clothes piece by piece. I was wearing my indigo bra and panty set—

			Oh my God, I needed to stop talking to Lilly. She was a very bad influence. 

			I blushed. ‘What’s on the agenda today? The schedule says river traverse? Sounds suitably awful.’

			He looked at the window again with uncertainty. ‘I think we need to postpone that and hope that the weather settles down a bit later in the day. Maybe we do a couple of talks this morning. I could do one about winter rescues. You could talk about hypothermia and the physiology around that. Then maybe we put on the video from the Banff Mountain Film Festival, before or after or in lieu of the river traverse.’

			I chuckled. ‘An educational film?’

			‘Entertainment. Purely entertainment.’

			‘For you or them?’

			He shrugged. ‘Okay, mostly me. Have you watched any?’

			‘Do I look like someone who watches the Banff Mountain Film Festival?’

			‘You just wait, Contrary Mary. North of the Sun. You know it?’

			‘No.’

			‘Well, consider it your lucky day. It’s so fucking beautiful, it made me cry.’

			‘That in itself sounds worth witnessing.’

			He stood up and stretched completely without self-awareness. Meanwhile, my eyes fixated on the exposed strip of flesh above his low-slung pants. A trail of curling hairs met his belt buckle in an incredibly tantalising way. I blushed a second time and tried to avert my eyes to my cup of tea.

			‘Gigantically clear on that, Mary?’ He gave my shoulders a hearty rub and I was glad he couldn’t see my face. ‘Talk about cold people for half an hour?’

			‘Sure. I’m an expert on cold people.’

			Abel made expedition medicine seem indecently sexy. By the end of his winter rescues talk, I suspected the whole room was secretly considering whether they still had time in their lives to become Abel Sutherland – including me. I wanted to be him, and straddle him, and all sorts of inappropriate things I tried not to think about. But that was Lilly and her law of biology messing with me.

			My talk on hypothermia wasn’t nearly as interesting, but to their credit, the group listened and asked appropriate questions. At the end, despite the ongoing rain, the decision was made that we were ready to get outside.

			After the medically heavy scenario of the night before, today’s focus was more around group work and the practical skills associated with wilderness rescues. We were positioned beside a ten-metre-wide river. There would be four patients, all with long bone fractures, who needed to be ferried across the raging torrent to meet the retrieval team on the other side. This involved harnesses and carabiners and ropes, and – terrifyingly – a traverse way above the river below.

			‘What do you want me to do?’ I asked Abel with trepidation. 

			‘Whatever you want to do.’ His voice was kind and I could see in his eyes he knew how much this freaked me out. ‘You can be part of the rescue team and learn about the practical aspects of the rope work. Or you can be a patient. I promise no tomato sauce or lying in the mud today.’

			Felix was nearby and I met his eye before I could stop myself. The sneer on his face was enough to make me steely.

			‘I can be rescued,’ I said with determination.

			Abel smiled. ‘I’ll make one hundred per cent sure you’re safe.’ He spoke with such certainty and confidence that I believed him entirely.

			We were divided into four groups and Abel went through the process, the safety, back-up safety, and then repeated the key parts. He was a dream to watch and be led by – distractingly so. I wondered if I’d ever seen a man with more masculinity and competence. And despite what I’d said about him being scary when he frowned, I was slightly infatuated by Serious Abel. He was commanding and testosterone rich, without being in any way toxic. He was totally in control while being respectful and gentle, and I was completely willing to put my care in his hands.

			I tried to ignore the constant stream of inappropriate observations I seemed to be having. I was out of my space, my usual comfort zone. And my romantic experience thus far had involved primarily Felix, so it was no surprise that Abel was utterly breathtaking in comparison. 

			‘Ready, Mary?’

			Abel said my name a lot, and I’d begun to notice that every time he did so, something fluttered in my belly like a pleasant surprise. The sound of my name on his breath, his lips, his tongue. It was as though for a second, I was being seen and being held. By him. And it gave me this odd rush.

			‘Mary?’

			But I really needed to get my shit together and start acting like a normal human again.

			‘Yes!’

			‘Are you?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Gigantically ready?’

			I grunted and turned towards the river before he could see the blush spreading up my neck.

			The rain kept on all afternoon. We were layered up and warm but soaked through. The banter and good humour was palpable. It would have been titled ‘Bonding Montage’ in a movie script.

			When my group hoisted me into my harness and the river fell away below me as I was pulleyed across to the other side, my stomach seemed to disappear from my body and all my senses focused on this crazy, improbable moment. 

			Before I could stop myself, I was yelping in terrified astonishment, my usual filters somehow having fallen from me along with my insides. My team was whistling and yelling words of encouragement. I felt in some weird, elated way that I loved them all, and I could appreciate why people did these sorts of death-defying things for fun: because they were disarming, and overwhelming, and amazing.

			I watched Abel as I approached the other side. His expression was serious, his hands ready to grab the ropes if my team made any mistakes, like there was no more important task than ensuring my safety. As I moved past the drop and came back over solid land, his face broke into a grin. He held my gaze, full of warmth and softness, and came straight to me. Then, like it was a completely ordinary thing to do, he took my weight off the harness and I was in his arms.

			‘Well done, sugarplum,’ he whispered with genuine affection.

			I was too overwhelmed with relief and adrenaline to think of a sharp comeback. All I could muster was a shaky ‘Thank you.’

			A bead of rain came off the pink of his cheek and dropped onto my lips. I could taste the salt of him. It tasted of happiness. It tasted of bravery.

			It tasted totally beautiful.

			As promised, the day ended with Abel’s Banff adventure film. Everyone was wet, soggy and drunk on the good vibes of our team-building river rescue and winding down to an inspiring film was just what we all needed. I squeezed onto the couches between Lilly and Abel and felt absurdly like I belonged there. Felix was with his brunette and I couldn’t even be bothered scowling at him anymore. I was realising I no longer cared.

			The look of surprise on his face after I’d done the river traverse had been extremely satisfying – so I guess I cared a little bit. It was like I had completely outdone his expectations of me. And it made me realise how my fears and my reservations had always been reinforced by him; locking me within myself and my limitations, rather than testing if I might want to push beyond them. But I was discovering maybe I could still find new parts to myself.

			‘Careful, Mary,’ Abel murmured when Lilly had left the couch for a tea break. ‘You’re looking worryingly like you’re enjoying yourself.’

			I didn’t trust myself to look at him so I kept my eyes on the screen. The film was epic. Heart-swelling even. 

			‘You might be the one in tears at this rate.’ 

			I could hear the tease in his voice. ‘Shh,’ I said, giving him an elbow to his side. But I had an unusual lump in my throat. ‘It’s the music. It’s very … emotive.’

			‘You like it?’ he whispered.

			I could feel him watching me and something expanded inside my chest. ‘Yeah,’ I said, leaning into the warmth of him. ‘I like it.’

			‘Good.’ He returned the pressure against me, at once firm and soft. Comfort and strength. ‘I like these characters. They have grit, don’t you think?’ 

			‘Yeah. They do.’ I felt his eyes still on me and turned to him before I could stop myself. The only light came from the projector screen and the blue colours danced on his face and gleamed in his eyes. What was this?

			As if hearing my question, his eyes smiled as they looked into mine. He seemed to be searching for something too.

			We could have been the only ones in the room.

			Something had shifted between us. I didn’t know when, but there was a new, undeniable intensity. My breath caught with the implications of what that might mean. 

			Abel shifted for a moment and I wondered if he was going to move away. But instead, I felt his big, warm hand find mine, his fingers lacing with my own. My heart began to gallop. And then he raised our interlocked hands and his lips were on my skin. 

			A kiss. A kiss.

			It was over in a stunning instant. He replaced my hand on my lap, returned his own to his lap, and carried on watching the movie. It seemed like the most natural thing in the world, while simultaneously being as earth-shattering as a major seismic event. An earthquake. A landslide.

			‘I love this bit,’ he said, his face alight with wonder.

			My attention was divided between Abel’s perfect profile and the film, and when his eyes began to glisten, my own echoed, emotion rising and filling me in odd and unexpected ways.

			I couldn’t be sure if I was more moved by the feat of the two young adventurers in the film or by the beauty of Abel Sutherland. 

			But if I were to guess, I’d say it was Abel Sutherland.

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			I was drifting into unknown territory. I was a vessel of emotions. Big emotions. Scary emotions. Tantalising emotions. Yearning emotions. 

			After the film ended, Abel had squeezed my knee in a … brotherly way? Yes. I’d never had a brother, but it was probably brotherly. Then he’d left to sort a few things for the morning and I’d gone back to the cabin.

			I didn’t know what was going to happen. I knew something in me had shifted and the final threads of the control I usually had were gone. I didn’t understand what was going on with my head. Nor what was going on inside Abel. He was a lovely man – I shouldn’t interpret anything inappropriately. Even though I knew I’d already started interpreting things inappropriately.

			And there was that girl – Tessie. Part of me thought I should find out if Tessie was his girlfriend. But another part of me knew it wasn’t my business, and to even ask would be so forward and presumptive and unnecessary. Abel was simply encouraging me to be brave. And had celebrated the fact that I’d stepped out of my comfort zone. That was all. Simple. Kind. Unromantic. 

			It was after ten p.m. and I should have been asleep, but I was wired and my brain was a scramble. Abel’s bed was still made from the morning and his backpack was on top, half opened. The brown notebook had been pulled out and was visible underneath a pair of black hiking gloves. 

			I was curious as ever. Maybe it wasn’t hate poetry after all. Maybe it was love letters to his girlfriend. 

			In the last forty-eight hours, the view I’d had of this surly man had spun a full one-eighty. He probably wrote soft and delicate words that made his Tessie weep with longing. Where was Tessie, I wondered? Who was the girl who had captured the heart of this magnificent man?

			A strange ache formed in my chest and I contemplated picking up his mandolin book, but even that felt like overstepping. Besides, I wasn’t a reader. 

			Nor was my exam going to be passed by staring vacantly around my cabin. I pulled out my textbook and began reading over the same text I’d been trying to digest only two nights ago. The words swam in front of me and I scolded my poor concentration. Study seemed like another world. Another me.

			When the door knob twisted, my heart betrayed me and gave a delighted rush.

			Abel regarded me with a half smile. ‘You’re so disciplined.’

			‘No, I’m not. I’m so distractible. And so going to fail my exam.’

			‘You’ll be fine. I have complete confidence in you.’ His tone was matter-of-fact and sincere. ‘But you need to give yourself a break sometimes too. Is it flowing?’

			I scoffed. ‘Not exactly.’

			‘Have the night off then. Have the whole week off.’ He sat himself on the edge of my bed like it was his space too and we were the closest of friends. Was he always this familiar with people? ‘In a couple of days, this will all be over and you’ll be in the quiet of your house. Leave it till then.’

			I gave a strangled laugh, thinking about Vivian’s ‘Granny Flat’ and her wind chimes. I’d managed not to think about my housing situation for most of the last two days. ‘I haven’t been in an ideal study situation since Felix and I broke up.’

			‘What do you mean? You kicked him out, right?’

			‘Felix is the laziest person I’ve ever known. If I’d asked him to leave, we would continue living together for another twelve months while he brought home a steady stream of new lovers.’

			‘He is such a dick.’ Abel looked genuinely disgusted. ‘So where are you living?’

			I explained to him about Vivian’s and her dogs, and the girl next door on the trampoline and the whole shitty rest of it. 

			His expression turned more and more worried and it occurred to me afresh just how ridiculous my situation was. Maybe it wasn’t just me and my annoying cleanliness standards and sleeping problems. Maybe this really was a less than ideal state of affairs.

			‘Mary.’

			My stomach did that thing again. ‘It’s fine.’ I waved a hand and averted my gaze. I was dizzy from him. ‘I’m just going to keep looking when I’m back. I’ll find something affordable.’

			‘Where are your family?’ he asked softly.

			I was usually so practical and I was going to solve this in a practical way, not wallow about, feeling sorry for myself. But for some weird reason, with all the emotions I’d had since being on this trip, I felt off balance. 

			‘They’re—’ My throat tightened. What was happening to me? ‘They’re in Sydney,’ I managed, needing to swallow the thickness in my throat to maintain my composure. ‘My mum.’ I willed my voice to stay steady. ‘My baby sister and my little niece and nephews.’

			‘Mary.’

			The soft way in which he spoke was too much, too kind, and my emotions threatened again. ‘I’m sorry. That stupid movie of yours, Abel!’ I tried to laugh, but my eyes were prickling. ‘Getting me all wet-eyed and emotional.’

			He picked up my hand between both of his. ‘You miss them?’

			I nodded, my eyes brimming. This was so unlike me. ‘Yes.’ A tear spilled over and I swiped it away with irritation. ‘My sister especially. And her kids.’

			‘What’s your sister’s name?’ 

			‘Ebony.’ My voice wobbled and I cleared my throat to steady it. ‘She’s like a little pixie. Perfect. Funny. Wonderful.’ 

			I thought of Ebony and her wicked smile and her unwavering sense of humour. How my heart had always ached for her, to keep her safe and protected from all the sadness in the world. From a mum who couldn’t care for us properly. How I wished I could throw my arms around her right then. I took a deep lungful of air to steady myself and I felt his hands tighten around mine. 

			‘And you came to Hobart just with Felix?’

			‘We needed to.’ I swallowed again and my emotions started to settle. ‘For our training. Well. I don’t think he cares too much about his training. But I’m hoping to get my fellowship as soon as I can and I needed this term. Hobart met all the requirements.’

			He was nodding. My hand still in his. Warm and comforting. 

			‘I’m usually very grounded by my work. I love my work. And knowing that I’m getting closer each day to moving home helps me. But this whole thing with Felix has been really destabilising. And finding a new place to live while being stretched for finances when I was already really stretched is a big bump in the plan.’

			‘Are you close to your mum? Would she come visit you? Support you?’

			I hesitated. Mum was difficult to talk about. With anyone else, I would have found a diversion at this point to steer the conversation into safer territory, but somehow I felt myself wanting to continue. ‘We’re close … but not quite in the conventional mother–daughter dynamic. I love my mum, but she’s got a lot of issues, and change is often her catalyst for things unravelling. We always try to keep things as even as possible for her. She struggles with her mental health … and alcohol.’

			I tentatively met his eye to see if there would be any shock or judgement, but saw only compassion. His thumb drew circles on my hand.

			‘She’s a good person.’ I felt I needed to explain before he started imaging some bedraggled alcoholic. ‘And she did a great job with her life. And as best she could with us. But it’s not been easy for her and I’m always holding my breath for when things fall apart again.’

			‘And your dad?’

			‘I don’t know. He has another family now. He left when I was little and Ebony was barely out of nappies. He’s never been a part of our lives.’

			Abel seemed to digest all of this like it was the background to a story he’d been trying to understand. ‘That’s why you’re cautious?’

			‘I guess so.’

			‘It all feels fragile, doesn’t it?’

			I took a deep breath and held it. It was steady and calming as it left my body. ‘Yes,’ I said eventually. ‘It does.’

			‘And Felix has basically left you to find your way on the streets, in an unknown town, with no supports.’ His features had become dark. Angry. ‘What a fucking arsehole.’

			I groaned. ‘It’s not all Felix’s fault. He’s … who he is. I chose to be with him.’

			‘Why did you?’

			The question hit me right in the guts. It was so direct, I don’t think I’d ever been asked it before. Yet there was something so gentle in the way Abel seemed to want to understand me that I found myself trying to answer.

			‘It’s kind of embarrassing to say, but I think I got pulled into the feeling of someone wanting me. My dad obviously didn’t. My mum didn’t have the capacity for anyone, really. And I’ve spent my whole life trying to be strong for Ebony that I think I’ve become very guarded and distant from people in general. That’s what my high school counsellor helped me understand; I’d come to accept I’d never be a person anyone could get close to. And then Felix came along, and even at our most dysfunctional, I think part of me fell for that feeling of closeness, of someone wanting me. I could almost think I was someone worth being with.’

			The magnitude of what I’d just said shocked me. I don’t think I’d ever voiced that, not since the counsellor in high school. Psychology sessions hadn’t been part of my ongoing budget. ‘I’m sorry. That’s probably a hell of a lot more than you wanted to hear right now.’ I tried for a laugh to lighten the mood.

			Abel was quiet for a moment, then said, ‘Mary. You couldn’t be more worthy of being with.’ His face was pained. ‘You’re a person of such better quality than he is. He shouldn’t have done this to you.’

			‘But he can’t help it. He’s flamboyant and lively and I’m … ridiculously boring.’ I almost laughed. ‘I basically invited him to seek out more interesting things.’

			‘Is that how he justified his behaviour?’ Abel’s lip curled with disgust.

			‘He’s alluded to that in the past. When he’s cheated before. I’ve assumed it’s mostly been my fault because I wasn’t adventurous enough or spontaneous enough.’

			‘Mary. Stop.’ 

			‘Or sexy enough.’

			‘Stop.’ He squeezed my hands and the sharpness in his eyes was arresting.

			I let myself sink into the safe embrace of his gaze. I could see his jaw working and his breathing was heavy with frustration.

			Eventually, he settled and just shook his head slightly wearily. ‘You have no idea, do you?’

			‘What?’

			‘How—’ He pressed his lips together then seemed to dismiss whatever it was he’d been about to say. ‘Are you … cut up about it?’

			‘About Felix?’

			He nodded.

			I puffed the air into my cheeks, trying to work out what I was feeling. Too many things. ‘To be honest, my perspective has changed over the last few weeks. In the past, I’ve been drawn back in, almost addicted to that feeling of closeness we shared. But I’m seeing it for what it really was now and more than anything, I’m left feeling stupid. And I’ve lost all trust in my judgement. Letting Felix in was an error in my judgement. Yeah, he’s a dick, but I was the one who let him in and I’m responsible for being left like this. Which means I have no trust in myself and my decisions. Attraction is dangerous and I need to be more careful. Better not to let anyone in in the first place is the take-home message.’

			Abel looked crushed and I realised how dramatic and pessimistic I sounded.

			‘But I’m okay. Really. I’m having a surprisingly nice time out here, actually. In the wilds. And you’re … well.’ I felt my heart give a little kick, like a baby in its mother’s belly. ‘You’re wonderful, Abel. Sorry. I know I shouldn’t say that. But, really, I think you’re the loveliest person I’ve known.’

			He grabbed me. Pulled me to him, to his broad, nurturing chest, and wrapped both arms around me so I was pressed against him. Like I was small and precious and worth protecting. Worth holding, and rocking, and caring for. I listened to the sound of his heart beating in my ear, storing it in my memory.

			Maybe my happiness was my responsibility and no one else could be relied on. But Abel … well, if you were going to imagine a person you could ever depend on, it would be someone just like him.

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			The sleeping thing was disorientating. The lack of time spent lying awake in the loneliness of my thoughts trying to fall asleep was … bizarre. 

			Maybe the absence of normal reflection time and scrutiny was responsible for why I didn’t feel myself. Why I was acting before I thought things through. Why I felt like my heart was right out there on my sleeve like I’d lost all the filters I’d spent my whole life strengthening.

			The other thing was, being rested was very relaxing. There was a thready, uncomfortable feeling of anxiety that came with sleep deprivation and it was so normal for me that I didn’t even notice how much it affected me until it was gone. And in its absence was this deep feeling of calm, even being out here in the wilderness, even knowing there were more terrifying activities ahead of me.

			Abel had once again been first out of bed and I lay savouring this spot that had come to feel so comforting. I could see the clouds moving, fast and white, across a new sky, still grey overhead with pink and yellow hues peering through the trees. The warm recollections of the conversations I’d had with Abel were still wrapped around my sleepy brain.

			The door squeaked and I startled at the sound, suddenly self-conscious that I was languishing here while I should be getting up and doing some work.

			Abel appeared fresh-eyed and rosy-cheeked like he’d been out in the cold. His face broke into a smile when he saw me and he came to sit on my bed like I was someone close and familiar, rather than the weird girl he’d only just met who mixed up her shifts and gatecrashed his cabin.

			‘I’m sorry. I should get up.’ I made to sit, but he shushed me with a hand on my shoulder that made me lie back down.

			‘It’s fine. It’s still early. You slept well?’

			I shook my head in bewilderment. ‘Like, ridiculously well. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.’

			He chuckled. ‘Sounds like a good thing?’ 

			‘It’s just extremely unusual.’

			He smiled. ‘I think the bush does that. Being away from the city noise and the busy rush of normal life.’

			‘I’ll take your word for it.’

			‘Or maybe it’s the high quality of literature you’ve been enjoying of late.’

			I grinned. ‘Hey, I think I stayed awake last night.’

			‘You did. I was most impressed. You were still conscious right up until the end of chapter two. Then, sometime into chapter three, I lost you. Then you just snored and snored and snored.’

			‘I did not!’

			He gave a loud snore, eyes closed.

			‘I am not a snorer!’ 

			‘Only I will ever know,’ he said smugly. ‘You loved it?’

			‘It was okay.’ I tried not to smile.

			‘“It was okay”? Come on – you loved it! How could you not?’

			‘I liked it a little bit,’ I conceded.

			‘A little bit?’ He grabbed at me, his fingers digging into my waist through the covers, finding somewhere that tickled that I hadn’t even realised existed. I squirmed and shrieked in surprise. How could something feel so lovely and torturous at the same time? I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been tickled.

			‘A lot!’ I gasped. ‘I liked it a lot!’

			‘Did you?’ He carried on grabbing my sides while I kicked and thrashed under his grasp until the covers had slipped down my waist and he had access to the bare flesh between my pyjama bottoms and tank top. ‘You’re not being very convincing, Contrary Mary.’

			‘Okay, I loved it! Stop!’ I tried not to scream inappropriately, but the giggles just tumbled out of my mouth. I twisted my face into the pillow to stifle the sound and wondered if anything had ever felt so simultaneously glorious and excruciating. 

			‘What did you say?’ 

			I could hear his smile even with my eyes against the pillow. His hands felt huge on my waist and the roughened calluses against the softness of my belly stole all of my focus while I writhed in his grasp.

			‘I loved it!’ 

			He stopped suddenly, his hands still on my bare skin. ‘Good.’

			I turned my face from the pillow to look at him. He wasn’t laughing anymore. His body was right over mine and my breath quickened even more. The tickly feeling evaporated. His hands were almost entirely encircling me and I felt my body go hot beneath his touch, my organs turning liquid. A luxurious heat spreading right down to my groin.

			I was very aware of the way my chest moved up and down. And even more so when I felt his eyes scan swiftly from my face all the way down my body to where his hands still rested on the strip of flesh above my pyjamas. There was something almost hungry in the way he looked at me.

			The moment must only have lasted a few seconds, but it seemed to stretch dangerously.

			I saw his Adam’s apple bob and then, as though composing himself, he straightened, pulling the covers back over me.

			‘Well. I’m glad you liked it.’

			Before I could stop myself, I reached for his arm. ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘For reading to me. I don’t know why you’re doing it, but I do like it. I really like it.’

			‘You’re welcome, Mary.’ 

			There. My name. Again.

			‘Now, I’m getting up. No teasing me for bed hair.’

			I grabbed my toiletries, towel and change of clothes. As I left the cabin I felt his eyes following me, and it had me feeling inexplicably alight. 

			‘We are mountaineering today folks,’ Abel explained to the group. He gestured to the steep concrete of the dam wall above us. ‘Here is our ice slope. We have patients who will be located at the top of the mountain at a height of four thousand, six hundred metres who will need to be retrieved safely. We’ll be using our harnesses attached to the cable that runs between the bolts on the concrete. We each have two carabiners, so no one should ever be unclipped. There may be medical issues to attend to along the way. Understood?’ He shot a look in my direction. I was familiar with the briefing – I’d be developing acute mountain sickness shortly.

			The dam wall was a steep concrete face that looked about one hundred metres high and was dotted with climbing holds and cables that we would use to ascend and descend. It was five p.m. and we were staging a dusk altitude rescue. The morning had been spent doing a tutorial run by Abel on improvised splinting techniques (which had involved the slightly dizzying process of him demonstrating on my leg while I tried not to hyperventilate at the feeling of his hands tying things around my upper thigh) and a talk by me on high-altitude illnesses.

			‘Any questions?’ Abel asked the group. ‘Any concerns, just sing out. Anyone feeling uncomfortable at any point, just say so. We can have a lot of fun with this, but we need to adhere to all the safety processes. Okay?’

			Everyone nodded.

			‘Dylan will take Mary, Lilly and Felix up while the rest of us do a practice check of our medical kits and a review of our rescue equipment.’ Abel’s eyes met mine. The momentary flicker of his eyebrows was enough to ask me silently if that was okay and I gave a reassuring nod. I could handle this.

			When Lilly had volunteered earlier that afternoon to be a patient again, I’d questioned her. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to do the scenario with the rest? Surely you’ll get more out of it? You already helped with the night scenario.’

			She’d given me a weary look. ‘Trust me, Mary. I will get considerably more out of being told how to put on a harness by Dylan.’

			I had to laugh as I watched her now, feigning complete incompetence as Dylan helped her into the harness and tightened her straps. I wondered if I’d looked as entranced as that when Abel had helped me during the climbing session on the first afternoon.

			I put on my own harness and, on Dylan’s instruction, began the climb. It wasn’t difficult climbing, more of a steep walk up the slope, but a slip would result in falling a long way, so clipping in was essential.

			When we got to a ledge about one third of the way up, I took a breather. Dylan and Lilly were already starting on the next section but I let myself take in the elevation we’d already gained. It made my vision whirl. I could feel my heart already beginning to pound when Felix, right at my heel, startled me.

			‘You scared me,’ I said, grabbing the rope.

			‘You look like you’re having a good time,’ he sneered.

			‘I’m just trying to concentrate on the climb, Felix,’ I said through gritted teeth.

			‘Doesn’t seem like that’s all you’re concentrating on.’ 

			His tone was menacing and I found myself suddenly uncomfortable to be up here with him. It was hard to believe that just a few weeks ago, this was someone with whom I’d shared a home. A life. And he was the epitome of my romantic life – wow.

			‘Let’s just focus on what we’re here for,’ I said, my voice shaking slightly with my body. I still didn’t like heights and I would never get used to this, even if I did know I was securely attached to the cable.

			‘So, I guess you get paid to fuck every night, huh? Pretty sweet deal.’

			I was shocked by his vulgarity. ‘How dare you say that!’

			‘Isn’t that what this is about? Share a cabin with the boss? Engage in some sexual misconduct between healthcare professionals?’

			‘Sexual misconduct— What? That’s— Jesus, Felix!’ My mind reeled. I didn’t even know where to start. ‘He’s not my boss – nor is it any of your business what’s going on …’ I stammered. Was there something inappropriate going on with Abel?

			Hang on – what was I thinking? Nothing was going on with Abel. 

			‘I just think you seem very out of character, Mary. Unprofessional. Flirting and carrying on while you should be working. It’s extremely inappropriate.’

			I coloured with humiliation and anger. ‘And you’re saying that, Felix? With your flaunting display with Morgan? My life has nothing to do with you. How dare you make accusations or judgements on things that you have no right to even ask about.’ My voice was rising and if the wind weren’t whipping it from my mouth, I would have been heard all the way down the valley. My stomach twisted, because maybe he was right. Maybe I was being unprofessional. Maybe I was being uncharacteristic. Maybe I was flirting with Abel. Fuck.

			I fumbled with my carabiner, trying to free one and clip on with the next on the uphill side of the U-bolt, my hands shaking with emotion. Felix brazenly unhooked completely and walked straight around me, bumping my shoulder on the way past, then hooked on ahead of me.

			Arrogant arsehole.

			‘I just know how important your work is to you, Mary. And it’s sad to see you potentially throw all that away for some quick fuck in the wilderness. He’s not your type. He’s an action man. Not to mention a tosser. He’ll get his fix and get out of there. My advice is stick to your safe little life before you screw everything up.’

			It was like I’d been punched in the stomach. I swallowed and leant into the wall, trying to steady myself. This was not good. I was high up on a slope that needed all my focus not to completely freak out, and now I was trembling with anger and hurt and confusion, struggling to attach my stupid carabiner. Not a good combination.

			I tried to focus on my breathing to drown out the sound of the wind and how it whipped my face. It felt as though a gust could pull me off balance. Then I looked down and that made it worse. The drop swam before me. The perspective didn’t make sense. I was too high. The sensation pulled at my organs and made everything seem to sway.

			I could see the group below doing their briefing and Abel looked up at me, but I couldn’t keep my eyes down there anymore. I lifted my head and rested it on the cold concrete. I closed my eyes and took a breath in, then let it out. It was worse with my eyes closed. I turned so I could look at something that was stationary and close. The concrete. I stared at the concrete and the little lines in it. I touched the coldness of it. I tried not to think about the rising nausea in my belly. I didn’t want to notice it for fear it would grow and I’d vomit.

			Then I heard the clink of metal against metal, the zipping sound of a carabiner against the cable.

			‘Go away, Felix,’ I said, still facing the concrete, my hands gripping the cold wire of the cable.

			‘Mary.’

			Before I’d fully registered it was him, Abel’s body was around me, one hand on the cable each side of me, pinning me to the wall, so that it didn’t feel like I was going to tumble all the way down. I let my body crumple into his warmth, the relief rushing out of me.

			‘Mary, are you okay? I’ve got you.’ His face was against mine, his whispered words right against my ear.

			I couldn’t say anything. I just focused on his closeness and the solidness of him.

			‘Mary. What is it? Did something happen with Felix?’ He pulled his head back and his eyes were searching, a fire in them.

			I swallowed. ‘I just freaked out a bit. I’m sorry.’

			‘Did something happen with Felix?’

			‘Uh …’

			‘What did he say, Mary?’ Abel had brought his hand from the cable to my chin to keep my eyes on his, but his body still pressed me against the wall. I couldn’t fall. I knew I couldn’t fall. Even with my legs barely doing their job of keeping me standing.

			‘He just said to be careful.’ I swallowed. ‘With you. I’m sorry.’ I felt so pathetic. Felix was right. I couldn’t do this kind of thing. What was I even doing out here?

			Abel’s eyes turned furious. ‘With me?’

			‘He said I was being inappropriate.’

			‘You’re being inappropriate?’ 

			‘I’m sorry. I hope it doesn’t seem like—’ I couldn’t even say the words. It was too humiliating. Abel must feel disgusted by my behaviour – it must be so obvious I was attracted to him. ‘I’m not being myself. I’m just … all over the place at the moment.’

			I watched his jaw work, the muscles flickering on the sharp angle. He pressed his body tighter to mine and it was like a security blanket, firm and comforting, strong and reliable. 

			‘Do you want me to take you down?’ His voice was low and steady.

			‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘I don’t want to make a scene. I just need a second. I can do it.’

			He nodded, then said, ‘Mary. Felix has no business with you, your life, or your choices. He doesn’t know what’s best for you. Or want what’s best for you. He has completely inhibited you. He is a weak man who finds strength in making you feel small.’ He pulled his head back to meet my eyes again – fierce, strong, believable. ‘You are an amazing woman and you are doing all that is required of you on this course. Okay? I’m the one who’s started anything that could be classed as inappropriate.’ He gave a small smile as he tucked the loose hair behind my ear. ‘I’m the one who started with the sugarplum thing. Which you are, by the way. An absolutely gorgeous sugarplum. And a brave one.’

			I felt something unfurl in my chest, the fear and the humiliation somehow loosening their grip and warmth flowing in their place. In some improbable way, a smile had formed in me and worked its way to my mouth.

			‘Hey.’ His smile seemed to grow as he saw the tension leave me. He touched my cheek, right at the corner of where my mouth had lifted. ‘Hey.’ His voice was soft and kind. ‘There’s my brave sugarplum.’

			My body seemed to melt into his. He was lovely beyond belief. It drew a new ache inside me that wasn’t about fear or humiliation, but something closer to gratitude and yearning.

			He took a breath. ‘Will I take you up or down? It’s absolutely your call. Whichever you choose is completely fine.’

			‘Up.’

			He smiled, a proud and unrestrained smile. ‘Great.’ He turned and called down to the huddle back at ground level: ‘I’ll be down in five!’

			A few thumbs-ups acknowledged his message and then we were moving, steadily, methodically. My hands were finding the way to function again, Abel at my heel, talking me through, giving me words of encouragement, calm and positive and reassuring. And in no time, we’d completed the climb and were up the top, safely on another platform. 

			Lilly looked concerned. ‘Are you okay?’

			I nodded.

			‘She’s fine,’ Abel said. ‘It’s not particularly helpful when someone pisses you off and fucks with your nerve midway through trying to do your job. But we got there.’ He shot a disdainful glare at Felix. ‘Dylan, Lilly, I’m sure you can help keep Mary out of this arsehole’s way until the rest of us get up here?’ 

			‘Absolutely.’ Lilly looked darkly at Felix while Dylan appeared mildly perplexed but nonetheless unbothered, as he nodded.

			I had to smile at the way Felix seemed to slink in the corner. He was clearly outnumbered by people who were on my team and the feeling was extremely gratifying.

			Lilly and Dylan were wonderful. While we waited, they shared stories of their own mishaps and terrifying moments in the wilderness. I expected they were using a considerable amount of artistic licence to make me feel that I wasn’t the only one who freaked out in these situations, but regardless, it was very comforting and made me overwhelmingly grateful for their company. Maybe I’d had it all wrong. Maybe most people were quite wonderful once you got to know them, and maybe letting people in wasn’t as scary as it had always seemed.

			By the time Abel had returned with the second group, I was feeling a lot stronger and had managed to push Felix’s unnerving comments into the back of my brain. 

			It took another hour or two before we were finally back at the bottom. During which time Lilly got hypothermia and needed warming with a cup of tea; Dylan sustained a femoral fracture that needed splinting; and Felix got kicked in the face and fell down the slope and no one caught him. Okay, that only happened in my brain. In the scenario, he just got frostbite on his feet and couldn’t walk. I hoped he really did get frostbite one day. On his dick. And that his balls fell off.

			My role was to start dry retching from my acute mountain sickness, then become short of breath as I developed my pulmonary oedema. The group had obviously been listening to my talk earlier that day, because they were quite speedy in suggesting the correct treatments. My recovery was dramatic but, even so, I needed to be supported on the descent and I found it surprisingly comforting to be taken down the mountain by two of my colleagues. Abel kept close by and while he wasn’t directly clipping me on and off, his attention held me safely every bit of the way.

			Finally, my feet were back on the gravel at the bottom. 

			A wave of relief crashed over me as I listened to the excited chatter. The vibe was good, almost ecstatic, as though we really had successfully been in a mountaineering adventure. It must have been after seven p.m., the sun gone and the sky black and dotted with stars. The wind had eased over the last half an hour and the night was calm and gentle.

			Abel reached me and wrapped his arms around me. ‘Smashed it, sugarplum,’ he murmured in my ear. I could hear him smiling. He pulled back and rubbed my arms. ‘Warm enough?’

			I smiled back. ‘Yeah.’

			‘Good. All right,’ he called to the group, ‘everyone ready to get back to the lodge?’

			The question seemed almost anticlimactic after the rush of what we’d just done. There was a hesitation.

			‘Dylan, didn’t you say it was tradition to do a swim after the mountaineering scenario?’ Lilly said.

			There was a ripple of laughter and enthusiasm.

			‘Has been done before,’ Dylan affirmed.

			‘Let’s have a swim!’ Jimmy was already taking his top off.

			I smiled as I watched with detached amusement. People were predicting how freezing it would feel, or how awesome. I wasn’t a person who did crazy things like jump into freezing cold water in the dark.

			Nonetheless, I followed the group down the rocky path to the pebbled beach. It was only twenty metres or so but when the path opened out, the stretch of river was magnificent. A sweeping bend in the bank had put the concrete of the dam wall out of view and we were surrounded only by nature, a virgin jungle of trees and moss, river-washed rocks and a slippery, silky blackness that glimmered in the dark, gurgling as it travelled into the distance. Through the trees, the half moon lit the scene in soft, silvery strips.

			Abel had found a spot to sit on the rocks while the others worked out what they would – or wouldn’t – wear, what they’d dry themselves with, who was game, who wasn’t.

			I sat beside him, feeling his warmth even through the thickness of our jackets.

			‘You’re not going?’ he asked.

			I snorted. ‘What do you think?’

			His face was soft and glimmering in the moonlight. ‘I think you can do whatever you want to do.’

			‘Well, I can firmly say I don’t want to get in the freezing cold water,’ I said with a laugh.

			‘Great. Don’t do it then.’ 

			It was like he was calling my bluff. Unspoken in his smile, a tease; something knowing.

			‘What?’ I finally said as I heard the brave bracing of my colleagues inching towards the water.

			‘Nothing.’ He smiled back, just this side of smug. ‘I just think that you do.’

			Okay. Maybe there was a part of me that wondered what it would feel like to be a person that did something a bit crazy. That wondered if people were telling the truth when they said that cold water felt amazing. Damn him. Sometimes it felt as if he knew me better than I knew myself.

			I did a mental scan of what underwear I had on. Navy blue, not boring by any standard, but my bra covered my nipples and my undies covered at least a third of my butt. The lingerie lady would have called them cheeky briefs rather than a G-string. Passable for a semi-dark swim.

			And then I was imagining standing in my bra and underpants in front of Abel and walking towards the water. And from somewhere deep in me came an impulse that was stronger than all the other reasons I wanted to go for a swim. Yes, I wanted to be brave, audacious even. But I wanted Abel to see me being brave, because he gave that to me – he gave me bravery like a gift I’d never had.

			So, while the others were absorbed in shrieks of cold splashes of water, I stood and Abel watched me as I unzipped my jacket. And pulled off my thermal top. And slipped down my leggings.

			Abel watched me.

			And as I walked towards the inky river, I felt his eyes searing my skin, hot against cold, fire against ice.

			When my feet sank into the freezing cold pebbles and the water licked my ankles, I turned to him and my belly seemed to fill with something dangerous and bold. His eyes stayed on me, raw and hungry, as though no one else was there.

			I took another step and I lowered myself in, deeper and deeper, the unknown terrifying and exhilarating, and I didn’t know where I was going.

			But I wanted to go there.

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			‘Mary, you fucking legend! How amazing was that?’ Jimmy yelled as I was gasping for air. 

			Freezing. Freezing.

			‘Holy—’ I couldn’t speak. ‘Shit!’

			I took a stroke through the water and clambered back to the rocks, the whole adventure having lasted less than five seconds. Around me was laughter and screaming and splashes and people scrambling for clothes.

			I stepped, gasping and dripping and shaking, back towards Abel, who was grinning at me.

			‘Jesus Christ!’ I reached for my clothes. ‘How do I get dry? Fuck, I didn’t think this through!’

			‘I know.’ He was laughing like the whole thing was utterly delightful. ‘It’s so beautiful.’

			‘Shut up!’ I was laughing too. Scrambling. I tried to dry the water off my legs with my tights but they didn’t absorb any. ‘Ugh! This doesn’t work!’ Around me, I could see others doing the same sort of thing.

			I heard his low-bellied chuckle.

			‘Enjoying this, are you?’ I asked between unsuccessful swipes at my skin.

			‘Immeasurably,’ he said, resting back on his hands and looking up at me.

			‘What am I supposed to do now?’ I hissed. This was why I didn’t do spontaneous things like jump into winter river water in the dark.

			‘Just keep standing there in your underwear having a tantrum,’ he said. ‘It’s the cutest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.’

			‘You are so unhelpful!’ I used my hands to try to flick the water off my body and onto his face. His gorgeous, smiling face. He seemed completely unfazed, just continued staring at me like I was award-winningly entertaining.

			‘I blame you for this, Abel,’ I growled, hopping on one leg while trying to get my sticky body into the tight leggings. ‘Next time you’re not watching, I’ll push your whole giant man-self straight into that river.’

			The leg just wouldn’t go in. I was like a crazy woman trying to reclothe myself. And I was losing balance. I steadied myself on his shoulder.

			‘Need a hand there?’ He was outright laughing at me now.

			‘No, Abel.’

			‘Really?’

			I’d regained my balance and was now trying to get leg number two into the leggings. This was so goddamn ridiculous. Was anyone else having this much trouble?

			‘Is it rude if I watch?’ He didn’t look like he was going to stop watching, even if I said it was.

			‘You’re enjoying this a lot, aren’t you?’

			‘It’s the best thing that’s happened all day. All year, maybe.’

			Finally, my pants were on and I was using all my physical skills to drag them up my legs so that my butt wasn’t quite so outrageously exposed.

			‘Where’s my top?’ I couldn’t see the rest of my clothes anywhere. I was standing in front of Abel Sutherland in running tights and a bra. A non-boring bra. A bra that had lace along the edge and was thin enough that my very cold nipples were standing to attention like fucking soldiers.

			And Abel was just leaning back on his hands and enjoying the entertainment.

			‘No idea.’

			‘Abel,’ I scolded, much to his delight. He seemed to enjoy seeing me pissed off.

			‘I didn’t take it!’ His laugh sounded a little high-pitched after I poked his thigh with my toe. ‘I’d love to take your clothes away, honestly, but I didn’t think it was appropriate. For now.’

			It was just as well everyone else was making too much of their own noise to hear our conversation.

			Finally, I spotted my top hiding in the shadow of a rock and pulled it clumsily over my head. Then I fed my cold hands into my jacket and pulled it tight across my chest. ‘Oh my God, that was so stupid,’ I puffed.

			‘Did it feel good?’ 

			‘What? Standing in my underwear, freezing cold, while you laughed at me? No.’

			‘Shame. I enjoyed it all so very much. What about the water?’

			I’d almost forgotten the water. ‘Yeah. Okay, the water felt amazing. And awful. Amazingly awful.’

			I hugged my knees to my chest and sat beside him. ‘Why didn’t you go in, Mr Adventure Man?’

			‘I thought I’d have more fun watching you,’ he said.

			‘Oh. And did you?’

			‘Best ever.’ He reached his arm around me and pulled me tight to his side. 

			And even with my wet underpants soaking me from the inside out, my hair cold and dripping on my neck, my feet dirty and sticky in my shoes – it felt amazing.

			I felt amazing.

			When it was finally my turn in the shower, I was so excited by the anticipation of hot water on my body, I was practically rejoicing. When the water started running lukewarm, I thought it was about to get properly hot, so I got my whole body under the shower head. But then the fleeting warmth disappeared and it got colder. And colder. And colder. I yelped as the temperature plummeted to the realm of the river water.

			Shit – the hot water had run out completely. This was a disaster. I turned the tap off and shivered as I towelled the drops off my skin. Thank God for a towel but – Jesus. I needed warmth and my body seemed no longer capable of making its own.

			When I got back to the cabin, Abel was already in his bed, lying on his front, hunched up on his forearms. He had the brown notebook in front of him but closed it before I caught a glimpse of its contents.

			I’d changed into my pyjamas but was still shivering.

			‘You look cold,’ he said with a frown. ‘Mary, your lips are blue.’

			‘N-n-no hot water,’ I said through chattering teeth.

			‘No hot water?’

			‘M-m-must have b-b-been used up b-by everyone else.’ I pulled back my blankets and hopped between the sheets, squeezing my hands between my legs and trying to create warmth. Where did warmth come from anyway? What was warmth? Could I create it? Apparently not.

			Abel was still frowning at me. ‘Are you okay?’

			‘I’ll b-b-be f-f-fine.’ I shuddered again and tried to bury myself deeper into the covers.

			The swim had been a terrible idea. What was I thinking? Middle of winter, freezing cold water – literally, it must have been less than five degrees – night time, all to end up with damp clothes over wet underwear. A spectacularly stupid idea.

			‘Come here.’ 

			‘Hmm?’ I could hear him, but I couldn’t see him: my head was almost entirely under the blanket, my hair cold and making my pillow wet. Awful.

			‘Come here,’ he repeated. 

			I inched the covers down a fraction so my eyes peered above. He was beckoning me into his bed. My brain scrambled to make sense of the situation, but I wasn’t thinking very clearly at all. My frontal lobe functions seemed to be switching off entirely and I was consumed by sensation. Awful sensation. Freezing sensation. Must. Get. Warm. And he did look warm over there. All pink-cheeked and soft in his thermal top. I could almost feel the heat emanating from him all the way across the room.

			Before my executive thoughts could tell me all the reasons why hopping into Abel Sutherland’s bed was not a good idea, my primitive self had made other plans and I was pulling back my covers and crossing the gap between our two tiny beds.

			He lifted his blanket and swept me in with one pull of his arm and suddenly I was in a cocoon of warmth: amazing, otherworldly, delicious. It was heaven. Enough to write poetry about.

			I groaned. An involuntary sound of absolute pleasure. 

			I felt the rumble of his chuckle. 

			‘Better?’ 

			His voice was right in my ear, close enough that I could feel the tickle of his breath.

			‘Mmm, like a dream I could never come up with,’ I muttered. 

			His arm was wrapped around my middle, pulling my spine against his front. I could feel the heat of his body through his thermal top, hotter where his hand rested on my belly. I was still operating on pure instinct, pure sensation, as I wriggled deeper into him. My hips found the sweet firmness of his. And, as if in response, he pulled me closer and deeper into him until it seemed we were millimetres from melting right into one another.

			I couldn’t ever remember feeling so utterly held and cared for. Even with Felix, cuddles had been different, an invariable prelude to sex. And after sex, he’d roll away and so would I. He always told me I tossed and turned too much for him to be able to fall asleep. I was always more comfortable without the tangle of limbs anyway.

			But right now felt entirely different. Abel’s body found all the right places. His left arm cradled my neck like a soft, muscly pillow while his right arm pulled me close and tight, his hand fanned across the skin of my exposed belly – big, warm, delicious. His legs twined with mine in some way that I couldn’t even describe, but felt like it was the configuration that our legs had been solely designed for.

			I couldn’t think of anything else, so intoxicating was the sensation.

			‘You feel so nice,’ I murmured. Thought to speech. Zero filter. Zero pre- or post-reflection.

			‘Good.’

			His arms squeezed me tighter and I let myself take a lungful of him. I recognised his smell now and it spoke directly to my brain, saying: masculine, trustworthy, comforting, gorgeous. Heady and indulgent.

			And as I warmed up, my survival instincts shifted, so a different part of my primitive brain was being activated, the one that was responding in a very visceral way to the feeling of his hand on my stomach. His hand was broad enough to almost span my whole front and it seemed to melt the organs beneath. Slowly, all my focus was drawn to that hand and the corresponding experience low in my belly, charging into my groin – my groin, which was pushed against him.

			Abel.

			Gorgeous, wonderful Abel.

			I wriggled deeper into the resistance behind me and I found pressure. Pressure that felt shocking and heady and full of fire. I barely caught a whimper escaping my throat.

			‘You okay?’ he whispered in my ear.

			‘Mmm-hmm.’ I couldn’t speak for fear I’d give away the shameful way my body was behaving.

			‘Sorry,’ he said, almost bashfully. ‘Ignore that.’

			I had no clue what was going on. Or where we were heading. But I was hot. Dripping. I could feel a swollen wetness spreading in my underwear that I had no idea how to ignore. Is that what he’d meant? Ignore that? How did he even know? Was it so obvious?

			I could feel that I was in a pivotal moment. Something huge was almost happening. (Was it happening?) And my brain was catching up, ready to call me out and pull me by the shoulders and yell, What the hell do you think you’re doing?

			As if sensing something shifting inside me, Abel turned me, his body communicating with mine to roll over and into him so our limbs found a new resting place: my leg draped over his, my arm spread over his chest, my head in the hollow below his shoulder.

			‘You’re okay, Mary,’ he murmured into my hair and I found I could breathe again. And almost ignore the way my body thrummed against his thigh where it pressed into my now wet underwear.

			‘I’m sorry, Abel.’

			‘Sshh,’ he said, with a kiss against my head. ‘I want you here.’

			‘But I don’t want to …’ I didn’t even know how I was planning to finish the sentence, but he didn’t let me anyway.

			‘I’m just warming you up. It’s no big deal. Are you warmer now?’

			I nodded into him. Maybe that meant I should go back to my bed. My cold, lonely bed.

			‘Do you want me to leave you alone? It’s late.’

			‘You’re going nowhere.’ He pulled me closer, his tone gently assertive. ‘I’m just keeping you warm. Remember your talk on hypothermia? In the absence of the emergency department equipment, I’m your Bair Hugger.’

			I smiled. A Bair Hugger was a piece of medical equipment used to prevent and treat hypothermia. ‘My Bair Hugger.’

			I let my arm circle right round the broadness of his chest. He was huge, desperately squeezable. How had I possibly come to end up here, with my head against Abel Sutherland’s perfect chest? I really needed to stop thinking about the sexual potential of this moment. How very easy it would be to take my tank top off and see how he responded to my bare chest against him …

			This was the last night. Who knows where or when we’d see each other again … And if we did, would it be so bad?

			‘Abel …’ 

			‘Mmm?’ 

			The sound was more sensation than noise. Low and visceral. I was on the cusp of something. I was thinking about his hand resting on my hip bone. Of how it would feel if it inched beneath the elastic of my pyjama bottoms, down the soft fabric of my underpants to where the lace edge gave way to the flesh of my butt, until his fingers found the wetness right at my centre and slipped beneath the fabric to where I was hot and swollen. How it would feel if he pulled me astride him. My breathing had quickened. 

			People would do that. People who weren’t me. People who didn’t think things through. And I currently wasn’t thinking much through at all. 

			Until the image of the girl in the photo on Abel’s phone flashed in my brain and squashed my erotic fantasies.

			I shifted, rolling out of his arm so our legs disentangled, and lay on my back beside him, his arm a pillow beneath my neck.

			‘Abel?’

			‘Yeah?’ 

			I felt him turn to me and if I turned to face him, I was almost certain I’d kiss him and pull his hands onto my body and plead with him until he took me right then and there. So I kept my eyes straight ahead.

			‘Can you read to me? Your book? Can you read it to me?’ My voice was croaky, my throat dry, my heart hammering.

			‘Sure.’ He sounded surprised. By the fact that I was interested in his book? Or by the fact that my intentions had done a full flip in the space of a second? Was he feeling the emotional whiplash that I was? Did he know the filthy contents of my thoughts? He masked it well if he did.

			‘It’s under the bed,’ he said and I twisted to grab it, the cold air on the skin out of the covers a good thing. Refreshing. Grounding.

			‘You do like it, hey?’ He was teasing again, but I had no capacity for teasing. No capacity for anything at all but the life-saving distraction of listening to the story.

			His voice rumbled gently through his chest and into my ear. Like this, hearing was a whole-body experience; when the sound vibrated through air and through flesh and bones all at once. It was magnificent.

			But I used my skills in discipline to listen to the content of the words, travelling to Greece, to a world that was warm, where a shepherd watched over a small village, and a young, beautiful woman was awed by the strength of a giant.

			The story drifted around me with Abel’s voice, and his breath and his scent and my body settled into a deep relaxation until sleep seemed close, my brainwaves starting to form synchronous waves of calmness.

			‘Abel?’ I whispered, already half gone.

			‘Mmm?’

			‘Do you have a girlfriend?’

			He would be frowning. I could almost see his frown. And smiling. A frown-smile. ‘Not at the moment.’

			That was enough. Maybe Tessie was his dream girl. His life’s goal. But if she wasn’t his girlfriend right now, that was enough. I could rest knowing that, by lying in his bed, I hadn’t wronged her. 

			I’d keep my shit together from here on.

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			It was the first day Abel wasn’t out of bed before me. And the first day I didn’t wake to the disorientation of not knowing quite where I was.

			I felt him before I even opened my eyes. I was on my side, his body behind mine, the angles of our knees and hips matching, his hand on my belly. I’d slept here all night. All night.

			I knew something would be gone forever as soon as I got up. Probably for the best, because my ability to control my body and its behaviour was diminishing with each passing hour in Abel’s company. Even so, something held me there, not wanting to move or break the moment.

			I stored the feeling in my experiences of goodness. This was what goodness felt like. One day, I should find more of it and work out a way of keeping it in my life.

			As though sensing my wakefulness, his body shifted. I could almost feel the blood coursing through him, the air sucking into his lungs, the way it made him adjust his joints and stretch his toes. A sleepy groan from deep in his chest followed by a protective sort of clenching in on me. Pulling my body closer to him, his face nuzzling my neck.

			He must be asleep. He must be dreaming about someone else. Should I burst the bubble before he starts murmuring someone else’s name? Except it was so good. The way he was moving his hips against me. The way his bristles scratched my neck and his breath tickled my jaw. God.

			His phone started buzzing gently on the top of the bed post, accompanied by the gentlest tinkling noise that I assumed was his alarm.

			‘Shit!’ He grabbed the phone and sat up. 

			He looked down at me still lying there in his bed and I flushed. Was he appalled that I was there? But his face just shifted into a pleasantly surprised smile. 

			‘Hello.’

			‘Hello.’ I gave an apologetic wince.

			‘You slept here all night,’ he said, almost amused.

			‘I’m sorry.’

			‘It’s perfect.’ He touched my hair like I should stay there and pulled his covers back on the other side, shifting to the end of the bed, where he pulled his trousers on. He’d had only his underpants and a thermal top on. 

			I was still grasping the impossibility of the fact I’d slept the night beside him, barely clothed, when he continued: ‘Slept through the alarm. Twice. You take your time. I’ll go get some things ready.’

			He left the room and I lay there, my mind scrambling to catch up. I felt all over the place.

			Today would be the last day. Then back to reality. Back to Vivian’s ‘Granny Flat’. The emergency department. Mum and Ebony. It was almost too much to comprehend. All the complexities of normal life. Just the thought was … exhausting.

			It felt as though normality was already starting to reach me and the trance I’d been in was breaking. The reality of having shared such intimate conversations and moments with Abel seemed increasingly shocking, and I practically avoided him for the rest of the morning.

			Our last activity was a sort of navigation exercise using compasses and maps to locate a number of points. But my mind was elsewhere, trying to make sense of the way I’d behaved over the last few days, why my body responded so much to Abel, how I’d let myself be so bold – so stupid, really. Had I actually contemplated making a move on him last night? I’d been tempted. Extremely tempted. Was I completely insane? This was someone I would probably work with again. Would he tell everyone at work that Mary Roberts was a complete floozy and prone to jumping into bed with her colleagues?

			The whole thing was mortifying.

			When my group found the last of the points in the navigation exercise it was time to pack our gear. I dallied, busying myself with rearranging the tables in the tutorial room until I was sure I’d allowed enough time for Abel to clear his stuff out so we wouldn’t cross paths in our cabin. Finally, when I felt I couldn’t stall any longer, I reluctantly went to pack.

			The room sounded empty from the outside and when I opened the door, Abel wasn’t there – but he wasn’t packed either. Which meant I needed to be very speedy to prevent another moment in this dangerous cabin with this stupidly gorgeous man.

			As though the world was secretly making a joke of me, I’d just started stuffing my few belongings in my bag when the door swung open and in walked the giant man-hunk himself. I tried not to groan as I carried on packing my clothes. I didn’t even make eye contact. I was being rude but I couldn’t help it. I just felt like a total idiot and I needed this all to come to an end.

			I could feel his eyes on me and could almost see the slightly amused lift of his eyebrows. But looking at him would be a mistake – an unravelling – so I just carried on with my packing and stuffing.

			My wet underwear from last night’s swim was hanging on the curtain rail. A cruel reminder of my completely uncharacteristic behaviour.

			‘Ugh,’ I grunted, pulling them down. 

			‘Everything okay?’ he asked, that disturbingly beautiful tease audible in his voice.

			‘Fine,’ I said without letting myself meet his eye. I was being awful. Abel had been nothing but kind, and I was being rude as hell. But what else was I supposed to do? Carry on salivating over the man and thinking improper thoughts? Not an option.

			It almost hurt when I finally pulled my bag onto my back, ready to walk through the door. That room had been like heaven for the last four nights. That room where he’d read to me and held me and tickled me and listened to my pathetic little life story. I wished I was big enough a person to acknowledge his kindness, thank him for saving this trip. Thank him for being the most beautiful man I’d ever come across.

			So, when his hand gripped mine just before I walked through the door, I was almost relieved. It wasn’t quite over yet.

			‘Are you okay?’ His eyes were all concern, all tenderness. 

			That made me scowl even more. ‘Why are you so nice?’ I demanded before I could stop myself. Filterless Mary.

			‘Excuse me?’ He looked taken aback, perhaps because my tone and my question didn’t match.

			‘Why are you so nice to me?’ I repeated, angrier this time.

			‘I … I …’

			‘Helping me. And reading to me. And making me feel brave. Why?’ 

			‘Because … because I’m a normal person? Who has a normal level of care for other people?’

			‘What is that supposed to mean?’

			Now he was the one frowning. ‘Why wouldn’t I be nice to you?’

			‘Because it’s … very, very confusing for me, Abel.’ I felt like a two-year-old having a tantrum. Where was I going with this? What was I even hoping to achieve?

			‘Confusing?

			‘Yes.’

			‘Right.’

			‘Right.’

			‘So, you’d rather I wasn’t nice to you.’

			‘It would make things a lot more straightforward, yes.’

			‘Right.’ He was chewing the inside of his mouth and looking at the ground, nodding slowly to himself. ‘Because you’re busy getting over Felix.’

			‘What?’ 

			‘You want me to give you some space.’

			‘I don’t know. Yes. Maybe.’ What was I even saying? There was no part of me that wanted Abel to give me space.

			He nodded again and I felt awful. Scared. I’d been trying to let him off the hook, but somehow I felt as though I’d done something terrible. This was so fucking confusing. 

			‘I was just trying to be a friend, Mary.’

			It was like I’d been kicked. He was being a friend? While I was picturing him doing dirty, pornographic things to me? And now he thought I was telling him to back off, like some ungrateful bitch. This was so screwed up. 

			‘Is this … is this how you usually act around your friends?’ Before I could stop myself, I’d gestured to his bed and last night’s scene flashed through my brain, making me flush with embarrassment. Filterless Mary out again.

			I saw something give on his face. Poor man. I’d made him so dreadfully uncomfortable.

			‘Okay.’ He nodded. ‘I’m sorry if I got carried away.’

			‘You got carried away?’

			‘I’d meant just to help turn your lips from blue to pink again.’

			Now I was thinking of my mouth, and my teeth scraped involuntarily over my lower lip. His eyes landed right where I’d bit, before looking out the window to the trees swaying. 

			‘And I didn’t mean to spend the whole night in your bed.’ I studied the opposite wall.

			‘It’s fine. I didn’t mind.’

			Suddenly, my anger evaporated. It had been little more than a pretence anyway. A mask on what was really going on. I slumped onto my made-up bed. Maybe a minute passed.

			‘I think I meant to say thank you.’ My voice was quiet. A little shameful, but finally honest.

			‘Thank you?’ He’d sat down on his bed too, our knees just touching.

			I shrugged. ‘For … being so nice.’ Wow. I was really making a mess of this. ‘I’ve not felt myself these last few days and I’ve been a total idiot in front of you but you’ve been really … nice.’

			I finally looked up and met his eye.

			‘Nice.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I’m a nice man.’ He said it almost like it was an insult.

			‘Very nice.’

			‘Nice’ felt like the only thing I could say out loud, but it was such a vanilla way to describe this everything man that the irony was laughable. ‘Strong’, ‘sexy’, ‘masculine’, ‘orgasm-worthy’ and the other obscene adjectives I could use to describe him probably shouldn’t be spoken. At least that much of my filter was still functional.

			‘Well. Good. I’m glad you find me nice.’ His eyes teased. A smile tugged at his lips. ‘Though if you think I’m being nice out of some sense of duty, then I’m afraid I’ll have to disappoint you, Mary. Perhaps I’m not that nice after all.’

			I couldn’t even remember what the word meant anymore. It was like when Ebony and I were kids and we would chant something over and over until we were in hysterics at how stupid the word sounded. How it became random vowels and consonants. Weird and meaningless.

			Nice. Nice. Nice. Nyce. Nais. Niys. 

			I locked eyes with him. This wasn’t part of the plan, I heard myself whining inside. Why couldn’t I just have packed the bag, walked out and carried on being cross as I’d intended?

			‘And while we’re on the topic of descriptors,’ he continued. ‘If I was looking to summarise my experience of the last few days, or all the words that best describe the qualities of you, Mary Roberts, I can assure you that “nice” would get trumped by a considerable number of other things. And while I could spend all day perfecting those descriptors—’ His eyes traced over me, audacious and undisguised, neck to chest to waist and back, and I was left feeling like the heater had just fanned across my body. ‘—we do have a bus to pack.’

			He stood and grabbed the last of his belongings, hoisted his bag on a shoulder and held the door open for me. ‘Shall we?’

			I followed him, considerably more confused than I ever had been before.

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			‘I’ll be in touch, hey?’ Lilly was saying as she squeezed me to her. ‘I’ll get sick of the west coast sooner or later and when I move here, I’ll be calling you.’ 

			‘Great.’ I smiled. I didn’t believe her. These sorts of activities bonded people over a very short window in a very specific situation – they rarely translated into relationships that actually continued in day-to-day normality. But even with my terrible social skills, I wasn’t going to outright say so. We were back at the TAFE carpark, where the whole thing had started a mere five days ago. It felt like weeks. I’d experienced a lifetime’s worth of emotions.

			When everyone had located their bags, Felix didn’t bother offering to stay and unload, just gave me a disdainful look and walked off with Morgan.

			Abel shook his head as we watched them go. ‘He really is fucking useless.’

			After a bunch of hugs and false promises of all the times we’d continue to catch up, the others departed and it was just Abel and me left. We loaded the crates back into the store room at the TAFE and I remembered the way I’d felt when we’d been loading up before the trip. How little I knew of this man. How grouchy I’d taken him to be. And how I would have laughed in the face of anyone who might have forecasted what would happen between us. Even though nothing had actually happened, just a handful of occasions of him being friendly that I’d probably never be able to forget for the rest of my fucking life.

			‘So,’ I said when we were finished and the bus was parked back in its usual spot. I didn’t know what to do with my hands. I rested them on my lower back in the waistband of my tights.

			‘So.’ He was leaning against a post, arms crossed nonchalantly over his chest, legs crossed at the ankles. If the photographer for Macpac walked past right now they’d start snapping. 

			‘Well.’ I didn’t know how we were supposed to farewell. A hug? No way. Too dangerous. ‘Thanks for … everything. I’ll see you round, I’m sure.’

			And then, I surprised both of us with an absolutely jaw-droppingly awkward choice of movements by offering to shake his hand. Before my arm was even fully extended, I realised my mistake.

			Abel threw his head back and gave a full bellied laugh. ‘A handshake?’

			I was already withdrawing my arm, shame enveloping me, but he’d grabbed my hand in his enormous one and was shaking it enthusiastically.

			‘Wow. Contrary Mary, you are absolutely one of a kind.’

			I tried to break his grip, but it was firm. And I was laughing too, even within my utter humiliation. ‘Shut up!’

			‘I cannot even remember the last time I’ve shaken hands with a colleague.’ 

			He was almost doubled over in enjoyment and kept on shaking my hand. And then, just as I imagined how sweet it would be if the ground opened up and swallowed me, he pulled me to him, his arms gathering me tight against his chest. I couldn’t have moved even if I’d wanted to.

			‘I’ll see you later, sugarplum,’ he murmured into my hair.

			When he let me go, I gave a small wave and turned on my heel.

			It was for the best. Now life could go back to its normal state. I could get on with my study and searching for a place to live and see how Mum and Ebony were going—

			‘Hey, Mary,’ Abel called before I was even out of the carpark.

			I turned.

			He was still leaning on the post, like he’d been watching me walking away for the last fifteen seconds. ‘Do you need a lift somewhere?’

			‘I’m fine, thanks.’ I waved again and kept walking, but I could feel his eyes nearly burning holes in my back.

			Another twenty metres and I heard the slap of his footsteps running on the concrete behind me.

			‘You have a car somewhere?’

			‘No. It’s not far. I’m happy walking.’

			He looked dubious. ‘You said you lived in West Hobart, right?’

			‘Uh-huh.’

			‘My car is literally right here. Why won’t you let me drive you home?’ 

			All the reasons flashed through my brain. Because I like you. Because you’re perfect. Because any longer in your gorgeous presence is going to fuck with me so bad I’ll probably do something stupid.

			‘Um …’

			He rolled his eyes and grabbed my arm, guiding me back into the carpark. ‘Come on. Don’t overthink it.’

			Okay, so I was getting a lift. He was right. It was no big deal.

			His car was tidy, but not clean. A silver Subaru with the telltale signs of gravel roads on its sides and the beach in its floor mats. It smelt like salt and moss and rivers – and Abel.

			I felt very conscious of how much I was in his space. The neutrality of the course was gone and I was sitting in his car, being driven by him. It felt all very intimate. All too soon. Again.

			‘You know, I really need a house-sitter, if you’re looking for somewhere to stay for a bit?’

			‘What?’ I said, unable to conceal how appalled I was by his suggestion.

			‘I’m away a lot. My cat needs feeding. If you wanted to stay somewhere, it’d help me out.’

			I just stared at the dashboard. How could he possibly think that was a wise idea? Did he have no clue how completely gone for him I was?

			‘Uh. No, thank you,’ I said robotically. I didn’t have it in me to think of a more gracious response.

			‘Sorry.’ He almost laughed. ‘Didn’t mean to shock you. Just thought maybe it would be a win-win for both of us.’

			I didn’t respond until, scrambling for a subject change, I said, ‘Where do you go?’

			‘Lots of places. Tomorrow, I go to the Grampians for a fortnight. Climbing trip. Next month, a retrieval locum in Vic and then New South Wales.’

			I grunted. Sounded tediously adventurous.

			The drive was short and soon we’d arrived at Vivian’s.

			‘Thank you. That was very nice of you,’ I said before I could consider my wording.

			He just raised an eyebrow teasingly. ‘Here,’ he said, getting out of the car. ‘Let me take your bag.’

			‘It’s really fine. It’s not heavy.’

			‘Okay. Let me walk you in. I want to see how bad this joint really is.’

			‘Trust me,’ I said wearily, ‘it would be better for all, especially me and my ego, if you didn’t witness my current housing situation.’

			He laughed but made no effort to leave, only gestured for me to lead the way.

			I sighed. We walked past the naked man fountain, past the bird baths, the wind chimes, the dogs and finally arrived at my tin shed. With someone else’s fresh eyes on the whole situation it struck me anew just how ludicrous it really was. My heart sank with embarrassment. Why had I agreed to him showing me to my door?

			‘Wow,’ he muttered. ‘You weren’t kidding about the wind chimes.’

			I just shot him a glare. ‘Please. Can you not make any more unhelpful observations.’ I stopped, my hand on the cold metal door knob. ‘Can we say goodbye now? You cannot possibly want to witness the inside of my room.’

			He was smiling now, a highly amused smile. ‘Oh, I think I really do, Mary.’

			‘You’re such a pain in the arse. You know that?’ But I didn’t have the energy to protest, nor any ongoing sense of what was appropriate or normal social conduct between friends or colleagues – or whatever the fuck we were right now.

			The door squeaked and I pulled it open.

			‘Wow.’ He kicked off his shoes and walked straight in. He did a spin, his smile unrestrained. ‘Amazing.’ He walked to the futon with its purple velvet throw and plonked himself right on it, feet resting atop the coffee table’s Turkish-style tablecloth, eyes continuing to take in his surrounds with utter delight. ‘This is fantastic.’

			I stood there, hands on my hips, glaring at him. ‘You’re finding this really fucking funny, aren’t you?’ A smile threatened at the corner of my mouth too, because it was funny. But I forced it down and tried to keep my features stern.

			‘Yes. Sorry. But it’s brilliant.’

			He pointed to a plastic tubing device that I’d stuffed in the corner but which had once taken pride of place on the coffee table. ‘And that is most definitely a bong. Yours?’

			‘Have you come in here just to humiliate me?’

			‘I’m empathising with you.’

			I glared some more.

			‘And also gathering supporting material for my suggestion that you should really come and house-sit for me while I’m away.’

			‘Fuck off.’ He was such trouble.

			The dogs barked for effect. Then a gust of wind set the wind chimes in motion. Abel just laughed. That deep, beautiful laugh that drove me crazy.

			‘One cat, Mary. Just imagine. One quiet, self-sufficient cat.’

			‘I’m not interested, Abel.’

			‘And double-glazed windows.’

			‘I’m fine here.’

			‘And a functioning kitchen.’ He looked around, taking in the bar fridge and the single gas burner. ‘Do you even have a sink?’

			‘It’s outside,’ I said through gritted teeth.

			‘Or a bathroom?’

			‘Abel,’ I warned. 

			His smile was broad and boyish as he patted the futon beside him. ‘Come sit with me. Let’s take in our surrounds.’

			With no clue what else I was going to do except stand there and glare at him, I conceded and sat myself on the couch beside him.

			‘You really have a thing for dream catchers, don’t you?’ He nodded towards the windows, where about twenty cobwebby dream catchers obscured the very little light that came into the room.

			I flicked at his thigh, because he was being so— 

			He grabbed me by my wrists and we began wrestling, and I don’t know if he did it or if I did, but I was on my knees, being pulled onto him until I was literally straddling him on the futon couch.

			Uh-oh.

			I stared down at him, my chest heaving, and I had to tell it to steady the hell up.

			‘Well. I think your “Granny Flat” has a certain charm,’ he said, but his voice had lost its jokey edge and his teasing eyes had darkened. His fingers loosened on my wrists and gently travelled to my hands, threading between mine.

			My heart thumped. ‘You’re a really distracting man, you know that?’

			‘Hmm?’ His murmur was half question, half grunt.

			‘I have an exam to study for.’

			‘Oh, yeah?’

			‘And a house to look for.’

			‘Okay.’ He swallowed and rested his head back on the couch, his eyes slightly glazed, like he wasn’t listening to a word I was saying.

			We both wanted it. I could feel that now. It was building, this tension between us. And I wasn’t the only one who felt it. It would be so easy.

			It could be right here, on the futon couch. 

			Abel was a man who could have any woman he wanted at any moment and I had no doubt he would be confident, proficient and sexy as hell.

			The moment stretched, like time had stopped. Like the world beyond us had ceased to exist. I saw the divide, where, in one version of my life, I brought the hands that were twisted in mine onto my hips and invited the next step. And the other version, where I collected myself and regained my focus on why I was here, what I needed to do: study; finish my training; go back to Mum and Ebony. I hadn’t even called to check they were okay since I’d been back in reception, and my belly twisted in a guilty way. 

			Even with my whole body and brain screaming, This man is perfection, I still couldn’t shift the doubt in my ability to make good choices. It was too soon. Who’s to say I wasn’t completely delusional and this would be another judgement error? I’d been so firm in my decision to break my attachment to Felix – break my addiction. Was I now swapping heroin for cocaine? All those thoughts scrambled for real estate in my brain, but the loudest impulses were much less sophisticated: I. Want. This. Man.

			‘Maybe you should go now,’ I whispered, barely audible, as tentative in volume as it felt in intention.

			‘Okay.’ His voice was equally unconvincing, his ability to communicate verbally with any level of sophistication diminishing with mine.

			I don’t know what possessed me, what gremlin inside me thought that it would be a good idea. But I just couldn’t resist the temptation to inch my hips in a tiny circle. Like some juvenile who couldn’t contain their urge to pop a bubble that was blown, perfect and shiny. 

			My movement was met with the sharp intake of Abel’s breath and a low growl that came from somewhere deep and hungry and brilliant inside him.

			‘Mary.’ A warning.

			I was nearly gone. He was nearly gone. In a moment, we would be past the point of no return.

			His gaze was so intense I felt as if I was burning under it, and that was more than I could take. I lowered my forehead to his, our noses meeting. I closed my eyes and just let myself feel him. Beneath me. Fingers in my fingers. Breath against my breath. I felt myself sigh into him as we twisted slightly so our faces found the grooves of one another, his mouth a whisker away from mine.

			‘Mary.’ The movement of his lips brought them in contact with mine. The heat was blooming in my groin, overwhelming me.

			‘Abel.’ My lips moved, just for the feel of him against them. 

			A brief uncertainty flickered inside my chest, questioning my judgement. I swallowed. ‘I don’t … trust myself right now, Abel. There’s a lot going on with my exam and …’ Even to my own ears, my argument sounded weak, lacking conviction.

			Neither of us moved. I tried to think about all the reasons this wasn’t a good idea. All the reasons I needed to get off the couch.

			‘Do you want me to let you focus?’ he managed, as though it took all the restraint in his body. His hands had found my hips without my needing to invite them and mine rested on his forearms. His hands squeezed, tight and strong, pulling me down, pressing me onto him, and I nearly threw my head back at the feeling, the growing hardness right where I ached for it. 

			‘You need me to let you focus?’ he repeated, raspy now.

			‘Yes.’ A croak. No, my body screamed. No. No. No. No!

			He exhaled. Closed his eyes for a moment and swallowed. ‘Okay.’

			And then, as if needing protection against the magnitude of it all, he gathered me to him. His arms twisted tight around me, face against my neck, and I hugged him back, because I didn’t know what else to do to sidestep this overwhelming eventuality.

			‘Mary, Mary, Mary,’ he whispered into me with an anguished sort of high-pitched laugh. ‘Your discipline is made of fucking steel.’

			I couldn’t say anything, but something giggled out of me too. Rich and shaky. Adrenaline fuelled.

			I don’t know how long we stayed there, arms around each other as though holding on until we rode out something huge and destabilising.

			‘Okay?’ he asked after a time.

			‘Yeah,’ I whispered back. ‘Nice. Really nice.’

			He gave my butt a pinch, not enough to hurt, but enough to make me startle and shift even tighter onto him. ‘Yeah. Really fucking nice, Mary.’

			He went back to holding me. Then, commandingly, he said, ‘Give me your number.’

			‘No.’

			‘Just so I can check up on you.’

			‘Bullshit.’

			‘I won’t use it inappropriately, I promise.’

			‘I don’t believe you.’

			‘Give me your phone then,’ he insisted.

			‘It’s in my pocket.’

			He reached into my jacket, wedged between our bodies, and pulled it out. His hand in my pocket set the skin beneath my clothes alight. 

			‘Unlock it,’ he demanded.

			I did. I’d have done anything at that point. A part of me wished he was demanding more. Demanding me to take my top off. Demanding me to unbutton his trousers. But he was too respectful for any of that. I’d put the stop sign up and he’d obeyed the signal immediately. Dammit.

			I let him take the phone from my hand and I don’t know what he did, but my belly rushed at the way he took control. God. How he’d take control. I could imagine it. It would be other-worldly. It would life-altering.

			When he’d finished with my phone, I heard the soft sound of it dropping on the couch beside us. Then his hand swept over my butt with a final squeeze that made me shiver. 

			‘I’m going now, before I can’t make gentlemanly concessions around focus.’ He shifted me back onto the couch and placed a kiss on my cheek. ‘Bye, sugarplum.’

			And then his shoes were on and he was out the door.

			And I was left sitting on my purple velvet futon like a goddamn sexually frustrated bonobo.

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			I had to run. Sports bra. Tights. Sneakers. Run. I needed to go far and hard and I needed not to think.

			I hit Ebony’s name in my favourites list and put in my ear buds and her phone was ringing before I’d even made it onto the street.

			‘Mair.’ Her voice was lively, as familiar and reassuring as a kitten hopping onto my lap. Her voice was also full of food. ‘Haw-wah you?’

			‘Good. What are you eating?’ Talk. Fill my brain with something. Anything. Anything that wasn’t Abel Sutherland.

			‘Weet-Bix.’

			Excellent. Here was a problem. A good diversion for my thoughts. ‘Weet-Bix? It’s like three p.m.’ I had no idea what time it was. Time had warped, bent over itself. Challenged all previous rules of the space-time continuum.

			‘It’s five actually. Dinner time.’

			‘Why are you eating Weet-Bix?’

			‘No food.’ I could literally hear the dripping of milk into the bowl. And someone fighting with someone else in the background. And the Kangaroo Beach theme song. Essentially, standard soundtrack of Ebony Life.

			‘No food?’ I panicked. Had something happened with my scheduled transfers? Was my account empty? Had the transfer bounced? I couldn’t ask explicitly because we didn’t talk about the fact that I supplemented her Centrelink income. I labelled it ‘Payback for Thermomix’ (a kitchen appliance that she’d bought second hand a few years ago for twenty dollars and I’d borrowed from her and never returned). I was counting on the fact that she didn’t check her bank account very often. And if she did, she probably wouldn’t notice the regularity of the transfers relating to the Thermomix.

			‘Well. There’s food. In the shops,’ she continued. ‘Just not in our fridge. And anyway, the kids don’t eat anything else except Weet-Bix, so I figure I’m simplifying it for everyone.’

			‘Ebony.’

			‘Less dishes. Less waste. Less cows killed.’ I heard the slop of another large mouthful. ‘How are you?’

			‘Don’t you know about iron? The kids need iron.’

			‘Sure, sure. I get iron in a bottle. Tip it in the Weet-Bix. Job done.’

			‘Ebony, honey. I really think—’

			‘Molly! Get off him!’

			I listened to the whine in the background. Molly saying it was Paddy’s fault and Paddy screaming that Liam wasn’t sharing the blanket. It was comforting and grounding to hear their chaos. Even if I was concerned about the lack of nutritional demands being met in their family.

			I kept running while a full crowd-control event happened on the other end of the phone.

			I wondered where Abel was and what he was doing. Would he go and do something death-defying to set his mind straight again? Climb the Organ Pipes or something? Or maybe this was a regular Friday afternoon for him. Maybe he’d just head home and cook himself the shark that he’d slayed the previous weekend before calling one of his many female acquaintances for a night of hot sex. He’d probably have a giant bed. With giant sheets. And his women would be supermodels in their day jobs and retrievalists on the side—

			‘Mary.’

			‘Sorry.’ Concentrate!

			‘Where are you? You’re running, I suppose?’

			‘Yes.’ Running from my brain. From my useless brain that kept going down obscene paths.

			‘How was your little thingy? Your camping trip?’

			‘Fine.’ That was the last thing I wanted to talk about. 

			‘Did you make out with anyone?’ This was a standard Ebony question. She was of the same type as Lilly: every life activity was an opportunity for sex. It was concerning how, on this occasion, the question was actually disastrously close to reality.

			‘Of course not. Have you guys been okay? Did you try to call?’

			‘We’re fine,’ she said dismissively. ‘Paddy. Off!’

			Another peacemaking round ensued. Poor Ebony.

			‘Sorry, what?’ she asked and I realised after a moment it was directed at me.

			‘You’ve been okay?’

			‘Yes!’ She sounded exasperated.

			‘And Mum?’

			‘I think so. I don’t know really.’ Dishes clunked, kids squabbled. ‘Mum is Mum. She’s doing a lot of watercolour painting, apparently. So that’s good, I suppose.’

			‘Right.’

			I wished I was like Ebony and could take Mum’s latest passion at face value, rejoice in her enjoyment of something. But for me, it only signified a crash to follow. This was typical. Relaxed Ebony. Anxious me.

			‘Anyway. I can’t wait for my trip. And the kids are going mental, they’re so excited. But I better go. Molly is threatening to eat Paddy’s— Molly! NO!’

			The line went dead. I wondered what Molly was about to eat. I couldn’t say the phone call had been particularly relaxing, but at least it had provided something for my brain to focus on, to worry about. Like the state of their nutrition. And how much screen time those kids had.

			And what was I going to do about Ebony’s goddamn trip that was less than two months away? At this point, all four of them would be staying with me in my awful little ‘Granny Flat’.

			I groaned.

			Calling Mum was next on my list, and despite the usual anxiety phoning her provoked, I was grateful for another distraction.

			‘Mary, sweetheart!’ 

			Ebony was right. Mum was in watercolour exuberance. Similar to the pottery high she’d had last year, which was followed by a particularly brutal fall. Mum had never been interested in seeing a psychiatrist to make any diagnosis, but I suspected she had some form of bipolar. Perhaps that’s why I found it hard to enjoy these times when she was thriving, because I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something almost manic going on. 

			‘How was your trip?’

			I filled her in on a few details, like the weather and the group. I never trusted myself to really open up to Mum. Our dynamic had been like that as long as I could remember. If I were to open myself up, I would only risk the experience of her not really being able to hear me, see me, help me. And on the very rare occasions that had happened, I was left feeling lost and alone. So instead I always held myself tightly, communicating with facts and events rather than sharing anything on a personal or emotional level.

			‘Do you know, Mary,’ she said after listening to a brief rundown of my trip, ‘it’s good you called. I’ve actually got a very lovely person here who you should say hello to.’

			‘Oh, yeah?’ I said robotically as my insides curdled. I knew exactly where this was headed. I knew exactly what her cutesy, affectionate tone meant and who the ‘very lovely person’ would be. Mum getting involved with someone during an elevated period was directly proportional to the magnitude of the low that would follow. It was never good news.

			I heard the phone line change as I was put on speaker. 

			‘Mary, say hi to Greg.’

			‘Hi, Greg.’

			My anger welled up inside me, and I felt as powerless as I had when I was seven years old and being introduced to her first disaster of a boyfriend after my father. I hated them. Before I even knew them, I hated all of them. Because they were all the same: not overtly abusive – they never hit, they didn’t yell, so Mum would deny how damaging they were and keep going back to the same sort time after time. But they were slimy, weak men, who fell for Mum’s exuberance in her good times and recognised her vulnerability just beneath the surface. They’d insidiously control her, diminish her. And after a whirlwind few months, where I’d try not to listen to the disgusting sounds of sex through the thin walls of our house, she’d be tossed aside and left dirty and worthless. It was as though she was seeking her own abuse. She was abused by men when she was dry and alcohol when she was single. 

			‘Greg and I met at a painting class.’

			‘Mum, I’ve actually got to go, sorry.’ I couldn’t listen to any more. The revulsion was enough to make me nauseous.

			‘Oh.’ 

			I could hear the disappointment in my mother’s voice, but I didn’t have the capacity to engage. I’d been there too many times, and the feelings of despair it ignited were too deep, too searing. 

			‘Well. I’m sure you’ll be able to catch up next time.’ 

			I heard the loudspeaker change as she said something to Greg. I could picture her. She’d have her makeup on and a pretty dress. A sparkle in her eye that should have looked beautiful, probably did look beautiful, but to me just felt scary, wild, dangerous.

			‘We’ll talk soon, then.’

			‘Mary.’ Mum’s voice was close now, and had an unexpectedly softer edge. As though, for a moment, a clear part of her brain was speaking. It made me slow my running to a walk so I could properly listen. Very occasionally, I got these glimpses of my mother, my real mother, and I almost held my breath in anticipation. ‘Your flowers,’ she said. ‘They’re coming out.’

			‘Really?’ I slowed almost to a stop. I could see the garden of my childhood home clearly in my mind. It would be a jumble now, after months of me not tending to it. But somehow the bulbs always broke through, casting bright colours in the coldest months.

			‘Yeah. I’ll send you a photo, okay?’ 

			I could hear the smile in her voice and I felt a rush of longing for a mother who knew me and saw me. 

			And then she was gone. 

			I was way behind schedule. But organising content and structuring learning was my strong point, so I spent the evening working on my study plan then began making actual progress. I found great comfort in clarifying my thoughts on the summaries I wrote, simple dot points outlining pathophysiology, epidemiology, clinical presentation, investigation and treatments. 

			By ten p.m., I had found a flow – ear buds in with music on, computer on my lap – and I was starting to think maybe it was all going to be okay. Maybe I’d get in my study groove and smash this exam. Maybe I’d find ways around the distractions of Vivian’s Doobie Cave. Maybe Mum would stop drinking and dating douche bags and I could move back home, have enough time and money to grow a properly good flower garden, and we’d all live happily ever after.

			I don’t know why I was looking at my phone at that moment. I wouldn’t have heard the message alert tone with the music playing through my headphones but I saw the screen light up and a name appear that had never been there before.

			Abel.

			He’d saved his name in my phone. My whole body responded.

			If I was really as disciplined as he’d said I was, I would have carried on with my study, not slipped up on the first distraction that presented itself. But alas, I was a mere human.

			Abel: It’s so true. I can’t help fixating on that very fact.

			I frowned. The message made no sense. Maybe he hadn’t meant to text me. Maybe he was texting someone else at ten p.m. and I’d just caught something mid-conversation.

			I swiped my phone to the message thread. That’s when I saw the message before it and my heart dropped right out of my body. A message from me. At four thirty that afternoon. That I had not written.

			Me: Abel, it’s me. Sexiest creature you’ll ever meet. Love Mary.

			I stared at it. He’d written that while I had been straddling him. The thought was enough to take the air out of my lungs, make me hot all over again in an instant. What even was that?

			Teasing. Of course it was.

			When I could finally lift my dumbfounded jaw from my keyboard, I realised I was smiling. Damn my smiling heart.

			I read his response again. And even the second time, even knowing exactly how outrageous and not worth taking seriously it was, it had the same effect on my organs, sending them briefly hollow and weightless.

			My fingers hovered over the screen. I couldn’t reply. Study. I needed to get back to the study. Focus.

			But – Disciplined Mary? She’d vacated the premises. Again.

			Before I could give further consideration to the consequences of engaging in the interaction, my finger was flying across the screen.

			Mary: You really are hell bent on being a big fucking distraction aren’t you?

			I watched those stupid dots dancing like they were hypnotic.

			Abel: : )

			Abel: Just wanting to know how you’re holding up with the wind chimes?

			Abel: Offer still stands.

			I rolled my eyes and snorted. He was unbelievable. 

			Me: It’s going really well here. The wind chimes and dream catchers are growing on me. 

			As if to punctuate my point, a dream catcher that had been hanging on the window fell and landed on top of the bar fridge. I wondered if that was good luck or bad luck, then surmised that, based on patterns of my life so far, it was almost certainly going to be bad luck.

			Abel: I don’t believe you.

			Me: Fine. Don’t believe me.

			Abel: I won’t.

			I shook my head. Wearying. Extremely wearying.

			I went back to my work on myxoedema coma. Blah, blah, blah, monitor end-tidal CO2. Blah, blah, consider atropine. Blah, may need vasopressors.

			Abel: How’s the study going?

			Me: IT WAS GOING A LOT BETTER FIVE MINUTES AGO.

			Abel: Ouch. No need to get all pissy.

			Abel: Though I do find it pretty cute when you get worked up. 

			I cursed my stupid mouth for finding that remotely worth smiling at.

			Me: I’m turning my phone off now, Abel. Goodnight.

			Abel: Goodnight, sugarplum. Best of luck with the bongs.

			Abel: And if you change your mind …

			I snorted.

			This man was going to be my undoing if I wasn’t careful. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			‘How did the course go?’ Cleo’s expression was guarded. Guilty. Like she knew what an absolute clusterfuck the whole thing had been. ‘I one hundred per cent didn’t know that Felix had swapped out with Lucy.’ 

			I sighed, letting the air puff my cheeks out. Where to start? She’d convinced me to come out to the pub and there was only so much time I could spend exercising and studying. On top of that, I liked her.

			‘Don’t worry about it.’ I surprised myself by almost laughing. ‘Felix just … made a total fool of himself. Made it a lot easier to get over him.’ I told her about his overt thing with Morgan and how little he did to actually help with the course.

			Cleo just shook her head. ‘What a dipshit.’

			I didn’t tell her about Abel, but I suspected she was one of those girls who would probably read something into my body language and guess what had gone on. Like Ebony. Like Lilly. Did all women only think about men and sex? It was starting to feel like that was all I was thinking about too …

			‘And, I forget, who was the retrievalist you were working with?’ she asked. 

			I tried to buy time by pretending I’d forgotten.

			‘Sutherland,’ she said, like it had just come to her. ‘Of course. Hot. Grumpy as fuck. Oh, well, that would have been challenging all round. Sorry.’ She gave another apologetic wince. 

			I didn’t want to linger on the subject of hot, grumpy Abel. ‘How was work? As action-packed as you’d hoped?’

			She gave me a knowing smile, her eyebrows dancing. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’

			‘Not really,’ I admitted. ‘But it felt conversational. I don’t really know what else to ask you about. Met any sleazebags at ballroom dancing?’

			She cackled. ‘You’re gold. Unfortunately, work was busy, and even unconscientious me couldn’t quite find an appropriate moment to disappear downstairs with Hot Locum. So sadly, not that much to report from the shifts themselves. Afterwards, on the other hand. Entirely different story.’

			‘Okay.’ I nodded. ‘Well. Congratulations.’

			‘Anyway.’ She flapped a hand and shrugged. ‘He’s gone now. Back October. More opportunities for inappropriate workplace relations to come.’

			‘Excellent.’

			It was near the end of my week off. I’d studied all day, every day, bar the time I needed to eat, clean and exercise, and I was happy with the progress I’d made. This evening was the first time I’d done anything beyond that simple cycle and it was nice.

			By the end of the night, Cleo had managed to convince me to catch up again next week. Why she possibly wanted to hang out with me I had no idea, but I was realising it was good to have connections with people. Not just in a practical way, but on an emotional level too. Cleo and the people I’d gotten to know on the course were making me feel that I was establishing a life without Felix, and I needed that. Even if my housing situation was still a total disaster, at least I had a friend.

			And the housing situation was a disaster. The noise-cancelling headphones I’d managed to buy were certainly a step forward but unfortunately I couldn’t wear them to sleep and the soundtrack of Vivian’s backyard was becoming my very own personal torture. 

			It was almost hard to believe that I’d actually fallen asleep to the sound of Abel reading to me four nights in a row, and that sleep had seen me through the first few nights of lying awake back in the ‘Granny Flat’. I’d been positively charged up with rest after the wilderness course. But now I was back to rock bottom.

			I’d scoured Gumtree rentals every bloody day. Multiple times per day. And realestate.com.au. And domain.com.au. And the goddamn newspaper even.

			But despite my best intentions and my best study plan, sleep deprivation was catching up with me and, as I sat there trying to work, the medical content was just swimming in my brain, grasping for holds but finding none, just drifting past like a train that wasn’t waiting for me.

			To his credit, Abel hadn’t contacted me again since that first night. Maybe he was doing his best to let me focus. Or maybe he’d exhausted his interest in the whole thing. He was probably in the Grampians with Tessie or whichever other hot, outdoorsy type was currently orbiting him. 

			But finally, in a moment of slightly hysterical inability to concentrate on my study, I ripped my noise-cancelling headphones off and threw them on the rug. My ears ached like I had spears in them. Overuse of ear plugs at night had given me ear infections and my canals throbbed with inflammation and infection like a final ‘fuck you’ to my efforts. With the headphones off, the ambient sounds dialled back up to 120 per cent. The dogs howled. The wind chimes laughed maliciously.

			I picked up my phone.

			Me: Hypothetically, what would be involved in the house-sitting?

			Obviously, there were ten million reasons why this was a diabolically bad idea.

			I was stupidly attracted to Abel.

			It was possible that I would do something really, really impulsive if I were to be in his presence again.

			It was also possible that I’d realise that not only was Abel an absolute Sex God, but the loveliest man in the world and I might end up far, far deeper in. 

			The whole situation was extremely complicated. 

			Heart-bruising. 

			And very distracting.

			But I was a practical person above all else. And right now, I had a housing situation that was clearly not sustainable, with no viable alternative, so an opportunity to house-sit for a short time was a practical solution.

			His response came two hours later, while I was lying in bed with aching ears, listening to the nauseating, excruciating soundtrack of Vivian’s backyard.

			Abel: Wind chimes going that well, hey?

			Abel: I’d call, but reception patchy. Address is 42 Cara St, Battery Point. Key is under the pot plant on the right-hand corner of the front veranda. I figured you’d need it. Make yourself at home. I’m back next Sunday …

			I didn’t let myself think about what the dot, dot, dot meant.

			In fact, I didn’t give his message any more thought at all. I just extricated myself from the shitty, saggy futon bed and packed my gear into my bags. Fifteen minutes later, I was standing outside, waiting for my Uber driver. I’d taken my perishables from the fridge. I’d left the place tidy. I flicked Vivian a text saying I’d be back in ten days. With any luck, I’d find somewhere more permanent during that time and could come back and do a proper clean and empty the ‘Granny Flat’, ready to move into my comfortable, quiet new home.

			I was practical, sensible Mary Roberts and, for now, I had made a practical, sensible decision.

			I knew instantly I was at the right house. Forty-two Cara Street had Abel Sutherland written all over it. White weatherboard with a tidy paint job. Double storey with genuine heritage lace trimming. Painfully desirable-looking. The stone steps to the front door dipped in the middle, tracing the thousands of feet that had trodden them in the last hundred and fifty or so years since this beautiful little home was built. 

			Only the roses out front showed any sign of neglect. I could see immediately they hadn’t been pruned in years, their dormant branches scraggly and unkempt. I had a full-bodied rush of yearning to get my hands on them and tidy them up, even in the dark with my bags hanging off my arms.

			But regardless of the dishevelled roses, Abel’s home was gorgeous. I loved it so much it hurt a little bit.

			The key was just where he said it would be and pushing the door open revealed a whoosh of homely air and a polished timber-floorboard hallway. It was like being met with a gust of Abel and it was so delicious it had me momentarily doubting the quality of my decision-making skills. Could I handle this? 

			But I was too tired for further consideration. I carried my bags inside and closed the door behind me. It closed with a soft thunk; no squeak, no rattle. The quiet was profound. I could barely hear the traffic anymore. No sirens. No wind. (Or wind chimes.) No dogs. Just the gentle hush and the faint hum of a fridge running somewhere. I felt the tension melt out of my body.

			I switched the light on and a warm yellow glow emanated from the elegant, understated overhead fitting. The house suggested a high-quality renovation had been done not so long ago. There was a lot of white and warm-toned timbers, and big windows tastefully arranged around a few key features that held the house’s history, like the stone fireplace and the heavy internal ceiling beams. It wasn’t big, but it felt at once spacious and cosy. When I came into the open plan living and kitchen area I could imagine the sun streaming in and I looked forward to coffee at the breakfast bar. But right now, I pulled the curtains closed, creating a perfect haven. It felt almost deliciously improper, the experience of seeing into Abel’s home and studying its every detail without him here. Knowing that this was just how he’d left it, assuming he would be the next one to see it, not me. There was something almost naked in that thought.

			I tested the armchair by the couch. Perfectly soft but sturdy. I felt the gentle strands of the woollen rug between my bare toes. I picked up the climbing magazine on the coffee table. I studied the book collection; novels I didn’t recognise, but which spoke to me of someone who read widely and intelligently. I looked in the pantry. He cooked. He liked Asian flavours, and Italian. He ate muesli and All-Bran. He had a fully stocked spice rack on the wall that was like an art piece.

			I felt like a psychopath, drinking in all the details of who this man was. 

			The benches were wiped, the sink was clean, the dishes stacked, but the coffee pot was still on the stove. I don’t know why, but I looked to see if it had been washed. And when I saw that the dregs of coffee still sat in the bottom, something warm stirred in my belly, knowing that he’d been here a few mornings ago and the trace of his coffee was still sitting there. It made him feel close. And it pulled at something ephemeral inside me that I couldn’t grasp long enough to make sense of.

			It was deeply masculine, his space. But still soft and inviting. A complete extension of him.

			I leant against the bench and that’s when I noticed the fridge – it was covered with photos, the most chaotic part of the whole setting, but somehow the scattering of images layered over one another gave a playful lightness, a spirit, to the kitchen. They were adventure pictures, mostly. Mountain scenes. Snow. Slopes. Climbing shots. Hiking pictures. There were lots of people, smiling faces. But, unmistakably, heavily featured was the girl I was sure he’d called Tessie. Beautiful, dark-haired, creamy skinned; broad, dancing smile. She was gorgeous. There was a photo of them side by side that looked like it must have been taken more than a decade ago. Late high school, if I were to guess. Abel was fresh-faced in a suit and she was a teenage beauty in a pale blue dress. Their formal? Maybe they’d been high-school sweethearts. 

			The thought gave me a twisty, murky, petulant feeling in my tummy … one that was probably good. I was here in Abel’s house for practical purposes, not because I needed to be worried about who it was that he was holding in his arms. 

			As though to emphasise the point, my conversation with Mum and her new boyfriend Greg surfaced in my mind. Men were a danger to my mum, and so far, they’d only been a danger to me too. I was in no position to consider the romantic potential of anyone. Even someone as seemingly close to perfection as Abel.

			I made myself a drink of water. Even the taps were nice. Even the glassware was elegant and solid.

			The stairs tugged at me, disappearing in a steep, turning fashion. I think I groaned out loud when I reached the top. The warmth had risen up here and it was snug and comfortable. On my right, a closed door I assumed must be a store room. Straight ahead was a low-ceilinged room with a pitched roof that was obviously a study, its window looking out into the black night. And to my left, literally the most divine bedroom I had ever seen. I almost whimpered at how beautiful it was.

			The pitch of the roof was steep and it reached right to the floor in the corners. A king-sized bed was in the centre, with navy blue sheets that looked so soft, I needed to touch them. 

			I just stared at that bed, gripped by a flash of images of possibilities that had my heart rate picking up. I had to consciously drag my eyes away to take in the rest of the room before I got completely carried away. Bedside tables and lamps. Soft carpet beneath my feet, grey and understated. Timber-lined wall behind the bed. A box window looked out to where I imagined I’d be able to see the garden or the harbour in the morning. And a small alcove ensuite with a shower, toilet and sink.

			It was utterly to die for.

			I finally snapped myself out of my stupor. I could walk around drooling over this house all night, but it was now past eleven and I should think about going to sleep.

			When I’d brought my clothes upstairs and found a spot for my bag, I stripped down to take a shower. The hot water beat on my skin and as I watched the way it streamed around my naked body, I couldn’t help think about the fact that Abel had stood here, just as naked, a few days before me. Maybe it was weird of me to use his soap and dry myself with his towel, but I was too tired to think about that. The whole experience was the loveliest thing I’d ever treated my skin to.

			Another version of Mary would have made sure the sheets were clean before getting into someone else’s bed. But I was this Mary. The one who was increasingly infatuated with the man for whom I was house-sitting. So, like the weirdo that I was, I pulled back the covers and slipped inside Abel Sutherland’s bed without any clothes on, the softest sheets in the history of the earth kissing my fresh, clean skin. It smelt like him. It felt like him. It was painfully delicious.

			I thought I might lie there for the rest of my life.

			I turned my face into the pillow, closing my eyes and taking whole lungfuls of his scent. When I opened my eyes, my gaze landed on the bedside table and I don’t know why I hadn’t noticed the familiar cover before. It made me smile with nostalgia.

			I picked up the book and started to read, the words flowing like syrup into my brain. It was so long since I’d read anything for pleasure and while it didn’t have the same intoxicating effect of the words being carried on the dreamy voice of Abel, before long, the story swept me into its pages and I read until I was too tired to keep my eyes open.

			And then, with the light still on so the sweetness of this perfect room around me didn’t vanish, I let my eyes close. 

			I fell deeply, deeply asleep in Abel Sutherland’s bed.

			I woke feeling like a cat, lazy and sultry. I looked at my phone to check the time, my head still on the pillow. A message awaited me.

			Abel: Did you find what you need?

			I smiled. Groggy, drunk with sleep.

			Me: Yes. I found EVERYTHING I need.

			I sent it before I could register what he’d probably been referring to. Like the key, the plants I needed to water, the pet I was supposed to feed, not the bed of my dreams.

			Abel: I’ll let my neighbour know not to come feed Kate Winslet.

			I frowned. Was that the cat?

			As if reading my thoughts:

			Abel: Kate Winslet is the cat. 

			Abel: Obviously.

			Me: Obviously.

			Me: ???

			Abel: Have you two met?

			Me: Me and the neighbour?

			Abel: No. You and Kate Winslet.

			I chuckled.

			Me: Not yet …

			Abel: She’ll be in the laundry behind the hot water cylinder. All her things are there too. You’ll work it out.

			Me: I’ll take good care of her. 

			Me: Anything else?

			Abel: No. Just be in my house. Shower in my shower.

			I blushed.

			Me: Okay.

			The three dots danced and then stopped. Danced and then stopped.

			I stared, wondering what he was going to write, but it didn’t come. I should probably get up. 

			Me: Hey thanks btw. This place is … amazing.

			It was a few minutes before his reply came.

			Abel: Pleasure. Like I said, I go away a lot. You’d be welcome to house-sit whenever you wanted. You know where the key is now.

			I didn’t let myself indulge in the tempting thought of that. I couldn’t. This was a short-term solution. A one-off.

			Me: That’s very nice of you.

			Abel: What can I say? I’m a very ‘nice’ person ; )

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-one

			Life at Abel’s home was easy. Study was easy. Walking to work was easy. Running along the foreshore track to the Sandy Bay beaches was easy. Sleeping was easy.

			Imagining letting myself fall for Abel – easy.

			I couldn’t ignore the way his presence wrapped around me. He was everywhere in the smells, in the book I read each night, in the choice of condiments I ate with my dinner. In Kate Winslet.

			I really did fall for Kate Winslet. She was vividly ginger, shiny and full of attitude. Her eyes were bright green and she’d appear unexpectedly to charge me with the intensity of her gaze, her paws crossed over one another as she lay on the back of the couch. She was self-sufficient but affectionate and if I sat in Abel’s armchair in the evenings, I learnt that she would leap onto my lap and curl herself up in a languid loop and purr softly as I petted her. She was the perfect company. 

			The gardens made my fingers itch. They were so obviously in need of care, it was like someone was teasing me, tantalising me, saying, ‘Mary, you could live here, you could make this beautiful.’ I had to physically remind myself that I was here for a short time and I had no place mucking about in the garden. The weeds would stay weeds. The roses would stay unpruned. Nevertheless, I found myself wandering through the backyard’s overgrown paths with my cup of tea in the gentle first light of day and letting myself imagine …

			All in all, the time was extremely nourishing and as Sunday approached, I found myself dreading the fact that I’d be going back to Vivian’s.

			I also felt a rising anticipation, knowing Abel was returning and that, realistically, even when I went back to Vivian’s, we’d probably cross paths again. Things felt extremely charged between us in a way I had no idea how to handle. Of course I was interested from a sexual perspective, but the danger of how complicated it could get for me was too much to ignore. And regardless of my attraction to Abel, it was way too soon for me to consider relationships again. This was the longest I’d spent apart from Felix in the last six years and I could already feel it was doing me good. My strength was growing, my confidence was growing, but to re-establish my trust in myself and my choice in men would need time and patience. The last thing I should do right now was make some impulsive, sexually driven decision that would leave me once again rejected, once again scrambling for self-worth. 

			The night before Abel was due back, I was lying in his bed for what I supposed would be the last time, when my phone sounded with a new message. I knew it would be him and my stomach clenched as I read the words.

			Abel: Will you be there when I get back tomorrow?

			He was probably just asking to organise the key. But something in me knew it wasn’t a question about logistics. 

			Me: Do you need a lift? 

			That seemed like the thing to offer. Not that I had a vehicle with which to pick him up. And he probably had his car at the airport.

			Abel: I have my car at the airport. 

			Abel: But thanks.

			Time stretched and my heart started to hammer. I might have all the level-headed plans in the world, but if I were to find myself alone with him again, could I maintain my discipline?

			Abel: Will you be there?

			I took a deep breath. This thing between us was beginning to feel like an eventuality that I couldn’t change. Like it was a cosmic plan. A pre-determined outcome that we were just slowly barrelling our way towards with no power to stop it.

			Me: What time do you get in?

			Abel: 9 p.m.

			Abel: Before you say something politely avoidant, I know you’ll be up.

			Abel: And before you say something else politely avoidant, like you don’t want to get in my way – I want you to be there.

			I just stared at the screen. My mind blank.

			Abel: But of course it’s up to you.

			Cautious Mary would have said something politely avoidant anyway. But Cautious Mary was getting squashed by something else: Impulsive Mary, Crazy Mary, Brave Mary? No. Fucking Stupid Mary. Whoever she was, that Mary wanted to be there when Abel got home.

			Me: I’ll see you then.

			I turned off my phone before I could think about it anymore. 

			Nothing was going to happen. Having freshly smooth and hairless skin was just something I liked anyway, and the fact that I’d chosen my favourite set of emerald green lace bra and knickers was little more than a coincidence – I always wore nice underwear.

			At 9:45 p.m., when the doorbell rang, the fire was going and the house was warm. It could only have been Abel – but why ring the doorbell?

			I felt strangely nervous as I swung the door open, and perhaps it was the movement of the door itself that seemed to suck the air from my lungs, rather than the sight of Abel leaning against the doorframe, a lazy half-smile melting me in a way I’d almost forgotten it did.

			‘You rang the doorbell,’ was all I could say.

			He didn’t speak, but his smile seemed to change into something more serious that had my insides turning warm and liquified. I felt his eyes travel down my body but it happened so fast I might have imagined it. The last time I’d seen him was on the futon at Vivian’s and the weight of all that sexual tension still hung in the air, somehow even denser with the passage of time.

			I wondered if he was comparing that moment to now, and maybe seeing me again in the flesh was a let-down. There was nothing remotely close to a let-down in how my body responded to the sight of him. I could feel myself turning hot already. My breath quickening. My heart pounding.

			Abel seemed to be holding himself very tightly. He nodded to himself a few times, arms still crossed over his chest. A swallow. A bob of his Adam’s apple.

			‘It’s good to see you,’ he said eventually.

			Neither of us had moved. As though we were afraid to unleash something if we made any physical contact – at least that’s how I was feeling. Maybe he was appalled by the sight of me, by how carried away we’d gotten last time, and was now realising his big mistake.

			I was starting to feel overwhelmed, and knew I was close to doing something ridiculous like offering a handshake again. Instead, I turned to walk down the hall. ‘Come on in then.’

			He followed me and I sat on a stool at the kitchen bench while he settled into his space. Now the scene was complete. His skin looked like he’d just walked out of the mountains – fresh, sun-kissed, alight.

			‘Tea?’ he asked.

			‘Sure. Peppermint please.’

			The sound of the kettle filled the space and I was relieved by the noise.

			I was starting to think this was a terrible, terrible idea. Why hadn’t I just gone back to the ‘Granny Flat’ before he got back like I’d intended to?

			‘How was your trip?’ I asked, scrambling for conversation.

			‘Good. Had other things on my mind, but the climbing was great.’

			‘Thanks for letting me stay. It’s a dream. Totally saved my sanity this week.’

			‘I’m glad.’ He had his back to me but I could hear the smile in his voice. 

			I watched him move around the kitchen, completely unreadable. I’d felt so close to him after the course and now he was back to Indecipherable Abel.

			‘Why don’t you stay?’ he said after a moment, eyes on the cups as he stirred the tea with a spoon.

			I snorted. ‘I don’t think that’s a very good idea. And share your bed, I suppose?’

			He looked taken back. ‘Well, I wasn’t going to be as forward as that. I was more suggesting you continue sleeping in the spare room.’ 

			‘There’s a spare room?’ I asked before thinking. Oh my God! There was a spare room?

			He looked up and his eyes met mine with a frown. ‘Where have you been sleeping since you’ve been here?’

			I flushed. I was emanating heat. I was a heater. ‘Um …’

			His face wore the hint of a smile, but something more searing was in his eyes. Not anger, but something warm and slightly intense. ‘Did you sleep in my bed?’

			‘You didn’t say there was a spare room!’ I threw my palms up. This was mortifying. ‘Where? Where is this spare room?’

			He smiled properly then. ‘Top of the stairs. That’s … cute.’ Was he blushing? He poured the milk into his cup. ‘Did you find clean sheets?’

			There was no room for my face to colour any more. I was maxed out. ‘Um …’

			His eyebrows jerked up for a moment. A tease. That was the Abel I remembered. But then he was gone again.

			‘I hope you slept well.’ 

			He pushed my cup towards me and I lowered my gaze to it, wondering if I could dive right inside it, drown in tea. ‘I did, thanks.’ 

			As if rescuing me from the situation, Kate Winslet entered the room and leapt onto my lap.

			‘Where’s my hello?’ Abel came around to pet her where she lay, but the cat just glared at him. He put a wounded hand on his heart. ‘Ouch.’ He leant against the counter, right beside me now. ‘You guys bonded, I see.’

			I stroked the cat’s fur and she arched into my hand. ‘Mmm-hmm.’

			‘I think she wants you to stay.’ 

			‘You’ve been very kind. And I really appreciate it. But don’t worry, I’ll get out of your hair now.’

			We both petted her, our fingers not touching, both of our eyes focused on the fur. I could feel the heat radiating from him.

			‘See? I knew you’d come up with politely avoidant things like that.’ 

			‘You think I’m avoidant?’ I looked up at him, but he kept on watching the cat, his fingers sinking into her.

			‘I think you don’t let people help you much.’

			‘Are you kidding? You’ve done nothing but help me since I met you.’ He was being the avoidant one, if anyone was going to get called out. He was hardly looking at me.

			As if reading my thoughts, he met my eye and I had to look away.

			‘Anyway. I just wanted to say hello and thanks for letting me stay here. I’ll get myself packed up now.’

			His fingers moved to meet mine and I felt my stomach still.

			‘I can’t let you go back to that place, Mary. It’s practically a health hazard. Honestly, I’ll be away again soon. This place is empty most of the time. It’d help me out if you stayed.’

			‘Why don’t you have a housemate already, then? If you’re so keen to have someone in your spare room?’

			He shrugged. ‘Most people are annoying. I like my own space. But you’re … nice company.’

			‘Nice?’

			‘Very nice.’

			A beat. A quirk of an eyebrow.

			‘And tidy.’ He gestured around the room.

			‘It was already very tidy, Abel.’

			‘Well. It’s even tidier now.’

			He was like a magnetic field, drawing me in, my rational brain left behind. And ridiculously, I entertained the fanciful notion of staying here. This quiet, peaceful, clean home.

			He was looking at me and I let myself look back, almost drowning in the inky black and the emerald green. I forgot what we were even talking about. Then something in his features seemed to change, as though he was pulling himself together, and he moved his fingers away from mine. 

			‘I wanted to see you tonight, to apologise for— Look, obviously you’re sensational. I mean …’ He swallowed and gestured to me, then gave a strangled sort of laugh. ‘But I know you’ve got a lot going on. Your exam. Felix. Your family. I don’t want to complicate anything for you.’

			I felt the knock right in my chest. The gentle blow off. I felt awful for him that he needed to do this. That I’d put him in such an uncomfortable position.

			‘I’m sorry, Abel. I never meant for anything …’ My voice trailed off. ‘And as you know, I should really be focusing on my exam.’ 

			He flinched and shook his head. ‘That’s— yes. Of course you should.’ He rubbed his neck, gaze on the floor. ‘Basically, I think you’re great, Mary. Like, really … anyway. But aside from that, I want to see you do well. To pass your exam. To learn to love Hobart without the suffocation of that arsehole Felix.’ His eyes met mine and I was shocked to see the naked affection in them. ‘And I think a part of me also wants to witness it. I know you can thrive. And I want to see you do so.’

			My mind spun. What he was saying was beautifully kind and I had no idea how to respond.

			He gave a shrug. ‘No pressure. But think about it, hey?’

			I just stared at him for a moment longer, searching for some clue, some catch. ‘Why are you so nice?’ 

			He gave a snort. ‘I think we’ve established this isn’t about me being “nice”. But I’ll try to be on my best behaviour.’

			I didn’t know what that meant. But my heart was swelling at this deeply moving and incomprehensible kindness. 

			‘I honestly think that’s the loveliest thing anyone has ever said to me.’

			He shrugged. ‘Well. Maybe you deserve lovely things.’

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-two

			Somehow, I decided to stay. Despite all the reasons why it was a terrible idea, some combination of the gorgeous cottage, my lack of alternative options and Abel’s magnetism made me accept his offer. And ultimately, I had come to trust him in a way I hadn’t trusted anyone before, and when he said it would be good for me, I found myself believing it.

			I promised that I would move somewhere more permanent as soon as possible. And I’d keep hold of the tenancy with Vivian – just in case it didn’t work out and he wanted his space back at short notice. 

			In that first week he was back, we hardly crossed paths. He hadn’t been exaggerating when he said the house was empty a lot. Even when he was technically home, he was always out and I found myself repeatedly disappointed to come back to find he wasn’t there. I’d work an evening shift when he was on a day. Then I’d be on a day shift and he was off somewhere – presumably climbing a mountain or abseiling down a crevasse. But I felt his presence in the smell of coffee when I woke up, and the warmth of the house when I got home in the evenings.

			After the fifth day of not seeing him, I started to wonder if maybe he was deliberately avoiding me. Maybe I was making him uncomfortable by being in his space. Maybe he was realising this was all a gigantic mistake. I’d lost track of where he was and when I came home at the end of my evening shift, I presumed I would once again find the house to myself.

			I was almost shocked to see him sitting in the living room, reading a book. I’d begun to forget that I was sharing a house with an actual person rather than a scent, an enigma, an idea of a person.

			‘Whoa.’ I stood there just staring at him. ‘Who let you in?’

			He cocked his head, the hint of a smile. ‘Hello.’

			I sat on the couch beside him. ‘You’re a really busy man, aren’t you?’

			He shrugged, not giving anything away. 

			I scrutinised him for a moment. He was very different since he’d come back from the Grampians. Admittedly, I’d hardly seen him, but the two times I had, he’d seemed so very contained. Back to the unreadable man I’d first met in the emergency department, and the intimacy we’d shared over the days on the course had disappeared. It made something in my heart ache, but I recognised it was probably a good thing.

			‘How was your week?’ he asked.

			‘Fine. But honestly, you’re literally never here.’

			‘I’m here now.’

			‘For the first time all week. If you want me to leave so you can actually live in your house, I won’t be offended. I mean, I’d be a bit offended, but I’d rather know.’

			He smiled. ‘I don’t want you to leave.’

			I frowned at him and he let me meet his eye.

			‘How is your study going?’ he asked.

			‘Good. How is your – whatever-you-do-with-your-time going?’

			‘Good.’

			In most respects, the conversation was very awkward. But it seemed even awkward interactions with Abel made my heart feel warm. 

			‘Do you want some dinner? There’s leftovers in the fridge.’

			‘I’m fine. But thanks.’

			‘How was work?’ he asked after a moment.

			‘It was good. Felix wasn’t there. At this point any shift that doesn’t involve Felix is a good shift.’ 

			‘Glad to hear it.’

			It suddenly occurred to me I hadn’t been on shift with Felix all week and for some reason that had me looking at Abel suspiciously. Could he be responsible for this highly appreciated change in circumstances? I also realised with a jolt of satisfaction how I’d not needed to deal with Felix’s belittling of me and how good that felt. I felt stronger than I remembered feeling in a long time, and while there were numerous other things that could be attributed to – quiet house, rested brain, friendly ginger feline as my companion – I suspected the absence of Felix in my world was part of it.

			My gaze landed on the brown journal that sat on the bookshelf. I hadn’t noticed it since I’d been here and I couldn’t resist any longer.

			‘What’s in the journal?’

			‘Hmm?’

			‘The journal.’ I pointed to the bookshelf. ‘You brought it on the trip. What is it?’

			‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Just some drawings.’

			I turned to him and narrowed my eyes. ‘Drawings. Please don’t tell me you are some kind of artistic master? On top of everything else? I don’t think I can take any more Abel domination.’

			He scoffed. ‘Says she.’

			‘Can I see?’

			‘Sure. They’re nothing special. Just sketches.’

			I didn’t believe him. I stood to pick the notebook up and when I sat back down, I landed closer to him than I’d intended. Now my crossed legs overlapped his thigh, our hips snug beside one another. I held the notebook closed in my lap and looked at him for permission. It felt very private all of a sudden and there was something fragile in his expression – something vulnerable. Like to open this book would be revealing something of him.

			‘You can look,’ he said.

			‘You sure? It’s okay if you’d rather I didn’t. I’m basically an intruder in your space at the moment. You’re allowed to have boundaries.’ 

			‘It’s fine. They’re nothing amazing. Just images of things that are special to me.’

			God, he was gorgeous.

			I opened the book, gently, like my very fingers could damage the work. The drawings were done with black pencil on white paper. Portraits, mostly. Some wilderness scenes. Skylines. Rock faces. A bird. But the portraits were clearly what he put the most work into. Unsurprisingly, they were spectacular.

			An older man with lines of time around his eyes and mouth. Something steely and hard in his expression.

			‘My dad,’ Abel explained with a huff of a laugh. ‘Always frowning at me. Like he’s ready to be disappointed by me.’

			I looked at Abel. He was trying to be light, to shake it off. But I could see something complicated in his eyes, something that felt suffocated.

			‘Maybe he just wants to see you succeed.’

			He shrugged. I watched him for a moment longer, but he didn’t give anything else away.

			I turned the page. It was a young man laughing, so well captured it made my heart feel a jolt of happiness.

			Abel smiled at the drawing. ‘Louis. He used to house-sit for me sometimes. Crazy guy. Hilarious. Lives on a yacht. Extremely unreliable.’

			‘God. They’re beautiful, Abel.’ I meant it. The expressions – the people were so alive.

			The next page was the girl. I was sure of it. Stunning. Strands of hair blowing across her face. Her eyes shining. Her smile bright. There was something so wonderful in the image it tugged at my heart. I could feel a quickening in my chest.

			‘Who is this?’ 

			‘Tessie.’ His voice was soft and sad.

			‘Who is Tessie?’ I watched his face and tried to read what his eyes gave away.

			‘She’s my sister,’ he said. ‘She died.’

			‘Abel.’ The air seemed to leave me. I’d wanted anything but Tessie to be Abel’s girlfriend and now this was so much worse. It was like being winded.

			He looked at the drawing, seeing her, remembering her. ‘She died in a climbing accident about four years ago.’

			‘I’m so sorry.’ I didn’t know what more to say. There was nothing that felt remotely big enough. ‘Tell me about her.’

			I watched a flicker of a smile reach his eyes and my heart seemed to ache in response, seeing a window into his vulnerability, the memory of his sister.

			‘There was never enough time for Tessie. There were too many mountains to climb for normal life. She was in a rush to see as much as she could. Always one adventure after another. Unstoppable in her enthusiasm and energy.’

			I could see it in her eyes. A desperate love for life. ‘You’ve captured that. She looks … vivacious.’

			He nodded.

			‘Were you close?’

			He gave a sort of exasperated murmur. ‘We were, but she was hard to keep up with. And at times insufferable. She wouldn’t let anything stand in the way of doing what she wanted to do. I remember, in my last few years of training and the beginning of my career in retrieval, how much she resented the fact that I wasn’t able to go away with her as much as she would have liked because I was working full time. And we’d always done things together, so if there was a climb or a goal that was particularly challenging, she’d insist that I do it with her.’ His face darkened.

			I reached for his hand instinctively. ‘Where you with her when …?’

			He shook his head, something broken and bitter in his eyes. ‘I was at work.’

			I waited, allowing him to continue.

			‘It was a difficult-access location. A lead climb. Extremely technical. Not beyond her, but … unnecessarily dangerous. I tried to convince her not to do it. Even if I had been available, I would have done everything to talk her out of it. But the fact that I was working angered her and – typical Tessie.’ He gave a pained moan, almost a laugh. ‘She was so fiery when she didn’t get her way.’

			‘You don’t blame yourself, do you?’

			He didn’t answer immediately. ‘I feel guilty that I wasn’t there. And that my being at work led her to act in an impulsive way. I think I could have swayed her to do something else if I’d been with her. And I guess, ultimately, I also wish I had been there to ensure her safety. I feel that I could have kept her safe if I’d been there.’

			This was so huge, so heavy. I didn’t bother with placating comments. I doubted anything I could say would be enough. I just squeezed his hand tighter.

			‘Did you always go away so much? Before …?’

			‘I did. But … I think a part of me now feels like I need to make it up to her. Do the things she wanted to do. Live life fully. When I’m not doing something adventurous, I can hear her teasing me, challenging me.’

			‘Are you reckless?’

			‘No. I was always a lot more cautious than she was. Now even more so.’

			We were silent and I returned my hand to my lap.

			‘Tell me about Ebony. Are you two close?’

			‘Mmm-hmm.’ I smiled and then groaned at the thought of her trip that I’d completely forgotten was coming.

			‘What?’

			‘Oh. It’s this trip she planned to Hobart ages ago. I haven’t had the head space to explain to her or Mum what happened with Felix, so she’s still expecting to come and stay with us, with all her kids, in about six weeks. I need to cancel her flights. Reimburse her. It’s a mess.’

			‘Why haven’t you told them about Felix?’ He seemed genuinely mystified. ‘Seems like something you would tell your sister?’

			‘Ugh … Ebony has a lot to deal with. I like being there to help her rather than giving her more to worry about.’

			‘I don’t know about that, Mary.’ He was frowning at me. ‘I’m pretty sure that is exactly the kind of thing that a sister would want to know. Are you talking to anyone about what you’re going through at the moment?’

			‘I— Yes. Um …’ I scrambled. Did Cleo count? Lilly? ‘I’ve told a few girls. And … well, you obviously.’

			‘You should tell her.’ His voice was firm.

			‘I don’t know,’ I sighed. ‘I’m also not ready to break the news about the trip yet. She was so excited. They were all excited.’

			‘Why do you need to cancel the trip?’

			I laughed. ‘Well, I clearly don’t have anywhere for them to stay. I’m not going to put them up in Vivian’s. Ebony would probably use the bong and the children would have their first drug-induced psychosis aged four, six and eight.’

			‘Give me the dates.’

			I stared at him.

			‘Give me the dates,’ he repeated, pulling out his phone.

			I had no clue what he was getting at. ‘August fifth to the eleventh.’

			He scanned his calendar a moment and then clicked it to black. ‘Let them stay here. I won’t even be around. I’m helping with an expedition course in New South Wales.’

			I snorted before I could stop myself. ‘Oh my God, no way. They’d ruin this place.’

			‘They wouldn’t. Anyway, I don’t care if they break something. Let your sister come and stay with you, Mary. And tell her about Felix. Soon. Do something good for yourself.’

			I didn’t even know where to start with explaining all the things wrong with that plan. And obviously, I’d have found somewhere else to live by then.

			I must have looked utterly shocked because he started laughing. ‘You’re impossible! It’s not a trick. I genuinely, truly would love your sister and her family to stay here. And Kate Winslet would lose her shit over so much attention from a family of Roberts.’

			I scrutinised him, searching for sarcasm, but I found none. ‘I’ll think about it,’ I conceded, because the way he was looking at me left me no room to refuse.

			‘Great.’

			As if her ears had been burning, the ginger beauty leapt onto my lap and curled herself between my crossed legs, soft as butter under my fingers.

			‘Why is she called Kate Winslet?’

			‘Ah …’ He was smiling, slightly bashful. ‘Have you seen Titanic?’

			‘Of course. I don’t actually live under a rock.’

			‘You remember the bit where Kate Winslet lies on the couch?’

			‘And Leonardo DiCaprio draws her naked?’ I laughed. 

			‘Mmm-hmm.’

			‘Right before they have sex in the carriage and her sweaty hand smacks the glass?’

			‘Best moment in Hollywood history.’ His tone was wistful.

			‘So, you fancy yourself as Leonardo, hey?’ I gave the brown journal beside me a little tap. ‘And Kate Winslet is your muse?’

			‘What can I say. It was an inspiring moment.’

			‘Not many naked ladies in your collection, I note.’

			He shifted to look at me. ‘Are you offering?’ 

			‘No.’ I turned to look at him. ‘Are you asking?’

			‘No.’

			My belly warmed. He was back. It felt as though we’d recovered the closeness that I thought maybe we’d lost. And I was almost allowing my brain to indulge in the thought of Abel Sutherland drawing me naked …

			He held my eye for a moment longer, a heady, swirling moment in which I wondered if he might be imagining the same scene.

			Then, abruptly, he stood.

			‘I’m going to bed.’

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-three

			I was studying at the kitchen table the following day when I heard the door open and the sound of Abel coming down the corridor. I felt my body begin to glow, like I was a lamp and just the knowledge of his presence was enough to make me shine.

			I stopped my work when he walked into the room, but he barely made eye contact with me.

			‘You’re here again,’ I said, hoping for a teasing quality. ‘Better be careful now, Abel, or I might think we’re actually living in the same house.’

			He met my eye for the briefest moment while filling a glass with water. ‘I’ll be gone again soon.’ And he disappeared upstairs. 

			My spirits slumped.

			I tried to focus on my study. I was working through a classification of foot fractures and it was a bleak process. Who was Hawkins? And why did he need to come up with such a trivial classification system? The information was even harder to digest now with the presence of Abel in the house. 

			I heard the shower run and had to squash the urge to walk upstairs, rip my clothes off and join him. The extent of this attraction was rather tedious, I was finding, requiring constant work not to indulge in improper thoughts.

			When he re-emerged ten or so minutes later, he was enveloped in a smell of hot water, fresh deodorant (Gigantic Sex Appeal was back again) and the very essence of Abel, made even headier by the steam. The sight of him was just as intoxicating as the smell: perfectly fitted, low-slung pants and a chest-hugging T shirt that made him look like he’d walked straight out of a wilderness magazine. Caption: Heart-throb in casual clothes.

			I watched him move purposefully about the living room, finding keys, wallet, et cetera.

			‘Where are you going?’ 

			‘Just catching up with a friend.’ He didn’t meet my eye, and I knew, I just knew the friend was a girl.

			‘Anyone I know?’ Why was I being so annoying? Did I have no self-control?

			‘I don’t think so.’ He opened the laundry door and put some food out for Kate Winslet. His giant body bent over, tending to her little feline needs, was enough to make me ache. He was so goddamn sweet and caring.

			‘What’s their name?’ My brain pleaded for it to be Jake or Mike or Ben or Bob, or some other extremely manly name.

			‘Uh …’ 

			His back was turned, but I could almost see him thinking, Why the fuck is Mary being so nosy? 

			‘Alannah.’

			The name was like a spear in my stomach. Here he was, dressed as gorgeously as I’d ever seen, smelling like a pheromone factory, exuding his Gigantic Sex Appeal, and he was meeting Alannah. 

			My brain created her in a millisecond. She was tall, big-breasted, dark-eyed, luscious-lipped, sexy as a leopard and probably a neuroscientist. Or a surgeon. Or a robotics engineer. Something intimidating and awesome and hot and they’d have the best sex—

			He was looking at me expectantly, like he’d just asked a question I’d failed to answer. Had I wailed out loud? Made an audible noise of despair?

			‘Mmm-heh?’ I asked from in front of my laptop like the absolute nerd I was.

			‘Do you need anything while I’m out?’ 

			You. On the bed upstairs where I can rip all your clothes off.

			‘No,’ I said darkly, childlike petulance oozing from my pores.

			‘Okay.’ His eyebrows lifted momentarily and that made me scowl even more. ‘Well. Have a good night.’

			‘You too,’ I said through gritted teeth. And as I watched him go, it was all I could do not to grab a cushion and throw it at his gorgeous, retreating arse.

			The worst thing was, I couldn’t bring myself to go to bed. I was like a jealous psychopath still sitting at the kitchen table with my laptop open, listening to every creak in the house for a sign of Abel’s return. Maybe they’d both come back. He and Alannah stumbling in together, faces stuck to one another, clothes being removed as they found their way up the stairs to his bed. All the while I’d watch from the kitchen table and they wouldn’t even notice. 

			At 10:15 p.m., the door squeaked open and my body clenched in anticipation. Okay, this was crazy. What if they really did come in together while I was sitting here? I scrambled for thoughts. Was there time to go to bed? Turn the lights off? Disappear? But before I could actually execute any plan that prevented me from looking like a first-class loser, Abel had already walked in.

			‘Mary.’ He stared at me. ‘You’re still there.’

			My eyes darted behind him, but he seemed to be alone. Thank fuck for that.

			‘I’m …’ I shifted my eyes back to my screen like I was engrossed. ‘On a roll.’

			He stood behind me to glance over my shoulder and I got a whole lungful of him, his big delicious presence. The same combination of smells but mellowed and matured, combined with the subtle trace of the pub, and something sweet and flowery and female. Alannah. Ugh.

			‘The Hawkins Classification.’ His tone was disbelieving. ‘You’re on a roll with the Hawkins Classification?’

			‘It’s fascinating.’ I was doing a terrible job of keeping the sulkiness from my voice.

			He pulled out a chair and plonked himself down beside me. I could see him out of the corner of my eye, legs straight and crossed at the ankles, arms over his chest.

			‘How was your date?’ I was going for nonchalant, my gaze fixed on the screen so I wouldn’t give myself away by looking at him.

			‘It wasn’t …’ His voice trailed, then he almost grunted. ‘It was good, thanks.’

			‘How is Alannah?’ I hoped I didn’t sneer her name out loud the way I did in my brain.

			‘Alannah is great.’

			‘Great.’

			A beat passed.

			‘How’s the study?’

			‘Great too.’

			My control deceived me and I glanced his way to find him watching me with a teasing hint of a smile on his lips. We just stared at one another. I was growing more inflamed by the minute. How dare he go on a date? How dare someone else be allowed to explore this man when I couldn’t? Which made my brain scramble – why couldn’t I? 

			Oh, yes. My exam. My impending return to New South Wales. My relationship abstinence. Not to mention house rules: Don’t Sleep with Housemate. I couldn’t risk all those complications and being once again without a place to sleep.

			All this passed through my brain as I continued to glare at Abel. I think there might have been visible steam coming out my ears and nostrils. Lovely. Very ladylike.

			‘Everything … okay?’ he asked eventually.

			‘Great,’ I ground out. I was sick of the word. It was getting way too much real estate in this conversation and the truth was, it was awful.

			‘Okay. Well. Don’t let me get in the way of your Hawkins Classification. Wouldn’t want to disrupt your focus.’

			‘No, please don’t disrupt my focus, Abel.’

			‘I wouldn’t dare to, Mary.’

			And off he went.

			‘Morning,’ I said when he appeared in the kitchen the following day.

			‘Morning.’ 

			The air felt stiff between us, but even so, I was glad to see him. I grunted audibly at the realisation.

			‘Sleep well?’ he asked while filling the kettle.

			‘Yes. You?’

			‘Yes.’

			It felt like we were bickering about something. How nice we’d slept? How great the morning? Maybe how annoying he found me?

			As though to prove his point, I asked in a childish sort of sing-song, ‘Are you home tonight or do you have another date?’ What on earth was wrong with me? Did I have no filter?

			‘I do have another … night out, since you ask.’

			‘Alannah?’ It came out with a lot of ah. Like blah. Alannaaaaah.

			‘Yes. Actually. Alannah.’

			‘Awesome. I’m so happy for you.’

			‘What about you? Are you home tonight?’

			I just glared at him. ‘What do you think I’m going to be doing? Learning the cha-cha?’ I gestured to my scrubs petulantly. ‘I am on a day shift. And tonight I will be here studying.’

			‘Focusing.’

			‘Yes. Focusing.’

			‘Glad to hear it.’

			‘Yep.’

			‘Well, I’m off to Vic tomorrow for two weeks so you can focus really well in my absence.’

			‘Excellent.’

			I banged around the kitchen for a few more minutes, making my coffee and breakfast with the noise level of an angry child.

			After brushing my teeth and finalising my game face for the day I returned to the kitchen briefly. I should have been more grateful for the fact that Abel was letting me stay. I needed to drop the petulance. 

			I took a breath and tried to channel Mature Mary. Calm Mary. Nice Mary. ‘Well. Have a great week. Thanks for letting me stay. I hope you have a fabulous evening with Alann-ah.’

			‘Thanks, Mary.’

			I could see the bastard trying to hide a smile.

			It was a busy shift and the distraction was a welcome relief from my personal life – right up until 1:30 p.m., when the evening doctors started. I was seeing a lady with abdominal pain and needed the ultrasound to look at her gallbladder. Unfortunately, just as I had grabbed the machine to wheel it towards my patient, someone else’s hands closed around its handle too.

			Felix. I hadn’t seen him since the course and it felt like a kick in the guts to be in his presence again. Just the sight of him was enough to make my confidence start to crumble.

			I took my hands off the machine and turned away, mumbling, ‘I’ll use it later.’

			‘Wait,’ he ordered and I stopped. The last thing I needed was a scene. 

			‘What?’ I snapped, willing my voice to be firm and strong.

			‘Did you ask for my shifts to be swapped?’

			‘No.’ I didn’t mention my suspicion that Abel was involved in instrumenting the change.

			He looked disbelieving. ‘It’s pretty unprofessional of you, Mary. Bringing your personal life to work. I would have thought better of you.’

			I rolled my eyes. I didn’t need this right now. ‘Whatever, Felix. I didn’t do anything with your shifts. But I’ll be honest and say it’s been fantastic not seeing you. I hope we can keep it up.’

			I began to walk away.

			‘I hear you’re living with him now, huh?’

			‘Excuse me?’ I stopped, trying to keep my voice low.

			‘The helicopter dude. Must be pretty humiliating to have him seeing one of the nurses. She’s cute, though. And I guess you’re used to your men getting bored with you and exploring elsewhere.’

			The fury rose in me like a torrent. If we were anywhere but work, I would have slapped him. 

			The fact that it was true was the ultimate humiliation.

			I couldn’t even speak, the rage was that magnificent. I wished I could have come up with something, anything, to say but I just gaped at him, feeling as though I was the one who’d been slapped. Finally, I spun on my heel and walked away.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-four

			I convinced myself it was a good thing that Abel was away. And a good thing that he was seeing someone. I was still in a stage of regathering myself, and I needed to do that on my own. Knowing he was with someone would stop me from getting distracted by my undeniable attraction to him. 

			In the weeks that Abel was in Victoria, life found a rhythm. Hobart was growing on me. I relished my walks to and from work through Battery Point and past the harbour where the Derwent River reached right into the heart of Hobart. There were the idyllic days, clear and crisp with silky calm water and a frosting of snow on the mountain. But the wild and windy days were ruggedly beautiful too. And when it rained it was soft – not heavy New South Wales rain, but gentle rain, with calm, melancholy skies.

			I came to know the gardens of Battery Point that were the most stunning and which tugged right at my core, filling me with a yearning to have my own flowers to care for. There was something so quaint and pleasantly old-fashioned about the colonial cottages with their rose gardens, perfect lawns and floral edges. I loved to think of the people who had taken the time to make the spaces around their homes beautiful; it represented a human pursuit that was somehow timeless and deep. Humble and meaningful. My walk home became more circuitous as it incorporated the gardens that were my favourites. 

			One cold but sunny morning, I stepped into the backyard on a study break to call my mum. I hadn’t spoken with her since the introduction to Greg and I was feeling increasingly guilty. I needed to keep a closer eye on how she was going. 

			‘Hi Mary! Honey, how are you? It’s so nice to hear your voice! I’ve got people over for Paint and Sip so I can’t talk long, sweetie, but how are you?’ 

			Her speech was a torrent, a rush of excitement, and it took all of ten seconds of her talking to start my belly clenching in concern. Paint and Sip had never sounded less wholesome. There was no healthy way my mother could drink in any context. Mum was talking too fast. She was too excited. The conversation was over in less than two minutes and I’d barely said a word. I was left feeling as though I’d just peered into a room of chaos and swiftly had the door closed on me. 

			I stared around at the backyard. The weeds. The overgrown paths. The lack of colour and the yearning to fix it, to do something, to try to make the world around me beautiful, was suddenly overpowering.

			I decided I needed a break from study, so I set off on my usual loop around the Battery Point streets. After some time, I came past a familiar yard where an elderly woman was weeding around a bed of daffodils that had just started to bloom. 

			I realised I’d stopped when she stood up and smiled at me, her gloved hands holding a clump of grass and dirt. ‘Aren’t they just beautiful?’ she exclaimed, gesturing proudly to the bright yellow flowers.

			‘They are,’ I agreed. ‘I love daffodils.’

			I asked her about a few of the things in her garden I didn’t recognise, still trying to distract myself from the conversation I’d had with Mum, and she seemed delighted at the opportunity to tell someone all about it.

			‘Do you have a garden?’ she asked eagerly.

			‘Not at the moment. There’s a yard where I’m living, but it’s not been cared for in a long time.’

			‘You don’t need much space. Just a little patch. You know what I do with daffodils is plant some in a bowl and when they shoot, I bring them inside and they can flower right there on the kitchen bench.’

			I gave a small smile, and her eyes seemed to search me for a moment.

			‘Let me get you one,’ she said. She disappeared and came back with a dirt-crusted bowl, a single, bare shoot sprouting proudly from the soil.

			‘A week or two and it should flower,’ she said, handing me the bowl. 

			‘Thank you so much.’ I could smell the soil, cold and damp and fresh, and something caught in my chest at her kindness.

			She looked thoughtful. ‘And what about liliums? I had too many bulbs crowding each other. I divided them just last week.’ She disappeared again and when she returned, she pressed a brown paper bag in my hand. ‘Here. Bright and colourful ones. And this.’ She grabbed a brown tuber about the size of a small spud from the bag. ‘This is a dahlia – fiery red centre with tight petals. Beautiful display. Don’t plant it just yet, I’m sure you know.’

			‘Thank you so much,’ I said, quite lost for words.

			‘I’m Silvia. What’s your name, dear?’

			We talked for a few more minutes about gardens and flowers and she made me promise I’d come by again in a couple of weeks, when she’d have some freesia bulbs for me.

			When I got home, I treated myself to some time off study. I still felt all churned up after talking to Mum, and my walk had done nothing to dispel the yearning to get my hands into the dirt of Abel’s garden. I wouldn’t do anything much, just a little tidying.

			Soon an hour had passed and a pile of weeds had formed. There was something so satisfying about gardening, how my efforts were tangible, my work measurable. The beds I’d cleared looked fresh and clean, and I’d discovered there were a few hidden plants, like winter roses, which had been obscured by weeds and could now drink in the sunlight.

			When I finally went back to my study, my body felt tingly with the exertion and the fresh air. I cleaned the dirt off the side of the bowl that Silvia had given me and put it on the table, feeling a strange sense of comfort. I stared at it, the bare shoot, the promise of a bright flower to come. 

			And in the same way my flowers had always calmed me in the past, I felt the knot in my belly loosen, ever so slightly.

			On my next day off I walked to the garden shop: a beautiful, family-owned nursery in Sandy Bay boasting brightly coloured blooms, strong-looking seedlings and everything I could dream of to garden with. It took all my restraint to settle for a pair of secateurs, some gardening gloves, a few more bulbs for summer flowers and two small lavender plants. As I checked out, I couldn’t help but add a small pack of purple bearded iris rhizomes. It was late in the season, but maybe there was a chance they’d still flower in spring. I knew I wouldn’t be around to witness any of the flowering, but that was never the point with gardening for me. Just the knowledge of putting in something of beauty for the future was where the magic was. 

			It didn’t take me long to prune the roses at the front of the house. Now they’d grow stronger and bloom even more magnificently when summer came. I could just imagine the way the flowers would set off the cottage and the perfume would hold a welcoming scent to anyone who came to the house.

			Planting my few bulbs, rhizomes and lavender was short work. I wondered briefly if I’d overstepped, but it seemed apparent Abel didn’t care too much for the backyard, so I hoped he could excuse my bit of weeding and few plantings – if he even noticed.

			My gardening helped my study find a rhythm over the next week. In fact, study time seemed more productive than ever when it was broken up by little snippets of time spent in the garden. And bit by bit, the yard was looking cared for, tidy, a piece of earth that was benefiting from my touch. 

			I felt myself growing in strength over those days. It seemed odd that I’d let something as precious to me as planting flowers slip from my life in the time I’d been with Felix. It made me realise with increasing clarity how suffocated I had felt in the relationship, how unable to really be myself I’d been.

			The day before Abel came back, Silvia’s daffodil on the kitchen table bloomed. Its yellow head had been slowly swelling and finally cracked open, bright and strong. I was looking forward to seeing Abel, but I realised the time on my own had done me good. I drank my cup of tea after dinner and just stared at the flower. And in a strange way, I felt something of myself echoed in the daffodil.

			A strength, an unfurling, a blossoming.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-five

			On the day Abel was due back from his retrieval locum in Victoria, I did my first practice exam and passed with a score of ninety-two per cent. I was ecstatic. I could taste the sweet victory of getting through the real thing and imagine a life where I got paid properly, could choose where I wanted to work and live, and didn’t need to do night shifts.

			‘It’s good to see you,’ Abel said when he arrived, placing his phone and keys on the breakfast bar, keeping a healthy distance while I washed my hands at the sink.

			‘It’s good to see you too.’ I wiped my hands on my jeans and leant against the bench. I’d hoped that not seeing Abel for a few weeks would settle my swooning heart, but unfortunately, the sight of him was enough to make my insides drop like I was headed down a rollercoaster. 

			His eyes landed on the bright yellow daffodil on the kitchen table. He stared at it for a moment and then looked at me. ‘This place feels good with you here.’ 

			His eyes stayed on me and I felt my skin tingle under the intensity of it.

			‘I love daffodils,’ I said with a shrug. ‘I’m cooking dinner. Would you like some?’

			‘Thanks.’

			After he’d unpacked and showered, we finished preparing the meal together. The conversation was easier than I’d expected. And when I told him about the mock exam, he looked so genuinely pleased for me it was all I could do not to suggest we hug about it.

			‘It’s kind of hard to believe I might actually get through this,’ I said.

			‘You’ll be a boss in no time. Watch out, whichever department you end up in.’

			He tapped his wine glass to mine and I held his gaze as we sipped, but something in my chest faltered, undermining my excitement. I was more than halfway through my time in Hobart; I’d be done here in under three months and then I really could work wherever I wanted to. 

			Which meant going home. 

			It was the first time the thought hadn’t filled me with anything but pure relief. The first time something pulled me in a different direction. Maybe it was the gardening, entangling me in the Hobart soil.

			‘And you’ll go back to New South Wales, I guess?’ He had moved from the kitchen to set the plates out and I couldn’t see his expression.

			‘That’s the plan.’

			He didn’t say anything more. I wished I could ask him how he felt about me leaving, but it would be a needy type of question and, anyway, I knew the answer: he would be indifferent at best and, realistically, probably downright relieved to have his place back, relieved that no one would be waiting up for his return from hot dates with Alannah. They’d cook meals together. And sit on the couch together. He’d draw her naked and afterwards …

			‘Well,’ he said, interrupting my thoughts. ‘We should get you seeing a bit of Tasmania before you leave.’ He was smiling, but it didn’t completely reach his eyes.

			‘Oh, yeah?’

			‘Yeah. Let me take you some places. You’ve got the content nailed. Have some days off to clear your head.’

			‘And where would we go?’

			He shrugged. ‘I could show you some walks on the mountain. Take you to the peninsula. Or Bruny Island. Whatever you’re up for, really. Show you some of Tasmania’s treasures before you take off.’

			I looked at him incredulously. ‘There’s no obligation for you to be my tour guide. You’ve done enough for me already.’

			He rolled his eyes. ‘You really have me pinned for some selfless nice guy, don’t you?’

			‘Aren’t you?’ That petulant tone was back, exposing my mistrust in anyone genuinely wanting to spend time with me. There must be another reason. In Abel’s case, the fact that he was an impossibly nice person. 

			As though reading my thoughts, he caught my eye as I put the salt and pepper on the table.

			‘Maybe, Mary, maybe I actually want to show you around. Maybe I like spending time with you. Is that too crazy to believe?’

			I busied myself with another trip to the kitchen. My back was turned as I pulled a fork through the rice, fluffing it unnecessarily. I never fluffed rice. ‘And Alannah? That wouldn’t be weird for her?’

			‘Alannah?’ He sounded confused.

			Did I have to spell it out? This was getting more uncomfortable by the second. ‘The girl you’re …?’

			‘Oh. That’s – we – no. It never went anywhere.’

			I felt the tension unclasp around my chest like a vice being released. ‘So, you’re not …?’

			‘No.’

			He was beside me now, while I stirred the steaming rice.

			‘I thought you said she was great.’ Fluff, fluff.

			I could see him shrug out of my peripheral vision. ‘She was. She is.’

			‘Felix said she’s a nurse?’

			‘What—? Felix? Hang on. What did he say?’ 

			‘He said that you were dating a nurse. And that she was very cute.’ That immaturity was back.

			‘That fucker!’ Abel exclaimed with an exasperated grunt. ‘There is no way he would even know Alannah. Or that our catching up was remotely worthy of gossip. He’s making shit up to fuck with you, Mary. Alannah isn’t a nurse. I wouldn’t go out with someone from work. She’s a biologist. Friend of a friend. Nice girl, but my heart wasn’t in it. We had two very pleasant and uneventful evenings.’

			I still couldn’t meet his eye. ‘Oh. So, you’re not seeing anybody.’

			‘No. You need to ignore every word that arsehole says.’

			‘But you were hoping to be seeing someone?’ I blamed the wine for all the stupid stuff rolling out my mouth.

			He sighed and then turned me by the shoulders to face him. I couldn’t avoid eye contact anymore.

			‘You know what, Mary? It would be a hell of a lot easier if I was seeing someone. Anyway. Can we stop talking about Alannah? And Felix? You’ve smashed your practice exam. Let’s celebrate that. And before you leave and I never get to see you again, let me show you a few of my favourite places here. That’s all I want. Okay?’

			I let myself sink properly into those emerald eyes. Those kind and caring emerald eyes. My heart pulled at the thought of leaving him. Of leaving all of this.

			‘Okay.’

			What else could I say? 

			‘Hi Mum?’ 

			I was in the passenger seat of Abel’s car on the way to our first Tour of Tasmania outing. If Mum called, it meant she wasn’t in a depressive episode, but it was also unusual, so it could represent an elevated period. And given the latest developments with Greg and the art stuff, I was immediately filled with apprehension. There were subconscious clues everywhere in my interactions with my mother. Nothing passed that didn’t register a message in some form. 

			‘Hi sweetie! How are you?’ 

			Mum’s voice was full of excitement and my unease mounted. I sensed Abel’s gaze land on me briefly before returning to the road.

			She asked me about work and Hobart, and I felt increasingly suspicious. I’d been trying to ask Ebony about how Mum was going but my sister had snapped on several occasions and I’d felt guilty for making her the messenger. ‘She’s fine. Enjoy it when it’s good’ was Ebony’s approach to it all. 

			Unfortunately, I hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that things were headed in a fragile direction and the way Mum was talking right now only worsened that feeling.

			‘Anyway, I wanted to let you know Greg and I are going on holiday! So, I’ll be offline for eight days!’

			Mum paused for effect and my heart sank. Mum didn’t have money to spend on spontaneous holidays. 

			‘Right,’ I said, hoping this might represent a camping trip or something else extremely low budget.

			‘We’re booked into an artist retreat in the Blue Mountains! All-inclusive eight days in a wellness resort where we need to do nothing but paint all day!’

			‘Oh, wow, uh …’ I scrambled for words but she was barrelling on.

			‘I should have done something like this years ago! The perfect holiday to relax and unwind. It could be so good for me, don’t you think? Greg just said we should do it – and so we are!’

			‘This sounds like a very expensive holiday, Mum …’ 

			But she gushed away and I could tell there was little I could do to change things now. She talked about how she’d wondered about the money and how Greg is just so carefree and spontaneous and shouldn’t she be more like that? 

			Something caught in my gut. ‘Who’s paying for this?’ I said quietly, trying to keep the anxiety out of my voice, angling my body to the window in a poor attempt at privacy. This was not the sort of conversation I wanted to have in front of company.

			Abel indicated to move off the highway and slowed into a wide section of gravel beside the road. I felt a rush of gratitude to him.

			‘Thank you,’ I mouthed as we came to a stop. I stepped out of the car.

			‘Hmm?’ 

			I could hear her moving about the house, clattering around. I could just picture the whirlwind of energy she was right now.

			‘The trip. Who’s paying for it?’ I couldn’t keep the urgency out of my voice.

			‘Oh. We’ll pay for it together. Greg’s about to get paid, but I had savings ready to go so … you know. Anyway! I’ve got to get the house all sorted and decide what to bring but I just wanted to call and tell you the news in case you’re trying to get hold of me!’

			My further attempts to dissect the situation failed miserably. Mum carried on in full vivacious mode until she needed to end the call in a hurry and I was left feeling as though I’d just walked through a cyclone.

			My heart was racing, my anxiety rattling through me. Greg was bad news and I was so far away there was little I could do about it. I tried to call Ebony, but she didn’t answer.

			I sent a text asking her to call me. I sent another to Mum.

			Please be careful with your finances, Mum. This all seems very sudden.

			A heart response came almost immediately, which told me absolutely fuck-all about how my message had been received. 

			I felt so utterly powerless and far away and had the sense I was the only one who could see the train wreck that lay ahead. 

			I leant against the car and tried to steady my breathing. It was a sunny day, cold and bright, and I turned my face to catch the warmth. 

			There was nothing more I could do right now other than try to rest my anxious mind. Focus on my day off from study. I took a lungful of clean Tasmanian air and felt it settle into my lungs, finding little pockets of calm in my body.

			‘Thanks for pulling over,’ I said, buckling my seatbelt as I got back into Abel’s car.

			‘Everything okay?’

			‘It’s fine. Just Mum stuff. I won’t bore you with the details.’

			He reached for his phone and handed it to me. 

			‘Here. Choose some music then, DJ.’

			Our first trip was to the Hartz Mountains for a day walk. It was a perfect blue day, still and sunny enough to strip down to a singlet as we walked, even with snow still clumping in perfect, bright swathes either side of the track. Abel looked even more spectacular when he was in the wilderness, as though this was his natural environment. More at ease here than anywhere else.

			I couldn’t remember the last time I had been on a walk in nature for pleasure. I was a runner, and often that led me onto bush trails, but being up in the mountains was different and I didn’t need any convincing to see the beauty. Even with the residual anxiety following my conversation with Mum, I was captivated by the scenery.

			The views were breathtaking, spreading all the way to the clear blue ocean in the distance. The vegetation was remarkable and uncanny. How could things grow here so intricately and beautifully against the odds of harsh winds and freezing temperatures? 

			‘Pretty nice, huh?’ Abel was at my shoulder as I stared out at the vast expanse before us.

			‘Yeah,’ I breathed. ‘Amazing.’

			It was a Thursday, unusually quiet, according to Abel, and we had the summit to ourselves.

			He took off his bag and sat on a flat-topped rock. I followed suit. There was no wind and a full-bodied silence seemed to fill the space. I closed my eyes and took in the cold through my nose and blew it out my mouth. The air felt the cleanest and freshest I had ever breathed. My body was still hot from the climb and the coldness was a delight on my skin. Abel’s shoulder was against mine, and I could feel the warmth radiating off him.

			‘Are you sure you want to leave this?’ he asked after a while. ‘This is just the beginning. All Tasmania’s offerings will blow your mind.’

			‘Only with the right tour guide. And you’ve got better things to do than show me all around.’

			‘Do I?’

			The sun beat on my face, as I let myself try on the idea for a moment – Tasmania. Yes, I could love this place. But the reality of my world quickly stamped out any more fanciful notions. More than ever, it was apparent how much I needed to get back home as soon as possible.

			‘What about you?’ I said, trying to shift my mind from Mum and the impending Greg disaster. ‘Do you find it exhausting? Coming and going all the time?’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Work. Your climbing trips. You’re hardly here.’

			He paused before answering. ‘I guess I’m a bit restless.’

			‘Did you always feel restless? Or is it just since Tessie?’

			‘Yeah. Maybe more since Tessie. But maybe I’m just restless.’

			‘What about relationships?’ I tried to make my voice sound even, mildly curious, rather than desperately intrigued as I really was. ‘You must have had girlfriends that lasted long enough to want to be around?’

			‘I’ve had … relations.’

			I snorted. ‘Meaning you have sex? Like Alannah?’

			‘I told you. Nothing happened with Alannah.’ 

			The mountain silence filled the space again. 

			Eventually he said, ‘I guess there’s not really been a relationship important enough for it to be a problem.’

			‘You don’t want to have a partner? A family one day?’

			‘Of course I do – in theory. If it felt right. But otherwise, I’ll keep doing my own thing.’

			I nodded. ‘I get that.’ 

			‘What about you?’ he asked, something challenging in his voice. ‘Do you want a partner? Or is everything just going to come second to your mum and your sister and your career?’

			Oof. That hit me right in the gut. ‘Uh …’ I didn’t know what to say. ‘They’re my priority, Abel. Yeah.’ Greg flashed into my mind and my next words came out more vicious than I’d intended. ‘And I’ll be honest with you, I’m not particularly enamoured with the male species at the moment.’

			‘Thanks,’ he said with a semi-amused grunt.

			‘You don’t count.’ I gave his shoulder a little push with my own.

			‘Not male enough?’

			I snorted. ‘Plenty male. Way too male. You know what I mean. Felix … And … Well, let’s just say the men that have featured in my mother’s life haven’t left me with much confidence in honourable male life partners.’

			‘And kids?’

			‘I don’t know. Jesus.’ I’d literally just asked him the same thing, but now I was on the receiving end, I felt interrogated. ‘If I got to a point where I felt like I was sorted enough to parent someone, then maybe I’d consider it. But I feel fairly at capacity at the moment.’

			‘Because of your mum and Ebony?’

			‘Yeah. Because of Mum and Ebony.’ My tone was defensive. ‘I don’t resent that, Abel. It’s just the way things are for me.’

			He didn’t say anything, only gazed out at the view, something hard in his jaw.

			‘What?’ I knew he wanted to say something.

			He turned to me and we stared at one another. I could see his brain working and his lips barely keeping in what he wanted to say.

			‘Just say it, Abel.’

			‘I know you’ve been through a lot, Mary. And I have no doubt you have made the lives of your mother and your sister a lot more stable. But I just think, maybe you need to let yourself live your own life too.’

			‘Well,’ I said curtly. ‘It’s easy to say that, isn’t it?’ 

			‘Yeah. Maybe it is.’ He paused but I could feel he wasn’t done. ‘But I think it’s also easy to let your life be guided by the needs of other people. And not to look at what you want to do and be brave enough to actually make it happen. They’re not mutually exclusive things, you know? Their happiness and yours. They can coexist but not if you just let yourself carry on being the martyr, picking up the pieces and assuming your experience of men will always be the same as your mum’s. I think you’re stronger than that, and I think pretending otherwise is— Well. I think it’s a cop-out.’

			I gaped at him. I was shocked. Hurt. As if I’d just been kicked right in the chest. I couldn’t believe what he’d just said. Especially given the conversation I’d had with my mother forefront in my mind. We didn’t choose the shitshow of mental health my mum had, nor what that meant for our lives.

			‘Well, fuck you, Abel.’

			I stood up and pulled my bag onto my shoulder. I stalked away, knowing I was breaking all sorts of wilderness rules, but the path was easy to follow and I was confident I wouldn’t get lost.

			I marched down the hillside back to the car on my own. Quietly fuming, stewing on his accusations. To his credit, Abel didn’t try to catch up with me, even though he could have in two minutes.

			Despite feeling that what he’d said was totally out of line, I couldn’t help reflecting on it. And when I tried to think back on the decisions I’d made in my life that hadn’t been based around what I thought would ultimately be best for Mum and Ebony, it was true there hadn’t been many. Had that done anyone any good? Had it really helped Mum or Ebony or me? I didn’t know.

			By the time I got back to the car, my feet had blisters; I could feel them, raw and open, on my heel. I should have worn my normal running shoes rather than the walking boots I’d bought in preparation for Abel’s wilderness tours. He’d even told me I didn’t need to worry about boots today, but I’d wanted to wear them in. Wear them in and wear out my feet, it would seem.

			Abel had left the key hidden in the wheel-hub ‘in case I fall off a cliff and you need to drive back to Hobart’. Though maybe he’d just known we were going to have an argument and I’d be storming back to the car without him.

			I unlocked the car and pulled out the first aid box in the boot, hoping to find a band-aid or a dressing to put on my wounded heels. The box was enormous and hugely comprehensive: an actually properly useful kit. There were asthma puffers, green whistles for pain relief, aspirin and GTN for heart attacks, anaphylaxis kits for intramuscular adrenaline administration. 

			I was still sifting through the contents when Abel arrived back at the car, only minutes behind me.

			‘What do you need?’ His voice was gentle.

			‘Band-aid. I’ve got blisters,’ I grumbled.

			‘Sure.’ He began looking.

			‘It’s a good first aid kit.’

			‘It would be embarrassing if I didn’t have a band-aid as a retrieval doctor.’

			‘You’ve got menstrual pads in there?’

			He shrugged. ‘I may be a bachelor, but I’ve been with women and I understand the physiology. Sometimes a pad is quite a helpful item.’

			I grunted. Damn him, thoughtful pain in the arse.

			‘Are these bubbles?’ I pulled out a blue plastic bottle.

			‘Don’t Forget the Bubbles. Don’t you know anything about building rapport with a child?’

			‘Lollies?’

			‘You give a child a lolly and blow a bubble and you can literally perform any minor procedure you need.’

			I chuckled.

			He had found the band-aids, some standard ones, some big ones. 

			‘Superhero or princess?’ he asked.

			I didn’t want to smile. But damn him. Damn, damn, damn him. ‘Superhero, obviously.’

			He smiled. ‘Yeah. I thought so too.’

			He made me sit in the boot of the car and then he took my shoes off, and my socks. It was such a caring act it made my chest literally ache. 

			‘Ouch,’ he murmured, brushing his thumb along the inside of my ankle and tenderly applying a Catwoman band-aid to my heel.

			‘Thanks.’

			He sat himself in the boot too, the first aid box between us. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you, Mary.’

			‘I know.’

			‘I just want to see you—’

			‘Thrive.’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘I know.’

			‘But it’s not my business. You do you. You’re great.’

			I huffed a laugh.

			We were silent for a while, my eyes on the gravel of the parking lot. ‘Things are shitty, Abel. It’s always been shitty or heading towards shitty. So, yeah, it’s difficult for me to relax and stop worrying about Mum and Ebony. Maybe my life will always be governed by that to some extent.’

			He nodded. ‘I get that. I think I just feel the unfairness of it, and I get frustrated on your behalf. I want you to live your life, be able to make your own decisions. Choose where you want to be. Who you want to be with. And find some trust in yourself and your choices.’

			I looked up at him, his gentle, Abel eyes resting on mine. It was impossible to stay angry with him. He really was a rare man, even if men were the worst and I felt as though I’d never be ready for another one in my life. ‘Thanks for even caring.’

			‘Of course I care.’

			His eyes were so intense I had to look away. My gaze landed back on the first aid box. It was so typically Abel. Practical, thoughtful, funny, charming, and—

			‘You have condoms in your first aid box?’

			He smiled, not a bit self-consciously. ‘There is no emergency that doesn’t include sex.’

			I laughed. ‘Really? I’ll be honest with you, Abel, that is an incredibly worrying statement from a retrieval doctor. No emergencies that don’t include sex, huh?’

			‘Okay.’ He was blushing. ‘That didn’t come out quite right. There are plenty of emergencies that don’t include sex. I’ll rephrase that, shall I?’

			‘Please.’ I was still laughing.

			‘Sex can one hundred per cent be classed as an emergency. True or false?’

			I laughed even more. Gorgeous, gorgeous man. ‘True.’

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-six

			Before I knew it, Abel was gone again, mountaineering in New Zealand for ten days. 

			In his absence, I finally let go of any restraint I might have been harbouring in tending to the garden. He didn’t seem to spend much time in the backyard, what with the very little time he was home, and the initial guilt I’d felt in overstepping any boundaries got swallowed by my compulsion to create something beautiful and see flowers blooming. Most of my work was weeding anyway, which I told myself was only a small step past cleaning.

			On my walks, I stopped and talked to Silvia if I saw her pottering in her garden, and as promised, one day she had a bag of freesia bulbs ready for me. ‘They’re just like the scent of heaven,’ she said, her eyes alight.

			I hadn’t grown freesias in years and I couldn’t conjure the exact smell in my memory, but I knew she was right: they smelt like some form of heaven. When she handed me the dirt-stained paper bag, I experienced an overwhelming sense of warmth. 

			As my gloved fingers dug holes for the bulbs in the cold winter soil later that morning, the sun on my back seemed to seep right into my bones. I paused, closing my eyes just to feel the warmth on my back, the hard garden path under my knee, breathing that cold air in and out. 

			I thought a lot about what Abel had said about Mum and Ebony, and how much my life’s plans orbited around them. But right there, in the garden for those few minutes before I went back to study, with the hope of flowers in my fingertips, I was doing something for me, purely for me.

			And it felt immeasurably good. 

			My shift on the day Abel was due to return was unusually quiet, though technically I wasn’t allowed to say that out loud because the vocalisation of the Q word was like the ultimate curse in the emergency department. But I had never been a superstitious person, had little care for most petty social norms and it was four p.m. There had been two new patients walk into the department in the last hour, so I was calling a spade a spade.

			‘It’s very quiet today.’

			Cleo turned to me with a look of total shock. ‘How dare you utter such a thing!’

			Doctors were in general such a conscientious bunch that everyone felt invariably guilty about being at work and not being stressed out of their minds. When a new patient popped up on the screen any available doctor would rush to assign their name to the patient like they wanted to be the first to press the buzzer on a quiz show.

			Except Cleo.

			‘Do you think anyone will notice if I go home?’ she asked.

			‘Probably not.’ 

			‘Slay.’ She fist pumped. ‘I’m going to roll. I’ll text you. We’ll go to the pub. Tonight?’

			‘I can’t tonight. But soon.’

			She darted off and I felt a flicker of guilt. Abel had been away for a week and half and I’d missed him. So much, I’d just turned down a friend’s invitation so I could spend the evening with him. What did that mean? 

			‘Quiet. Quiet. Quiet,’ I muttered like a spell. Fuck the superstition. I hated quiet. Work never allowed me to reflect on my own life. That’s why I loved my work. That’s why quiet shifts were so disconcerting.

			I was mustering enthusiasm to use the quiet time productively – study, revise – but it was always difficult to do so out of my usual study zone. So when my phone pinged in my pocket, I pulled it out and felt something flutter in my chest. 

			Abel: The house is so tidy it’s spooky.

			I smiled. 

			Me: I clean a lot when I’m studying. Helps my brain. 

			Me: Welcome home.

			Abel: I don’t think the fridge has ever looked so shiny. 

			Abel: And the cutlery drawer. Jesus. Amazing.

			Me: What can I say? Subclinical OCD.

			Abel: It’s working for me.

			I went back to the computer, eyes glazing over the content. I didn’t usually text while I was at work and even on a day like this, it made me feel unprofessional.

			Abel: Mary, did you put my books in alphabetical order?

			I chuckled. 

			Me: Um … That would be weird wouldn’t it?

			Abel: Extremely. But my books are most certainly in alphabetical order. And I’m pretty sure I didn’t do it.

			Me: Maybe ask Kate Winslet?

			Abel: She’s in a mood. Scowling at me.

			Abel: And very shiny. Did you do something to her? She smells like roses.

			Kate Winslet had loved being washed and brushed. And she was very shiny now. I wondered if she’d let him pet her yet.

			Abel: Speaking of roses. The ones out front – they’re so tiny? Did you have a fight with them?

			Me: It’s called pruning. Sorry. I couldn’t help myself.

			I put my phone away, resolving to stop texting. Updating my mandatory training modules occurred to me. We always had to have up-to-date online certificates on hand washing and, I don’t know, how to put on gloves and things. 

			When I was midway through a module on how many moments of hygiene there were in patient care (like, a thousand), my phone pinged again. I blamed the overwhelmingly boring module for my distractedness. 

			Abel: I’m doing my laundry.

			I snorted. He was obviously as bored as me. 

			Abel: I’m needing to take down your laundry to hang up my own.

			I felt a stab of panic as all my underwear on the clothes rack flashed into my brain. How had I forgotten to take them down?

			Abel: Is it weird to feel kind of turned on by someone else’s laundry?

			I was blushing. At work. I tried to focus on hand hygiene. Challenging.

			Abel: Are you trying to work?

			Me: Yes, Abel. I am.

			Abel: So am I. This is all very distracting.

			I snorted again.

			Abel: Laundry is usually a mindless task, a grounding one, not an erotic one. I’m very thrown by the experience.

			Me: Apologies?

			Abel: I should probably stop staring at your underwear. 

			Me: Probably.

			Abel: Do you really wear these things? Jesus. Who gets to see them? 

			Me: Just me. It’s called self-care, Abel. You should be proud of me.

			Abel: Proud. I’m … hmmm. There’s so much I could say right now.

			Abel: I’m going to leave them. I feel like a creep.

			Abel: But some sensitivity please? The fridge job is great. Even the books are helpful. The underwear is just cruel.

			Me: Okay. I understand. I’ll remove them when I get home. See you soon?

			Abel: Excellent. See you soon.

			‘The kids are mental with excitement for our visit,’ Ebony was saying. 

			I was walking home from work, ear buds in, and Ebony was trying to make a costume for Liam’s school parade tomorrow. Needless to say, her end of the line was a lively affair.

			‘I’m excited too. We’ll have heaps of fun.’

			‘I don’t know about this headpiece. I think it’s going to fall apart when you put it on, sweetie.’

			I was fairly confident that was not directed at me. ‘What do you guys want to do when you’re here? I won’t have heaps of time between work and study, but we can try to fit some special things in.’

			‘I want to go to the snow!’ I recognised the voice as Molly’s.

			‘That’s a great idea,’ I said. ‘Let’s cross our fingers for snow.’

			We continued a busy, broken conversation for another few minutes. Before we hung up, the niggling worry I’d had ever since my last conversation with Mum was too much to ignore. I hadn’t spoken to her since her call about the art trip, from which she’d have returned now. She wasn’t answering my calls, which could mean anything from loved-up elation with Greg, to alcoholic stupor, to busy shifts at the hospital. When I’d asked Ebony, she’d been vague and evasive, and increasingly irritated by my questions.

			‘How’s Mum?’ I ventured lightly, hoping the question didn’t sound as loaded with meaning and worry as it did in my brain.

			I heard Ebony’s frustrated sigh before she even said anything. Her voice came through gritted teeth. ‘Stop worrying, Mary.’

			‘I’m sorry. I hate to ask you. I just haven’t heard from her and I feel so far away … and all this with Greg is—’

			‘Maybe Greg is great. Maybe Mum is doing really well. You’re so cynical and suspicious. How do you even live like that? It must be bloody awful.’

			Her words stung right to my core, pushing on a sore spot. Because, sometimes, I wondered how I lived like that too. How difficult I found it to trust in anything, anyone. The thought of Abel landed, sudden and unannounced, and with a deep sense of aching need. If I had trust, maybe I could just let myself fall for him, let myself really look at what this thing going on between us was. Maybe it was nothing at all, but my fear never even let me look at it head-on.

			The conversation didn’t go any further and I was left with no insight into Mum’s situation.

			‘I need to go, okay? This goddamn lion’s head thing isn’t working.’ Ebony’s playfulness had been replaced with genuine frustration and I wished I was there to help. I had no clue how she managed all this on her own; just being on the other end of the phone felt exhausting.

			I tried to recover the conversation by saying how much I was looking forward to seeing her, but her goodbye was cool. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-seven

			Whenever I saw Abel, I was filled with powerfully conflicting emotions: a rush of affection and happiness mixed with a painful tug that was hungry for more. My whole body yearned for him and while I did my best to suppress that yearning with logical reasons why a man was not what I needed in my life right now, the burning desire was growing stronger with every moment in his company. And I was terrified by it.

			Maybe it was inevitable – the unsatisfied sexual tension between us. At times, the need to release that tension was almost too overwhelming to control. If it were anyone else, someone I didn’t feel so close to, maybe I would have just succumbed to it; burst the bubble and removed it from my brain. But this was Abel. And aside from the fact I currently relied on this situation for my accommodation, I respected him and cared for him too much to be flippant about it. On top of all that, I had the suspicion that a night with Abel would do little to satisfy my yearning. More likely it would open up a can of worms and I had no capacity for that right now. 

			When I walked in to find him in the kitchen, I kept my hands in the back pockets of my scrub pants for safety, but he seemed to have done away with the physical distance thing and he just walked straight to me and pulled me into a hug.

			‘I missed you,’ he said easily, unaware of the galloping stampede it ignited in my tender little heart.

			I missed you so much. I think about you all the time.

			I couldn’t even talk for fear something inappropriate would tumble out. I just focused on the hug and the smell of him and how strong his arms felt around me. Steady my heart!

			‘I’m sorry about all the cleaning,’ I mumbled.

			I felt him chuckle. ‘You’re the best housemate. It’ll never be the same without you here.’

			‘Well. The fridge will get dirtier. And you’ll have less neurotic vibes around your home. So, I guess you’re right. It probably won’t be quite the same.’

			I started to extricate myself from his arms before I could get too comfortable there, but he held me firm, his gaze steady on me.

			‘And the garden.’ His voice was suddenly soft, his eyes tender. ‘You’ve made the garden beautiful.’

			‘I’m sorry …’ I felt myself colouring. ‘I should have asked if it was okay.’

			‘It’s so okay.’ He pulled me to him again and I felt his breath on the top of my head as he whispered, ‘I love it, Mary.’

			My chest swelled, and I let it. I let it swell into him, the feeling of being held by him, of being seen by him, and maybe even of being wanted by him.

			‘It’s nothing much yet, but in spring and summer there will be flowers.’ My head was still against his body, and the warmth inside me started to ache.

			He just held me, and when he spoke there was a sadness in his voice that echoed the sadness in my heart. ‘I can’t wait to see it all. But I’ll be sorry you’re not here. I’ll miss you, Mary.’

			It was rare for us to speak so candidly to one another, but raw and tender as I felt in that moment, I didn’t shy away from it.

			‘I’ll miss you so much, Abel.’

			Eventually we steadied and pulled apart.

			The evening was easy and warm and there was an unmasked closeness between us laced with something bittersweet. It was so easy to imagine falling in love with Abel; a part of me knew I already had. And sometimes I could even start to imagine that he could love me back. But life was too complicated right now, and I didn’t trust that taking the next step wouldn’t damage the very special thing we had. So, I leant into my self-control. There was only a short window of time left and I wanted to cherish it.

			After we’d eaten and cleaned up, we sat in companionable silence in the living room. I had my laptop on my crossed legs on the couch and Abel sat in his armchair across from me. My exam was four weeks away, and every spare moment was spent soaking up content. I was getting better at concentrating in his presence and was mostly taking in what I was reading about the nuances of managing paediatric congenital heart disease.

			When I looked up from my screen, I saw Abel’s journal was open in his lap. I couldn’t see the page but he was drawing.

			‘What are you working on?’

			‘Just doodling.’ His eyes met mine, not giving anything away.

			‘A new picture?’

			‘Yeah. It’s called Dream Catcher.’

			I laughed. He was clearly making fun of me. Bringing back unpleasant memories of Vivian’s.

			While I was immersed in the details of a neonate with shock from duct-dependent congenital cardiac disease, I sensed Abel move.

			‘I’m going to bed. Happy studying.’ He gave my shoulder a squeeze as he went upstairs.

			The room changed in his absence. Study lost its glow.

			I managed another twenty minutes before tiredness overtook my functional brain. 

			As I gathered my things together and put them in a pile on the coffee table, my eyes landed on the art journal Abel had returned to the bookshelf. He’d shown it to me already, so surely it wouldn’t be too improper just to have a little look?

			I couldn’t resist, so I picked it up.

			I studied the faces and the images again. The drawings were so beautiful. It had been weeks since he’d first shown me, and in that time I’d come to know him even more deeply, making the images seem even richer.

			When I turned to the final page, my breath caught in my throat.

			It was me. It was undoubtedly me. But I looked more alive than the image I saw when I looked in the mirror. My features were softer than the tight, scrutinising face of my reflection. This version of me had been taken through someone else’s body – into their eyes and their brain – and expressed in their hands. Abel’s eyes and brain and hands. And the image he’d created of me was beautiful. I was beautiful.

			In the bottom right corner of the page in his scrawl were two words: Dream Catcher.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-eight

			‘Where’s Felix?’

			Ebony was lounging on the sofa, the kids playing with some Lego I’d bought to entertain them. It was the first day of their visit.

			‘Um …’ Now that I’d left it so long, the whole thing seemed ridiculous. ‘We broke up a little while back.’

			‘What?’

			‘Sorry. I thought I’d mentioned it.’ I had my back turned, making us tea, and hoped we could move past the subject relatively seamlessly.

			‘Don’t give me that, Mary. You did not.’ She didn’t sound impressed. She got up from the couch and moved to the breakfast bar. 

			‘Oh. We broke up. What kind of tea would you like?’

			‘How did I not know this?’ 

			‘It was … during a busy time. And it’s not a big deal.’

			‘Not a big deal?’ Her voice was rising. ‘You’ve been with this guy for most of the last – how many years? Four? Five?’

			‘Six. I’m fine. It’s fine. I’m having peppermint. You?’

			‘When? How long back are we talking?’

			‘A month? Two? Probably about three, actually.’

			‘Oh my God! I can’t believe you. We’ve had like thirty conversations during that time about the colour of my children’s poo and the texture of their snot and you’ve had this huge life event that you didn’t even bother mentioning?’

			‘Well, I’m telling you now!’

			She just shook her head and glared at me.

			‘I thought you didn’t like Felix anyway.’

			‘I didn’t,’ she snarled. 

			We were silent for a moment but the air felt loaded. Even the kids were quiet, sensing the tension.

			‘So, who does this place belong to? Your fiancé you haven’t told me about? Your husband, even?’

			‘Ebony. Don’t be like that.’

			‘Well, you obviously don’t count me as someone worth talking to about key life events, so what would I know?’ She was furious. Steam was practically coming out her ears. 

			Shit.

			‘I’m sorry. I didn’t want to bother you.’

			‘You know what, Mary? I’m pretty bloody jack of this whole thing. Didn’t want to bother you. Do you know how that makes me feel? Meaningless. A dependent. Not someone worth sharing yourself with. I’m your sister, not your child.’

			I didn’t know how to respond. I felt awful. Sick. Speechless.

			‘Mummy.’ Molly had walked over and was wrapping her arms around Ebony’s legs. ‘Why are you shouting?’

			‘Sorry, sweetie.’ Ebony scooped her into her arms. ‘Let’s go, kids. We’re heading to the park.’

			‘Ebony. Come on. Have your tea with me—’

			‘I can’t right now. I’m really, really angry. And really hurt too.’

			This was not how it was supposed to be. I should be going to the park with them. I should be pushing Molly on the swing and playing handball with Paddy. Linking arms with my sister and listening to her stories about dates as a single mum.

			Instead, I was left with two cups of peppermint tea, an empty house and a feeling of terrible loneliness.

			The rest of the week was rough. Ebony seemed to be deliberately avoiding me. When I got back from my shifts, they’d be out. On my days off, she made plans. She was terse and pissed off with me when our paths did cross.

			The only saving grace was the time with the kids. Even at her most difficult, Ebony seemed not to want to get in the way of that. She let me look after them while she went and visited MONA and when she did some shopping in the city. I loved those kids in a way that almost physically ached and I’d missed them so much. 

			When Abel had talked me into letting them stay with us, he’d insisted I sleep in his bed and they have my room. We’d found a spare mattress to put on the floor for Liam and Paddy to squeeze onto while Molly and Ebony had my bed. The return to the master bedroom hadn’t been hard to accept, in all honesty. And even though Abel had changed his sheets for me before he left, it smelt and felt like him. A balm for my heart. 

			Abel was interstate running another wilderness course and would be back a few days after Ebony left. I was sorry they wouldn’t meet one another, but it made the logistics of the situation easier. 

			On the fifth night of their stay, Ebony was finally in the room long enough for me to attempt to talk to her.

			‘I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Felix.’ 

			The kids were in bed and she’d just got back from a movie on her own. I was tidying the remains of the tacos I’d had with the kids and she was heaping the picture books I’d got from the library into a neat pile on the coffee table. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t walk out either, which was a step forward.

			‘Ebony. I’m sorry.’

			‘Sure.’

			‘I’d love to actually talk to you while you’re here. You’ve got like, two more days and then we’re back to being thousands of kilometres apart. Can we put this behind us?’

			She sighed. ‘You don’t get it, do you?’

			‘Get what?’

			‘How representative this is of our relationship.’

			‘I should have told you. I’m sorry.’

			‘But it’s not just this. This is the problem with us. The problem with you.’ She was glaring at me again, her eyes fiery.

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘You’re so hung up on fixing me and Mum that you completely isolate yourself and make it fucking impossible to actually be close to you.’

			I felt like I’d been slapped. 

			‘That’s not true. I am close to you, Ebony. There is literally no one else I care for like I care for you.’

			‘I know that. You “care” for me. But it’s in no way equal, is it? You care for me like you might care for a child. And that makes me feel pathetic. Useless. Incapable.’

			‘Of course you’re not useless—’

			‘It’s the same way you transferring money every week makes me feel. The way you treat me strips me of my own strength, my sense of capacity.’

			‘Ebony. I’m trying to help!’

			‘Maybe I don’t want your help? Have you asked me if I want your help?’

			‘But—’

			‘Maybe I just want a sister. Maybe I want to hear you complain sometimes. Hear you talk about when things are a mess.’ Her eyes were glossy and I felt a lump in my own throat. ‘Instead, you’re always so … so sorted. With your fancy job. And your income. Your financial security.’

			‘I do not have financial security.’

			‘And your impenetrable emotions. I don’t think I’ve ever even seen you cry, Mary!’ Tears were streaming down her face now. ‘And I’m sick of it!’

			‘Ebony, I’m sorry.’

			‘I bet it feels good, huh? Always being the together one? While we laugh at little Ebony with her three kids on Centrelink who can’t even support herself without a top up from the big sister. And just imagine if we burdened her with anything as traumatising as news of her sister’s most significant life relationship breaking down. No, no, no, we couldn’t possibly.’

			‘Stop it!’ Her words were like a knife in my chest, turning and twisting. Brutal. Unforgiving. ‘Stop it!’

			I couldn’t listen to another word of her accusations. I threw down my tea towel and walked out the door, leaving the kitchen a mess and my mess behind me in a way that felt awful and way out of control.

			The night was cold. A harsh wind whipped across the water so the air smelt like salt and my skin felt like it would bruise from the aggressive way in which I was buffeted. Tears were streaming down my face as I walked the quiet, dark streets. The same anger and hurt that I’d seen in Ebony’s face bubbled up inside me.

			I felt so misunderstood. And stupid. I’d tried so fucking hard all my life, only to be rejected.

			Ebony was literally where I had put all my love. All my choices had been based around her. All my hopes had held her right in the centre. Except I’d done it wrong. She didn’t want that version of me. Which undermined everything. Because, aside from the ambitious, disciplined, supportive older sister, I didn’t know what I was. I didn’t know if I even had an identity beyond that.

			I cried for the fact that I’d made Ebony feel small.

			And I cried for me, for having given everything, absolutely everything, only to realise my efforts hadn’t been wanted.

			I had failed in the ultimate way. A perfectionist hates to fail at anything, but this was failure at its most brutal. Because it wasn’t for gratification or reward that I’d strived. 

			It was only for love.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-nine

			I was at work the following day when I got a message from Abel, telling me he was unexpectedly coming home two nights early – the wilderness course had been cut short due to poor weather. He would cross over with Ebony and the kids for a night – I hadn’t anticipated that. He wrote something about sleeping on the couch so he wouldn’t kick me out of his bed.

			My heart always lifted knowing he was coming home, but this time I felt relief crash over me like a wave. I craved his company more than ever.

			When I got home from my shift, he was already there, making dinner with Ebony. 

			My sister was more animated than she had been all week, and while I knew it certainly wasn’t on account of me, it took some of the tension out of the room to see her smile and laugh.

			Abel hugged me and for the brief moment I was in his arms, I felt my whole body sigh with need for him. The very essence of my soul seemed to need him.

			I found a spot on the couch with the kids and read them The Cherry Tree Farm while half-listening to Abel and Ebony’s easy conversation.

			Over dinner Abel asked question after question and Ebony was bubbly as ever, talking about Rock’n’Rhyme where she took the kids on a Tuesday morning, how the kids were going at school, how hard it was to find childcare, the insanity of rental prices in Sydney, jobs she’d looked at getting. He was so sweet in the way he engaged with her, the sort of person who would find anyone interesting. It was a beautiful quality. 

			I tried to enjoy the fact that I was with my sister and we weren’t fighting, but in truth, I was devastated that this was the last night of a visit that had gone so badly and tomorrow she would be leaving. I’d imagined this visit would be about all of us going on picnics to the park, or maybe introducing Ebony to some hot young doctor she’d fall in love with. Maybe she’d even fall in love with Hobart and she’d want to stay as much as I did.

			That thought caught me in my tracks. Did I want to stay in Hobart?

			Abel was looking at me like he’d just asked a question and I realised I’d completely vagued out.

			‘Sorry?’

			‘Did you want any more or are you done?’ He was clearing away the plates from the table.

			‘I’m all done. Thank you.’

			Molly was lying on the couch and had started whining. And Liam’s and Paddy’s voices were escalating over a piece of Lego: ‘I need the windscreen for my car!’ 

			‘We can clean this up if you need to put them to bed,’ I said to Ebony.

			‘Okay.’ She didn’t make eye contact with me, but said to Abel with faultless manners, ‘Thanks for dinner!’

			The kids did their goodnights and hugs and Abel even ended up with a squeeze around the neck from Molly and Liam. Paddy wanted to, I could see it in his face, but at eight, he was at that stage where he was coming out of his purely impulse driven childhood.

			‘Gorgeous kids,’ Abel said with a smile after they’d disappeared up the stairs. ‘She’s great. No wonder you adore her.’

			We did the dishes together and I listened to him tell me about the course, the personalities, the challenges. 

			After a while, he stopped and reached for my arm. ‘What’s up? You seem troubled.’

			‘I’m tired.’

			‘Why don’t you go to bed?’

			The sleeping situation dawned on me at that point and he read the moment of realisation in my expression.

			‘It’s fine. I promised you my bed. I’ll sleep on the couch.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I scoffed. ‘I’ll sleep on the couch.’

			‘No, I’ll sleep on the couch.’

			We were in a stand-off, but my brain couldn’t function enough to navigate it.

			‘I’ll help you finish here.’

			As though sensing I didn’t have the energy to drive much of the conversation, Abel kept talking, entertaining me with anecdotes from the course – the city guy who lost his shit when he got mud on his bum; the ICU doctor who hadn’t been able to tie a sling; the infectious diseases registrar who had a full-blown panic attack about contracting Barmah Forest Virus when he got bitten by a mosquito. It was distracting and I appreciated it.

			Finally, we were done and everything was tidy. I hung my tea towel on the oven handle and when I turned around, Abel was leaning against the counter, facing me. He feigned a yawn.

			‘You should go to bed. You’re keeping me up out here.’ 

			‘You should go to bed. I’m sleeping out here and you’re keeping me up.’

			He shook his head and laughed. ‘Rock, paper, scissors?

			‘No. I’m not stealing your bed.’

			‘I’ll only sleep in my bed if you sleep in my bed.’

			I snorted. ‘Nice try, Abel.’

			‘But seriously. It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve shared a bed. And that was a single.’

			My mind travelled back to the last night in our cabin and how my body had lit up like a Christmas tree to be in such proximity to him. At that point, I had found him attractive on a physical level and appreciated his good company. Now … God, now, things were so much worse.

			‘I don’t think that’s a very good idea.’

			‘It’s a king-sized bed, Mary. I would literally not touch you.’

			The idea tugged at something inside me. But I didn’t know how to trust my brain anymore. My iron discipline hadn’t served me so well in recent times and my decision-making capacity didn’t seem as robust as I’d always thought. My logical thoughts got ready to battle with my inner desires, which were saying, Sleep beside Abel, smell him, be close to him, be comforted by him, and suddenly I caved.

			‘Okay. Let’s both sleep in your bed.’

			‘I thought you’d never ask,’ he said with a feigned expression of surprised delight. 

			‘Careful,’ I said with a warning finger. ‘I’m not at my strongest point right now.’

			‘I’m kidding. I won’t touch you. Promise.’

			I hesitated. All my things were there – my toiletries in his bathroom, my clothes in his room. ‘Is it okay if I use your bathroom?’

			‘Of course.’

			I walked up the stairs and changed into my pyjamas and brushed my teeth. I was so tired, my heart still sore, and the sight of Abel’s beautiful room and beautiful bed was at this point completely irresistible. I climbed into the sheets and it felt like heaven. 

			Abel was only a few minutes behind me. I heard the lights click off downstairs and I didn’t even need to ask him to keep the stairwell light on for Ebony and the kids in case they needed to use the downstairs bathroom in the night. It was such a banal but lovely feeling to have someone else closing the house down for the night when I was already tucked in. Growing up, or even with Felix, I was usually the last one awake. The one who made sure the doors were locked and the oven was off and the lights were out. It was strange how cared for I felt to have someone else do those things.

			Abel pulled the bedding back on his side and slipped in. The bedside lamp was still on and his face glowed warm and soft. He tucked himself in, mirroring my position: on his side facing me, with the covers up around his chin. To his word, his body didn’t touch mine.

			‘Hey,’ he whispered.

			‘Hey.’

			‘Are you okay?’

			There was something about low lighting, whispered conversations, bed sheets around your cheeks. There was a reason that all sorts of things were shared in these situations. Something safe, separate from the world. 

			‘Not really.’

			‘What happened?’

			‘Ebony and I had a fight. We’ve barely spoken all week.’

			‘Really?’

			‘You were right. About the Felix thing, when you said that a sister would want to know. She was angry with me. I mean, really, so furious. And hurt. She thinks I baby her and don’t treat her as an equal.’

			I told him about what had been said. I felt my throat getting tight and I wondered if I was going to cry again. I didn’t know if I even had the energy to stop it.

			‘Oh, Mary.’ He reached out a hand and cupped my cheek, his thumb brushing the skin beneath my eye where the tears had overflowed and were falling towards the bed. ‘Sorry. Breach of physical contact. Okay?’

			I smiled. ‘Yeah. Okay.’

			‘And how do you feel?’

			‘Really confused, Abel. I’ve tried so hard to protect her my whole life. And maybe she’s right. Maybe I haven’t treated her as an equal. But only because I love her so much. I’d be willing to sacrifice everything for her. And to hear she doesn’t want that is completely disorientating. I have no idea where that leaves me.’

			‘Because it means you have to think about what you want?’

			Echoes of our conversation at the top of the Hartz Mountain resurfaced in my brain.

			Was I missing something? Was everyone seeing something in my behaviour that I wasn’t?

			‘Are you going to say I told you so? I don’t think I can hear that right now.’ I was already getting defensive.

			‘No.’ Something brushed over his features. Frustration, maybe? ‘I’m not trying to catch you out, Mary.’

			‘But you agree with her.’

			‘It sounds like what was said was unnecessarily harsh. And I doubt she meant it entirely that way.’

			I waited. There was definitely a but. 

			‘But the bit about putting other people’s needs and wants in front of your own I think will need examining at some point. I see that in you, Mary. You do that. And you’re so good at it that I think you almost don’t know what it is that you want.’

			I tried to think of something to say to dispute it, but it was true.

			‘Sometimes I see glimpses of you wanting something, and I almost think you’re going to give yourself permission to grasp it, but then it’s squashed again.’

			I wondered if I was going to have a fight with Abel now as well, but there was too much kindness in his eyes. I felt my face twist, emotion wringing me out. ‘I’m so confused.’

			‘Oh, honey.’ He crossed the divide between us, one arm coming beneath me and the other pulling me towards him until I was completely within his hold, my head on his chest, my arm encircling him.

			He held me tight, his thumbs brushing at my skin. Tears oozed from my eyes onto his chest.

			‘We’ll work it out, hey? Remember the climbing? How amazing you felt when you stepped out of your comfort zone, when you trusted yourself in the unknown? You can do that. I know you can.’

			He squeezed me tighter and almost pushed the tension out of my body.

			There was a lot I didn’t know. A lot of things in my life I had no idea how to navigate. But I knew one thing.

			I wanted Abel. Like nothing else I’d ever wanted before. 

			I wanted Abel.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty

			When I woke, my body was still draped over his. We fitted together like we’d been designed purely to end up in this tangled position.

			As though sensing me waking, he shifted, his arms winding themselves more firmly around me.

			‘You feel so nice,’ I whispered. Still drunk on feeling; logical thought and usual filters not quite in place yet.

			‘You do too.’

			I felt something vibrate within me, weightless, alive. ‘You make everything feel so good.’ 

			‘You do too.’

			I shifted my head back to look at him and his hand brushed the hair from my face. It was like I belonged here. This was my place.

			‘You said you wouldn’t touch me,’ I murmured.

			‘It was more difficult than I’d anticipated.’

			My hand moved over his bare chest, exploring, unable to help myself. I watched his features to see if he would react, ask me to stop. But he just kept gazing at me. I could feel the air entering and leaving his lungs. The skin was warm, a smattering of hair on his chest. My hand moved over the rise of his pec and stopped over his heart. I could feel the apex beat between his ribs, pounding. I circled my hand around it.

			‘It’s like I’ve got your heart in my hands,’ I said without thinking.

			He gave the smallest of smiles. ‘You do have my heart in your hands.’

			Our faces were just inches apart. The smallest of movements would close the gap.

			‘Sometimes I wonder what would happen if I wasn’t leaving.’

			‘So do I.’

			The air was warm, heavy with potential. But the doubt was creeping in at the edges of my brain. Men were dangerous. And Abel had told me he wasn’t interested. Hadn’t he?

			‘But you said you didn’t want any complication so I guess it wouldn’t matter anyway …’

			His features jolted like I’d splashed water on his sleepy, dreamy face. ‘What?’

			‘That night you came back and I’d just started house-sitting and you said you didn’t—’

			‘I remember the night, Mary.’ He was staring at me with bewilderment. ‘You think I didn’t want complication?’

			‘Yeah. You said you didn’t want to distract my focus.’

			‘You were the one who told me you needed to focus. I’ve been doing everything I can to give you space. To honour the boundaries of your steely discipline.’

			‘But you’ve been seeing other people. You went out with Alannah.’

			‘To distract me. Because I soon realised that to have you here and not be able to have all of you is absolute fucking torture.’

			My breath caught. His admission was staggering – almost too much for my brain to comprehend. I needed to disentangle myself from his body so I could actually take in what he was saying. I sat up on the bed, my weight resting on my hand, searching his eyes for the meaning behind his words.

			‘Then why didn’t you ever make a move?’

			‘Because you need to drive your life, Mary. Don’t you get it? You need to work out what you want and then you need to make it happen. I’m not going to be another decision that is made for you.’

			The weight of his words settled in my brain, their meaning wrapping around my heart. I was speechless. The possibilities. The permission. The terrifying realisation that I could choose something so beautiful, so utterly perfect.

			He lay there looking up at me – his emerald gaze, his full mouth, his caramel-coloured skin in the softness of his bedding, his bare and broad chest, the dip beneath his ribs and the soft trail of hair that led to his waist beneath the covers. My whole body ached with longing. I could see a path before us. A path leading me into the unknown, the thrilling, beautiful unknown.

			Maybe I was brave enough …

			The urge to kiss him was almost impossible to resist. And when his eyes dipped to my lips, I felt my heart quickening in anticipation. Could this be it? Was this finally going to happen?

			But the moment was interrupted by the rumble of children’s footsteps down the stairs and Molly yelling, ‘I’m doing a wee first.’

			I sighed. ‘I better get up.’

			‘Yep.’

			‘I need to take them to the airport.’

			‘I know.’

			There was a fragility in his eyes that sucked the air from my lungs. He was always so confident, so sure in his decisions, but at that moment, he was bare. Exposed and vulnerable. And I couldn’t let another moment go by without him knowing that he was all I wanted. Maybe I had no clue where that would lead us, or if there was any possible future for us, but I saw in a moment of clarity that I needed him to know.

			So I touched my hand to his cheek, letting it trace down his jaw and to the side of his neck, and I watched his breathing grow shallow.

			‘Abel,’ I whispered as I leant down, bringing my forehead to rest against his.

			‘Mary,’ he whispered, his voice almost quivering. His lips were open, I could feel them a whisker away from my own. His hot breath mixing with mine.

			And then finally I closed the gap and I kissed him. Because he was perfect and I wanted him with every bit of my body.

			His hand cupped my cheek too, as though I was something of wonder, something to be savoured, as I savoured him.

			It lasted a fevered second. A whimper escaped my throat, exposing my need at the same time as he sighed into me – raw and hungry. I had no clue where we would end up, but I knew with certainty that we were both ready to go there. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-one

			Abel had insisted I use his car to take Ebony and the kids to the airport, and while I should have been grateful for the opportunity for a bit more time with them, the air was stiff. I was a wild mixture of emotions: confused, hurt and even angry with Ebony. On one level, I wanted to resolve things, but I was still so shocked by what she’d said that I didn’t know how to. 

			And on top of that, I was incredibly distracted by what had just happened with Abel.

			I tried to engage with the kids and relish the last few moments I’d have in their company for a while. Molly requested songs so I sang with her ‘Humpty Dumpy’ and ‘Incey Wincey Spider’ and a dozen more while thinking about Ebony and Mum and Abel and me and my wants and my whole life’s confusion. 

			I checked through with them and waited in the departure lounge, spotting take-offs and landings with Liam. There was a defusing quality that children brought to adult disputes. They carried on bubbly and spontaneous, gorgeously present and riding on the emotions of right there and then. And it made the absence of communication between Ebony and me less awkward.

			I sat down beside Ebony a few minutes before they would be called to board. Molly jumped onto my lap and I wrapped my arms around her tiny waist.

			‘I’m sorry about—’ 

			‘Let’s not talk about it.’ 

			It was just as well she cut me off, because I hadn’t worked out how I was going to finish the sentence anyway. I was sorry. But for what? For caring for her? For putting her needs first? For wanting the best for her and her family? I needed to get my head around it all before I would know how to reconcile the situation with her.

			‘Well. I’m sad this wasn’t an easy trip. But I’m glad you came and I loved seeing the kids.’ I squeezed Molly tighter. ‘They’re so beautiful.’

			‘Yeah. They are.’

			Molly leant into me, her soft head finding the hollow of my neck.

			‘Hobart seems to suit you,’ Ebony said, her eyes on the tarmac.

			‘Oh.’ I didn’t know what to say to that. ‘Well, only another month or so.’

			I caught her rolling her eyes.

			‘What’s that for?’

			‘You like it here,’ she said.

			‘Yeah, I guess …’

			‘It’s like the geographical version of you.’

			‘Excuse me?’

			‘Lots of cold stone. Icy mountain tops.’

			‘Wow. Thanks.’ Her hostility was genuinely shocking.

			‘The dude’s cool, though.’ 

			‘Hmm?’

			‘Abel. He’s solid. I approve.’

			‘Oh. We’re not—’

			‘Whatever. Of course you wouldn’t tell. Or care for my opinion.’

			‘Ebony. Don’t do that.’

			‘Don’t pretend there’s nothing going on then,’ she retorted, her voice rising in frustration.

			I sighed. This was hard work. ‘Maybe there is something going on, I don’t know just yet. Okay? I’m not holding out on you, I’m just still confused about it all myself.’

			‘Well, don’t be, Mary.’ She was regarding me like she might a toddler. ‘It’s pretty bloody obvious. If you can’t see that, then you really are as emotionally sophisticated as a rock.’

			She glared at me and I glared back.

			The loudspeaker called for boarding and she stood up to gather her bags and her children. I hugged them tightly in turn, savouring the feeling of their tiny bodies in my arms while trying not to be distracted by Ebony’s harsh words.

			After I’d said goodbye to the kids, I turned to Ebony. Would we hug? I didn’t even know.

			‘Just start by making a few choices based on what you want, Mary. That’s my Baby Sister Advice. Take it or leave it. You might find that everything else starts to work out after that. Okay?’

			She pulled me into a brief, fierce hug. And then she was gone.

			Abel was out when I got back from the airport and I had an evening shift ahead. I attempted some study but it was minimally effective. My brain was everywhere. He was still not home after I returned from my run.

			My shift was busy enough that I was distracted, but, unusually, I actually wanted to think about my life. I wanted to piece together the scrambled puzzle.

			The house was quiet when I got home. The kitchen was tidy but for a bowl of apple crumble on the bench and a note scribbled on a piece of paper.

			We’d talked about going to the Peninsula tomorrow? I’m still free if you are. Sleep well. See you in the morning.

			The idea of crawling into Abel’s bed crossed my mind but I didn’t want to wake him.

			When I woke in the morning, the sun was high, telling me I’d slept well. I wondered if it would feel awkward seeing Abel after the day before, but when I came into the kitchen, it felt as warm and natural as ever. He hugged me tight like I was something precious and asked me about work and Ebony.

			We drove out to the peninsula and something happened to me on that journey. Like the last twenty-four hours had brushed over the surface of my already raw core and the layers that surrounded it were no longer so solid. I felt rudderless, sensing the steeliness of my discipline had let me down in my relationship with Ebony, so holding onto it had begun to feel pointless. And as emotionally exhausted as I was, it felt easier just to let the walls of my defences fall. I no longer had the will to pick them up.

			Abel and I didn’t talk much on the drive but the silence felt comfortable, and the tight layers around me seemed to continue loosening, the further we drove from Hobart. I stopped feeling like Mary within the constraints of what usually defined me and started to let myself listen to the emotion within me, the desires within me. It was scary and uncharted territory, but I found myself allowing those feelings to sit without shying away. 

			I thought about everything that had been said over the last few days. Ebony’s comment about Hobart suiting me had been brutal in its delivery but when I examined it, I realised there was truth in it. More than just the cold rocks and the icy mountains, I loved the nature in a way I hadn’t thought I could ever appreciate. I loved the elegance of the city. The snow-capped Mt Wellington, sweeping like a maiden’s dress to the city and encircling the river. I loved the history; the classiness of the old buildings set within the geographical features was charming and timeless. And the weather, with its crisp, clear days, as well as the bitter, windy ones, gave a sense of the seasons that was grounding and comforting. It invited cosy fires and warm coats in a way that the mild Sydney winters never did.

			And, of course there was Abel, right at the heart of it. At the heart of me.

			A song I didn’t know came through the car stereo and I felt myself sinking into the moment. The scenery rushed past my window like a montage. The warmth of the heater filled the space between him and me. My chest felt swollen with emotion, hurt feelings and tender feelings, and when I reached across to take Abel’s hand, his fingers laced with mine like they were lacing right around my heart.

			The road took us along the coast and all the way to the southern tip of the peninsula, where the land dropped away in steep cliffs beside the parking lot and a wild ocean pounded at the coast below.

			When he pulled out two boogie boards to strap to his backpack, I had to laugh. ‘Can we just keep in mind who your companion is today?’ 

			‘Trust me.’

			‘I do but … boogie boards?’

			‘You’ll see.’

			The track was spectacular, demonstrating a new side to the Tasmanian scenery I hadn’t yet experienced.

			‘You’re just trying to mess with my head, bringing me places like this, aren’t you?’

			‘It’s an awful view, isn’t it?’

			‘Awful.’

			There was no wind and the only sounds came from the roaring of the ocean against the sea cliffs below. Birds soared above and the sun beat down, unexpectedly warm on our shoulders. It was beauty, in a raw and unrestrained sort of way that seemed to speak to something right in my heart.

			Its majesty wasn’t quite expected. Startling in its wildness. Australia’s east coast was the sort of seascape I was familiar with, but the mild temperatures, white sand, turquoise water and postcard waves had a predictability that had always jarred with me, like I wasn’t quite typical enough to fit in there. Yet this place, with its volatile weather and dark waters, with belts of kelp licking back and forth, and the rocks that tumbled around as though they’d literally just fallen from the sky, surprised and humbled me. I felt like I could fit within it. A spectator and a participant of this landscape.

			We stood side by side at a view point and, as though sensing my awe, Abel didn’t say anything, only allowed me to sink into the moment.

			‘I love it,’ I whispered. ‘I love it so much.’

			The track crested the rise and a new scene came into view: a perfect bay, exquisitely beautiful, breathtakingly carved in an arc of white against blue, and framed with the jagged cliffs that stamped its Tasmanian character. We followed the zigzagging track leading down to the water and when it opened up at the waterside, we had reached the most beautiful place I could ever imagine. And it was deserted.

			‘Welcome to my favourite beach.’

			‘This is unbelievable.’

			He pointed to a huge sand dune in the middle of the bay. The lines down the slope gave away the clue.

			I baulked. ‘That’s not what the boards are for …?’

			His grin told me all I needed to know.

			He untied the boards and took me by the hand. There was nothing to do but be led across the sand.

			‘Come on. I’ll show you.’ 

			He climbed the steep slope with his board, then, on his knees, rocketed down at a terrifying speed, coming to rest on the flat just before the water’s edge.

			‘Ha!’ His face was exuberant, pink cheeked and boyish. ‘Just as fun as it was when I was six.’

			I laughed. He looked so joyful, this late-thirties man as delighted as a child.

			‘You came here when you were little?’

			‘Always. I grew up just around the corner.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Yeah. We can stop in on the way home. Meet Mum and Dad. Now. Your turn.’

			‘No way.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘No.’

			‘I don’t want to pressure you, Mary, but this is something you really need to do. It will blow your mind and free you of all the worries in the world.’

			I smiled. He was irresistible.

			‘I’ll do you a deal. When I was little, my dad used to ride down with me if I was scared. It always made me feel safer.’

			I snorted. ‘You’re ridiculous.’

			He was already walking up the slope but stopped a little way up, sat on the board and patted the space in between his legs. I climbed up and, lo and behold, found myself positioned on the boogie board with Abel behind me.

			‘Are you ready?’

			‘No.’

			‘We’re going now. Okay?’

			He pushed us free and I felt my stomach give as we slipped fast and recklessly down the slope.

			To my surprise, I was yelping and laughing. He was right – I was forgetting about everything. The board gained speed and started spinning and I was flung against Abel’s chest. When we finally came to rest, we were scattered on top of one another, my hair in the sand.

			‘Best fun ever?’

			‘Yeah.’ I was still hiccuping with laughter. ‘Actually, the best fun ever.’

			For the next hour, I felt like a child. My courage got bolder, the speed on the descent got faster and my joy became almost unhinged.

			Finally, my muscles started burning from the steep climb and I was sure there was sand in every crevice of my body. We sat on the beach and ate lunch while Abel told me stories about his childhood and I let myself soak in this place that had raised him.

			When we were tired and sated, we packed up.

			‘We should really go for a swim,’ he said.

			‘Really?’

			‘It’s pretty much required.’

			I hesitated. ‘But we’re meeting your parents. I don’t want to be all wet and bedraggled.’ 

			‘They won’t care. But there’s a beach in front of their house too, so if you want to meet them first, we can still get a swim in by the end of the day.’

			‘So I’d be just postponing the inevitable?’

			‘Yes.’ 

			‘Right.’ I mulled it over and came to the conclusion I’d rather meet them sandy than dripping and blue with cold. 

			By the time we got back to the car, my body and mind seemed to hum with contentment. The sun, the salty air and the exertion giving me a deep sense of calm. Abel drove a short distance then turned down a quiet gravel road that led back towards the water. Tall trees formed a barrier from the main road and as we twisted through, I had a feeling that what lay beyond was going to be a private paradise. Then the bush opened up and revealed a home that was so rich with history it floored me.

			‘God, Abel.’

			‘Bit ramshackle, isn’t it?’ 

			‘Ramshackle’ was not the word I would have used for the textured, homely picture that lay before me: ‘childhood paradise’ would have been more apt. A small weatherboard house. Windows tucked in the A-frames of the upper storey. An old swing set, sturdy and solid, with the traces of years of weather. A cubby house in a tree, the stairs broken, and the remains of a little girl’s painting on the front: a rainbow, a star. When Abel’s warm hand reached out to take my own, I realised there were tears coursing down my cheeks.

			‘It’s … so beautiful.’

			There was a shed and beyond that what looked like an orchard or garden, with black netting over the trees. The property was a picture of projects, life, childhood, memories. It was completely captivating in its busyness. I swiped at my eyes and tried to compose myself. Sandy haired, windswept and now crying. This was how I would greet Abel’s parents.

			As we opened our car doors, a woman emerged from the garden, taking off her gloves. Her smile was as warm and lovely as a summer’s day. 

			‘Well, look what the tide washed in!’ Her eyes were bright and curious as she looked at me before pulling Abel into a tight hug. ‘And who’s this?’

			‘Mary. This is my mum, Theresa.’

			‘So nice to meet you.’ Her eyes were dancing with intrigue.

			‘Remember I said a friend was living with me?’

			‘No wonder he’s not away as much as he used to be,’ Theresa said to me with a wink.

			‘I don’t know about that.’ I felt myself colouring and before I could consider greeting etiquette, she had pulled me into a hug. She smelt like flowers and earth and the sea. She felt like comfort and dependability and love. 

			‘Neil! Look who’s arrived!’ Theresa was leading us into the house and a moment later, a man with an unmistakeable likeness to Abel walked in. An older, white-haired, earnest version.

			‘Abel. It’s good to see you.’

			Neil regarded me with soft eyes and I liked him immediately. He held himself in a way that was somewhat commanding and old-fashioned, but his eyes revealed a kindness that I couldn’t mistake. He shook my hand and the gesture was strong and reassuring.

			We stayed for tea and before long I felt more comfortable with these strangers than I felt with most people I knew well. The conversation flowed easily, from what Abel had been doing, where I was from, to what was growing in their garden.

			‘Will you spend the night? Or dinner at least?’

			Abel turned to me. ‘Thanks, Mum, but Mary’s studying, so we better get her home.’

			‘I don’t mind,’ I said before I could think about it. ‘We could stay.’

			‘Oh, please do!’ Theresa looked utterly delighted. 

			‘Really?’ Abel looked surprised.

			I shrugged. ‘Day off study is probably a good thing, right?’

			‘Mary’s got her final exams in two weeks,’ he explained.

			‘I just don’t know how you do it.’ Theresa’s face was a picture of concern. ‘Well done, darling. Well done.’

			‘We’ll see if I pass first,’ I said with a nervous laugh.

			‘Put in the work and you’ll get through it.’ Neil’s tone was encouraging and confident.’

			‘It’s really fine if you want to get back,’ Abel said quietly and I wondered if he was looking for an out.

			‘I’d like to stay. If you’re up for it.’ This was extremely out of character for me. 

			‘Why don’t we go for that swim and see how we feel after that? Mary is deadset on getting in the water before we drive home. So, I’ll be getting dragged in, kicking and screaming, just to please her.’ 

			I laughed. ‘Oh, yeah. Deadset on it.’

			‘Nothing feels better,’ Theresa said with a glint in her eye.

			‘Do you swim?’ I asked.

			‘Every day. Don’t I, Neil?’

			He nodded.

			‘The cold water immersion thing?’

			‘I just do it because it feels good,’ she said. ‘I’ve been doing it long before all the hipsters decided it was the done thing. But I think it’s good for the soul, so the more the merrier! I’ll get you towels.’

			I followed Theresa down the hall. We passed a photo collage. I lingered, taking in the vibrant pictures, Tessie’s smiling face. I felt thickness grow in my throat again.

			Theresa noticed me studying the photos and joined me. ‘Did Abel tell you about our Tessie?’

			‘Yes,’ I said, my eyes blurring.

			‘Good,’ she whispered. ‘She was wonderful.’

			I could only nod and when Theresa saw me, my face trying not to twist, she pulled me to her. Warm and soft.

			‘You’re a sweetheart,’ she said, kissing my head, and I wondered how anyone could be so beautifully open to someone they’d only just met.

			‘Abel hasn’t been himself since she died. It’s so nice to see him with a girl. Sometimes I think he’s too afraid to let anyone right in for fear that they’ll be lost.’ She pulled back and held me at arm’s length. ‘But they’re never lost. These people we’ve loved.’ Her eyes glistened too. ‘Are you close with your mum? She must be so proud of you.’

			‘My mum …’ I could have just said yes. She’s proud of me. We’re close. That kind of thing. Instead Theresa invited vulnerability, and the knowledge that she would hold me safely in that space. ‘My mum has a problem with alcohol. She needs to be looked after more than … she’s able to look after anyone else.’

			‘Oh, sweetheart.’ Theresa pulled me back in again, rocking me from side to side. It was a bizarre amount of physical contact with someone I barely knew, but somehow, it didn’t feel out of place. It was just lovely. ‘I bet she’s still proud of you. I don’t think there’s a mother that couldn’t be bursting with pride to have a daughter like you.’

			That did it. That had me properly crying into her shoulder, my tears making a soaking mess of her shirt. I didn’t know how this was possibly happening. Theresa was virtually a stranger and I was having the biggest cry I’d had since – well, a couple of nights ago. I was a crier now, apparently. After thirty-two years of being stoical and brave and unflappable, I was flapping and spluttering like a child.

			She held me until the sobbing had subsided. Then rubbed my back. ‘You always feel better after a cry, don’t you?’ 

			She looked at the photo collage again and gave a laugh. ‘Tessie wasn’t always easy, you know. Sometimes she was a downright troublemaker. But that’s family. We drive each other mad and love each other helplessly. All we can be is thankful for what we get. Now let me find those towels.’

			I thought about her words as she rifled through a cupboard bursting with worn sheets and coloured towels. Nothing felt fancy in the house, everything well used and savoured. I thought about family and about love, and I thought about Ebony and her kids and my mum, and in that moment, with my heart so full and tender, I was grateful for what we had. The whole bruised and imperfect package. 

			I was grateful.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-two

			I held Abel’s hand as we walked down the path to the shore. 

			‘Do you really want to stay?’

			‘Yes,’ I said. Because I did, I really did want to stay. ‘I like them so much, Abel.’

			He laughed. ‘You can’t possibly. You just met them.’

			‘I do, though. They’re wonderful.’

			We reached the beach and it wasn’t as dramatic as the coast where we’d spent the day, but there was a different beauty to this cove that I felt myself sigh into just as much. The water was calmer here out of the wildness of the open ocean. It lapped gently onto the sand where seaweed clung in scattered lines and trees reached right down to the water’s edge, watching over the beach. It was gentle, unassuming and understated in its beauty.

			‘I’m sorry about my dad. The questions about work and your plans. He can be really relentless sometimes. I bet it was reminiscent of your last job interview.’

			‘Not at all,’ I said with feeling. ‘Honestly, Abel. I like him so much. Your mum is a goddess of a mother. I’ll probably start phoning her daily from now on.’ I laughed. ‘But your dad too. I love his interest. And when he asks about your world, it’s so clear that he wants the best life for you.’

			‘It just feels so overbearing.’

			‘I didn’t grow up with him, so I can’t comment on how it makes you feel. But what I see is someone who really, really, cares about you and what you get out of your life. Maybe that feels suffocating. But it’s also a beautiful thing.’

			I swept my gaze from the track all the way across the beach and to the distant hills encircling the body of water.

			‘I love this place.’

			I felt him step in behind me, his arms encircling my waist and his chin coming to rest on my shoulder. 

			‘I’m glad,’ he whispered.

			I could have stayed there all day, but the light was fading.

			‘So, are you going to squeal like a girl when you get in?’ I teased.

			‘Probably.’

			He stripped down to his underpants and strode towards the water. He’d had that view of me before but I’d never seen him so bare. He was breathtaking. I stripped down to my own underwear, a typical set: navy, pretty, not particularly practical.

			He turned to watch me, the water up to his thighs, and wolf-whistled. ‘Just as well I’m about to be in freezing cold Tasmanian waters, Mary Roberts.’

			I laughed and walked towards him. I didn’t stop until my skin was pressed against the warm length of him. His hands came to my hips and he looked down at me, my breasts firm against his chest, rising and falling with each breath I took.

			‘Fuck, you’re— Jesus.’ He closed his eyes, as though the image was too much for his brain. ‘Honestly, my self-control is wearing painfully thin here.’

			I laughed, my arms around his neck. ‘We should probably go for a swim then, huh?’

			‘Yes, we probably should.’

			‘You first.’

			‘No, you.’

			‘One, two …’

			We dived under on three and the burn was ferocious – it literally took the air from my lungs. I came up gasping, not knowing how to re-inflate. My skin tingled, feeling suddenly – and bizarrely – warm. 

			We splashed and ran to the shore, wrapping the towels around our bodies.

			‘Your mum’s right. It really is amazing.’

			‘Yeah,’ he gasped. ‘Warm showers are also amazing.’

			We grinned at one another and then raced up the path back to the house.

			Theresa was in the garden and Neil was in the shed when we passed on our way to the house. We cleaned our feet in the bucket next to the door and padded into the bathroom, trying (and failing) not to leave splotches of sea water on the floor.

			The bathroom was tiny and old and wildly in need of renovation, but there was something so charming about the mismatching tiles, the old-school vanity and the toilet with an actual chain for the flush. 

			Abel adjusted the temperature of the shower until it was hot and perfect and then ushered me in. I heard the lock of the door and then he climbed in behind me.

			I grabbed his hand and pulled him under the flow of water. 

			He closed the shower door and his body came flush with mine, the steam and water enveloping us in an intimate cocoon.

			I hung my head back so my face took the flow and it tumbled down around me, hot and delicious. When I shifted my eyes from the jet of water and opened them, Abel was watching me.

			He was a beautiful man. And put him in a shower in his underwear and he was positively mind-blowing. The moment felt like something out of a dream. A movie. The Titanic carriage scene had nothing on this.

			‘What are you smiling at?’ he asked, his head inches from mine.

			‘I’m just … happy.’

			‘Because you’re evil? Because you are utterly torturing me?’

			I felt my body burn under the intensity of the way he was looking at me. His eyes moved to my mouth, then, without subtlety, his gaze trailed down my neck and chest in a way that seemed to light up every stretch of skin that his eyes landed on.

			‘You’re just— Fuck. I want to touch every inch of you.’ He gave a strangled sort of laugh. 

			I couldn’t bear it any longer. I lifted my hand to his cheek and he tilted his head into it, his eyes closing as though sinking into the feeling.

			When he opened his eyes again, the heat of his gaze was hotter than the water that flowed around us. I felt my body press against his as though drawn to a magnet and the sensation was beyond anything I could resist. The brief kiss we’d had in bed the day before had been a stamp, an indication of where we were going.

			The kiss that happened in the shower was our first real kiss. As soon as I made the subtlest movement to close the gap between us it was as though Abel had been given permission and any self-control he’d been battling evaporated. His lips were on mine, soft and full, and when his hands found my hips, my organs turned as slippery and warm as the water on my shoulders. My arms wound themselves around his neck as the kiss deepened and the moment his tongue brushed the inside of my upper lip, I felt myself shudder, a moan escaping. His hands were firm on my hips and I needed it. I needed the strength of the way he gripped me.

			My back had found the wall and when he broke away from the kiss, his hands held me there.

			‘Mary,’ he whispered as though to himself, drinking in the view of me in his grasp. ‘Mary.’

			I’d never been self-conscious of my body; I treated it well and it served me well. But I’d also never felt as spectacular as I did when he looked at me right then. Like I was something he wanted to devour. Like I was something that was sending him wild with desire.

			As though he couldn’t bear a moment longer without being pressed against me, his hips found mine again, and his leg pushed between my legs, giving a shot of friction right where I wanted it.

			His thumbs dipped into the hollow beside my hip and under the elastic of my knickers and I heard myself gasp. With one hand locked on my hip bone like a handle, the other one began to trail up my body. His eyes followed his thumb as it moved to my belly button and up the line between my abdominal muscles. When he reached the underside of my bra, I heard him moan, something low and guttural that charged me with desire. His thumb brushed over the centre line of my bra, the tiny silk bow in the middle and then along the lacy upper edge that fanned across my breast.

			‘This,’ he croaked. ‘I love this.’

			My breathing was raspy, my body on fire.

			His hand cupped the swell of my flesh over the bra and the sensation was dizzying. I looked down to see how I filled his hand, my pale skin bulging soft above his fingers.

			He looked at me as though I was the most erotic creature he’d ever seen, and I felt hotter than I’d ever remembered feeling, like I could be completely swept away in this moment. He could turn me any way he wanted. I was wet and slippery, in every sense, and he could have me in an instant.

			But I wasn’t yet lost enough to completely forget where we were. Almost, but not quite.

			‘Abel …’

			‘Mmm.’

			‘We should stop.’

			‘Mmm.’

			‘Abel.’ I laughed as he nuzzled into my neck and he finally seemed to come back to the world.

			He groaned. ‘Is there ever not going to be someone right next door?’ He pulled himself back from me as though trying to compose himself and took a deep, steadying breath.

			‘We’ll have to wait and see, I guess.’

			We stood under the stream of water, deliberately not touching.

			‘Is this tank water? Don’t we need to be water wise out here in the country?’

			‘It’s a big tank,’ he said and his hands took my hips again.

			It was enough to make me moan and nearly get pulled right back into it, but I needed to control myself.

			‘I’m getting out.’

			‘I’m staying in. Turning the cold tap on.’

			I laughed as I prised myself away from him and stepped out of our steamed world onto the bath mat.

			‘Your bag is in the hall by the front door,’ he said above the hiss of the shower. ‘You can use any room you find to get changed in. But you should be quick. If I find you so scarcely clad again, I’m not sure what I’m going to do.’

			I laughed, stepping out of the bathroom in my towel and found the bag and what looked like a spare room to get dressed. Abel had taught me to always pack extra clothes on our trips in case of inclement weather, or mud, or unforeseen events – such as swimming in my underwear, apparently. This was a Mary so different from the one I’d always thought I’d been. And now I’d agreed to stay over at his parents’ place. 

			My body was still tingling as I pulled on my fresh underwear. The garments clung to all the right places, everywhere that ached to be touched covered in soft whispers of silk and lace. I was smooth and plump and ready, and the thought that Abel might be the one to remove the feminine lingerie was enough to make me lightheaded. It took me a moment to calm myself before I felt ready enough to face an evening of appropriately PG-rated interaction.

			Dinner was sweet and comfortable, the meal wholesome and delicious: Theresa prepared vegetables from the garden and grilled local lamb. Conversation flowed easily and it felt so right to be there, I could have spent hours in their company.

			‘I guess you’ll insist on sleeping in Abel’s Den?’ Theresa said with a fondly exasperated smile as we finished the clean up after dinner.

			‘Naturally,’ Abel said with a shrug.

			‘Here, let me give you some clean sheets at least.’ Theresa disappeared down the hall and came back a moment later with sheets, a well-worn floral doona cover and mismatching pillowcases. I took them in my arms. They had the soft feel of linen that had been used for years, worn to a feathery lightness that was unsophisticated and homely.

			‘At least connect the heater, okay? There’s the extension cord in the shed you can plug it into. Poor Mary will never want to come again.’

			I smiled. ‘I’ll be fine.’ I was intrigued.

			Neil handed Abel a Tilley lamp and wished us goodnight, and Theresa pulled us both in for a tight hug.

			‘Should I be nervous?’ I asked as we walked outside, through the shed and came to a ladder leading into the roof space.

			‘Probably.’ 

			At the top of the ladder was a small wooden door and when he opened it, the Tilley lamp cast a warm glow over the room that sat in the apex of the shed.

			‘Come on in. I’ll just get the cord for the heater.’

			He disappeared back down the ladder and I let myself take in the space. 

			Abel’s Den.

			There was a window at the end of the room and I could just see the water gleaming silver in the moonlight through the trees. There was a queen-sized mattress sitting directly on a soft rug that covered most of the timber floor. There were drawings on the walls – Abel’s drawings. And other pictures: photographs of beaches, sea cliffs, climbing, surfing. I could feel teenage Abel in the space, his hideaway. 

			When he resurfaced, he pulled the cord through and closed the door over it. He plugged in the heater and lit a few candles around the room so it glowed like a lantern.

			‘Mum used to freak out that I’d have candles in here. Always said I should just plug in a lamp. But I like it like this.’

			‘It’s so beautiful.’

			‘Here, let me.’ He took the sheets from my arms.

			‘I can help.’

			We were quiet as we pulled the soft covers over the doona and spread it across the bed. I felt suddenly overcome with anticipation.

			But Abel seemed as at ease as ever as he pulled the curtains closed and made our world smaller and closer, warm and tender. I let his relaxed energy wash over me. The heater was bringing up the temperature quickly and I understood why he insisted on staying here. It was gorgeous.

			‘This was your room?’

			‘Since I was about sixteen. Dad let me do the work, make the walls and line it, do the floorboards. It kept me busy for months.’

			‘I love it.’

			‘Are you warm enough?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Do you want a shirt or something to sleep in?’

			‘Sure.’

			He went to a small chest of drawers and rummaged through some clothes, pulling out a T-shirt. Before I could consider if I would feel shy about getting changed in front of him, he came right to me.

			‘May I?’ he asked, his hands on the hem of my top.

			I nodded, unable to speak.

			He pulled the fabric and I lifted my arms in response until the top was free of me.

			He looked at me for a moment, eyes tracking down my chest and my bra, and I watched him swallow before threading the soft fabric of the T-shirt over my head and my arms. 

			His thumbs worked confidently at the button of my pants, freeing them like an expert, pulling them down my legs and allowing me to step out of them. I unclasped my bra and pulled it through the sleeve of the T-shirt. My naked chest felt dangerously free beneath the soft material.

			When Abel stood up again, he was smiling. I looked down at myself in his black T-shirt that went all the way to my upper thighs. Across the chest in white writing was NIRVANA.

			‘I think this is the exact image that Kurt Cobain had in his mind when he came up with their band name,’ Abel said, smiling as he ripped off his own shirt and pulled me into him.

			I felt my pulse quicken as he gripped me and his mouth found mine.

			‘You’re my nirvana, Mary,’ he whispered into me.

			I could feel his breathing change as mine did too. He pulled his lips from mine and bit at the lobe of my ear.

			‘I don’t think I’m going to be able to control myself much longer,’ he almost growled and I felt my already wet insides go more slippery.

			I pushed him backwards with a hand on his chest so he moved towards the bed and when he reached it, I kept urging him back until he was lying on the mattress. I pushed his waist and he dragged his body up the bed in response, looking up at me, his eyes black and inky, like he was under a spell.

			When he was fully on the bed, I lowered myself onto him. I felt him straining beneath me, hard against the fabric of his trousers. Those trousers and the whisper of lace I wore were all that stopped me from feeling him. 

			His hands stayed by his side, as though in a final act of self-restraint, and I got it: he needed me to take the lead. To show him that this was what I wanted.

			I reached for his hands and his fingers laced through mine. When I picked them up and invited his hands to grip onto my hips beneath the soft fabric of the T-shirt, I felt the sharp intake of his breath.

			‘Mary,’ he whispered.

			‘Abel.’ My eyes were locked onto his and when I rolled my hips against him, he shuddered. His fingers dug into me, pulling me onto him. ‘I want you.’ I tried to steady my voice.

			I leant forward and I kissed him, deeply, and when his mouth opened in ecstasy, my tongue traced the inside of his upper lip. ‘I want you so much,’ I said again and I felt his whole body respond like an animal, desperate and hungry. I loved the feeling of his hands on me. I wanted him to own me, to control me. To touch me everywhere.

			When I pulled away and sat back, the pressure below me was heady and delicious. I couldn’t help but rock into it and the movement seemed to send him wild.

			‘I need to see you,’ he rasped and I pulled the T shirt off. 

			To be naked in front of him was a bold and desperately erotic experience. I felt my nipples harden under his gaze.

			‘You’re so beautiful.’ He said it as if it was simultaneously painful and spellbinding.

			His gaze on my breasts, tracing down my waist, my hips and all the way to where I straddled him was like warm honey, soft and sweet, making my skin glow.

			For a moment I just sat there as he drank me in. And then, as if overcome by some impossibly strong need, he reached for me, sweeping me over so I was on my back and his body was over mine.

			He kissed me fiercely and I felt ravished in a way that was completely disarming. His kisses trailed along my jaw to my neck, along the dip above my collar bone and to my breast. 

			He seemed to lose himself there, his mutterings becoming hungry and more guttural, and I felt myself shudder to hear him coming undone. His roughly callused hand cupped my breast and my nipples tingled, hard and desperate for his touch. When his thumb brushed across one, I gasped, and then, as though encouraged by my response, he took it into his mouth.

			I couldn’t help it – I arched into him, my hips needing to find the hardness of him, needing to be touched, impossibly wanting.

			His hands understood and trailed down to my hips, taking my weight in his massive grasp and pulling me into him, firm and confident, while his tongue on my nipple had me completely unbridled. There was so much of him, everywhere, hands and mouth and hips, pressing and touching and making every part of my body alive, like I was an instrument he was the master of.

			His hips pushed me into the mattress and the hand that had gripped me circled the edge of my underpants, across the side of my hip, and all the way to the front. Just inside, just inside, of the fabric.

			The sounds I was making seemed like they were coming from someone else, completely unfiltered and without restraint. Needy, whiny noises. As though I could possibly be consumed by anything more delicious than the feeling of his tongue on my nipple, suddenly all my blood seemed to be concentrated between my legs. His thumb was trailing along the inside of my underwear and was searingly close to touching my centre and I was pulsing and swollen with need, a heartbeat of want.

			‘Touch me,’ I heard myself beg. ‘Touch me.’

			Without any more invitation, he swept the fabric of my knickers aside and his thumb brushed right at my opening. It made me cry out in pleasure, slick and wet as I was with my desire.

			His thumb slipped beneath my folds and his mouth came to my ear, sweetly breathless.

			‘You’re beautiful,’ he said. ‘You’re more than I ever dreamed about. And I’ve dreamed about this for fucking months.’

			Before I could tell him how long I’d been dreaming of this, he was moving down my body, kisses tracing between my breasts to my belly button, and all the way to the rise of my pubic bone. 

			‘I love these.’ His breath was hot on my skin, his fingers grazing over the details of the lace. The embroidered rose at the midline. ‘You’re like art.’

			And then, as though I was something irresistibly delicious, he was pushing my legs apart, the fabric brushed to the side and, taking my weight in his hand again, pulling my hips to his mouth.

			I bit the inside of my arm to stop from crying out as his tongue swept from my opening to my clit, sending me to some obscene place of pleasure. But the groans coming from him told me that he was enjoying himself as much as I was, which in itself was enough to send me into complete ecstasy. I felt tortured with pleasure.

			I was building, I could feel the pleasure mounting to a point where I was nearly ready to explode, but I ached for more. 

			‘I need you, Abel,’ I whimpered, pulling him upwards.

			And like a possessed creature myself, I turned him onto his back again, coming to rest astride him. The view of him beneath me was a dream. Strong and wanting me. Straining against me. 

			I undid the button on his trousers and he watched me as I pulled them from his legs. Then his underpants, so he sprang free. Shockingly hard, almost purple in a readiness that had me blushing. I took him in my hand and he pushed into me.

			‘Go easy on me, Mary.’ He almost laughed. Like I was capable of undoing him entirely.

			I wanted to touch him and kiss him, but the urge just to sink my hips right over him, to see how much of him I could take in, was too much.

			‘Abel.’ I was getting frantic now. I wasn’t polite. I wasn’t thinking clearly beyond the fact that I couldn’t stand a moment longer without him inside me. ‘A condom. I need a condom.’

			He laughed again and I was almost maddened by the fact that he was still capable of humour. 

			‘The first aid kit.’

			‘Where is it?’ I ordered.

			‘Is it a sex emergency, Mary?’ He was such a tease. Such a tease.

			‘Yes! It’s a sex emergency.’ My voice was almost hysterical – a cry, a laugh.

			He indicated the box and after a moment of rifling through, I located my silver-foiled saviour.

			Abel was watching me with an enchanted sort of amusement as I settled myself back over him so he was pressing right against the lace overlying my opening.

			‘Are you finding this funny, are you?’

			He grinned and he was so beautiful. So incredibly beautiful. ‘It’s perfect. That’s all.’

			Somehow the next few moments happened slowly, patiently, in a way I didn’t think we would have been capable of just moments before.

			His hand reached for my breast and I watched his eyes close and his Adam’s apple bob in something like reverence. When his eyes opened, they were inky, following his fingers as they traced all the way down to my knickers.

			‘Undress me,’ I whispered, rising to my knees, inviting his touch lower and lower.

			With a directing hand on my hip, he spun me on my back, delicately peeling the garment past my thighs and knees and ankles until they were free.

			All the while, he whispered, almost to himself, ‘Mary, Mary, Mary.’

			Finally I was naked, and he pulled me over him so my body rested above his again and he watched me, as though entirely captivated by me. ‘Show me what you want.’

			I’d never felt so powerful, so beautiful nor so utterly aroused.

			His hands gripped my waist as I dragged myself along the length of him, my slickness making me glide across him, my clit an epicentre of sensation. And when he was right there, poised to enter me, I knew this was going to claim me. No one else would ever satisfy me.

			His strangled groan signalled the last of our control and as I lowered myself down onto him, his eyes seemed to go completely black.

			I went slow, marvelling in the experience of him filling some place inside me that made no sense, in a way that was so fucking exquisite it was like we’d been made for this moment alone.

			Sex was always something I had liked, but this, this was beyond anything. I felt as though I was swelling, completely taken over by sensation, and I was lost to it in both an exhilarating and terrifying way. 

			He seemed to sense how completely I was going to come apart. And how completely wild and frightening that felt. In an effortless sweep, he had me on my back, his forearms cradling my head, his hand on my cheek. He paused a moment, just filling me, holding me there. I was his, in every possible sense. I was his.

			‘It’s okay, Mary,’ he whispered. ‘You can let go. I’m right here with you.’

			And I did. When he rocked into me, I let myself go in a way I never had before.

			We were synchronising like light waves, or sound waves, or some otherworldly, indefinable new waveform, building in intensity and powerless to stop it. My brain was gone, finally unscrupulous and lacking judgement. I was fire, I was feeling. I was Abel’s and he was mine. And as we built in climax, I came apart, all over him and around him as he came apart in me and I had no idea where I’d land but it didn’t matter, because in that moment, in our tangled cries, we had met in nirvana.

			It was the most beautiful, shocking and uninhibited brilliance I had ever, ever known.

			There are events in the universe that leave you awed enough to shift the sense of ordinariness of the everyday life. That shake you from the tasks and the treadmill, the expectations and the things that define you. Like the majesty of an Aurora Australis across the night sky. Like the shift in tectonic plates on a ground that had felt immovable. Like the downpour of a once-in-a-hundred-years flood. Terrifying and spectacular and awe-inspiring.

			The experience in that little loft room on the Tasman Peninsula was one of those. Enough to make me feel that something within me would forever be changed. Like I had been witness to a divine experience; celestial, holy. The sort of feeling that I imagined whole religions could be born from.

			When I woke the next morning to the soft sunshine peering beneath the curtains of our room, I knew life would never feel quite the same again. I felt simultaneously full to the brim with wonder and already aching at the thought that now I knew this wonder, life could never be satisfactory without it. Both enigmatic and frightening.

			I turned in Abel’s arms and his eyes opened to meet mine. He was so beautiful, I felt a stab of pleasure and fear in equal measure. This is what I had been afraid of in taking this step. As much as I had been desperate for him for months, now I was his, I’d be at his mercy for as long as I could possibly imagine.

			His gaze held me with the most tender affection I could ever dream of. ‘Mary,’ he whispered.

			‘Abel.’ My hand was on his chest where I felt his steady heartbeat.

			‘I think I had the most beautiful dream of my life,’ he said with a smile.

			‘I think I went somewhere I’ve never been before,’ I whispered and I could hear the fragility in my voice.

			‘I know, sweetheart.’ He kissed my forehead. ‘I did too.’

			I felt as full as a perfectly blown bubble and as vulnerable to being broken. It was wonderful and terrifying. It would be too much to tell him in that moment how I loved him, how viscerally, wholly I loved him. It would be way too soon. And the risk that it wouldn’t be reciprocated would be too awful. 

			But in his arms, in the warm glow of his beautiful gaze, I could almost imagine a life like this. Where I was his, and he was mine and I could live in a way that was bolder and braver than I’d thought possible, where my vulnerability could be safe, and he would hold me and tell me, ‘I’m right here with you.’

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-three

			The crash back down to reality was brutal. It wasn’t as though it hadn’t occurred to me that it could all, in an instant, fall apart. But I’d flirted with the idea of that delicious feeling lasting long enough to make the fall from the heights of the last few days a savage assault.

			The morning with Abel’s parents had been gentle and relaxed. I felt as though I’d found a family I could belong in, that there had always been a space carved out there, ready for me to sink in to. On the drive back to Hobart, Abel’s music filled the car and it took me on a journey of hope, a tangle of ideas forming in my mind of what life might be like. Could I stay in Hobart? Could Abel and I have a future together? These were fanciful, naive ideas, but I was too drunk on ecstasy and wonder to contradict them.

			When we drove through the first town on the trip back, it occurred to me to turn my phone on, now that we’d be back in range. The moment after putting my passcode in was a blur, my emotional state going from totally blissed out to panic. 

			There was a string of messages from Ebony indicating calls I’d missed over the last forty-five minutes.

			Ebony: You missed a call, but the caller didn’t leave a message

			Ebony: You missed a call, but the caller didn’t leave a message

			Ebony: You missed a call, but the caller didn’t leave a message

			Ebony: Where are you?

			Ebony: Can you please answer the phone.

			Another five missed call messages followed.

			My hands were already shaking as I hit call, my head spinning as the blood seemed to change the way it flowed. 

			‘Are you okay?’ I heard Abel’s voice from somewhere distant.

			The phone rang in my ear with no answer, no answer and then – thank God – she picked up.

			‘Mary—’ 

			‘Ebony, what is it? What’s happened?’ My voice was frantic.

			‘Why weren’t you answering?’ 

			I could hear the panic in her voice too and I knew it was bad. ‘What’s going on? Are you okay? Is Mum okay?’

			‘I don’t know, but I don’t think things are good. I’m with her and she’s acting really strange, but not just drunk, like, really strange.’ 

			I could hear Ebony’s voice cracking and my heart cracked with it. ‘Where are the kids?’

			‘They’re here but Erin is coming to pick them up.’

			‘Put the TV on. Tell them everything is fine. Where is Mum?’

			‘She’s in her bedroom.’

			‘What’s she doing, Ebony?’

			‘She’s talking really weirdly. She seems really, like, fucking away with the fairies. And she’s really sweaty and— I don’t know, Mary. Is it a bad thing if she’s yellow? She looks kind of yellow. Very yellow to be honest.’

			I felt my insides turn cold with fear. A wash of nausea. But my brain was focused. The car had stopped – Abel had pulled over and was watching me from some parallel world I was no longer a part of.

			‘Okay, honey. I’m going to get off the phone. I’m going to call the ambulance and I’m going to find the first flight I can to be there. You need to keep the kids safe. Get Erin or whoever can take them as soon as possible and make sure they don’t see Mum. Please.’

			Ebony started to cry.

			‘It’s okay, sweetie, it’s all going to be okay.’

			When I hung up, I turned to Abel, whose face was full of worry.

			‘Please drive,’ was all I could say. I needed to get back straight away.

			Hyperfocused, I called the ambulance and gave the situation and address. 

			Then I searched online for the next available flight to Sydney – one left in two and a half hours and tickets cost an obscene price. 

			Through the fear and adrenaline, I felt the rising guilt. I’d fucked up. I’d gotten distracted. I’d let myself go and now my world was falling apart. I could feel the guilt ripping me and I wanted to cry but I couldn’t let myself. The Mary who was soft and tender had let me down. I didn’t have time for that Mary anymore. I didn’t have the life where that Mary could even exist.

			The rest of the car trip was both excruciatingly slow and a total whirl. Phone calls back and forth with Ebony. Panicking about what was happening with Mum. Fulminant hepatitis? Did she have spontaneous bacterial peritonitis? Or alcoholic encephalitis? Would she recover or was this life-threatening? My brain was in overdrive, organising what I needed to do. Call in sick for tomorrow. Make sure I took with me everything I needed. My exam. My exam. Selfishly, I felt the pain of knowing it was all over now; I wouldn’t be able to sit the exam. I’d have to postpone. And my placement would be incomplete because I’d be moving home, all preventing me from attaining my fellowship. 

			My carefully planned future was falling apart and it was all because I had dropped the ball. I had not been there enough for Mum these last few months. I’d not called enough. I’d not checked in enough. I’d not helped Ebony see the warning signs. 

			‘Do you want to drive straight to the airport?’ Abel’s voice interrupted my barrage of guilty thoughts.

			‘No. I need to pack my stuff. I’ll check in online. There’s time.’

			I hated my tone. I hated how closed and cold I’d already become. I’d been a flower, wide open for him, and now I was the thorny skeleton of a dormant rose bush.

			‘Do you want me to come with you?’ he asked at one point.

			‘No.’ This was my mess. My responsibility to sort out.

			When I scrolled through the messages and missed calls, I noticed there were also two missed calls from the Derwent Hospital. On my day off. That was odd and unnerving. When I noticed the new voice message, I listened with a growing sense of unease, my brain struggling to process the words spoken by the director of the emergency department. I needed to listen to it several times.

			‘Mary, it’s Michael Osworth, director of ED. There’s an issue that needs discussing if you can please call me back as soon as possible. My mobile is …’

			There was no room in the scramble of my brain to call him back right then, but the message gripped me, twisting my already troubled mind, giving me a sickly feeling of dread. What had I done? Where else had I dropped the ball?

			Abel asked gentle questions and gave reassuring squeezes of my hand and my leg, but I was already far away, closing in on myself, the walls of my fort strengthening with each moment we travelled closer to Hobart.

			When we parked the car outside the house, I had twenty minutes before we needed to be driving to the airport. Abel had offered to take me and, thinking in purely practical terms, I hadn’t argued. 

			It was fortunate I still had so very few possessions, because I didn’t need to waste any time considering what to bring or what to leave. Everything fitted back into a couple of bags and soon, all the traces that I’d ever been at Abel’s, or in Tasmania at all, were hanging off my arms.

			‘Let’s go,’ I said with five minutes to spare.

			Abel hesitated at the door, seeing me with all my bags. ‘You know you can leave whatever you don’t need. You’ll be back, won’t you?’

			I didn’t have the emotional or rational energy to even think of how to answer that.

			‘Can we please go now.’ 

			I called Ebony on the drive to the airport. The ambulance had arrived and Mum was on her way to the hospital. She hadn’t had any seizures, which was something, at least. A friend was looking after the kids. I would take a taxi straight to the hospital from the airport and notwithstanding delays, I would be there in about three hours.

			When we arrived, there was only thirty minutes until boarding time.

			‘I’ll come in with you,’ Abel said as he pulled into the drop-off bay.

			‘There’s no point. I’m about to get on the plane.’

			‘Mary, let me come in with you.’ 

			I tried not to hear the way his voice rang with hurt. I tried not to notice the way my heart ached in response, and how much I hated my coldness.

			‘I’m sorry, Abel. I need to make some phone calls. My head is a mess. I need to pull myself together now.’

			He just nodded, his eyes straight ahead. It tore me apart.

			I kissed his cheek and got out of the car, pulling my bags from the boot. But before I’d loaded myself up, he’d rounded the car and pulled me to him so forcefully, I couldn’t resist it.

			I felt myself melt into him in an infinitesimal way, and it soothed me and tore me in equal measure.

			He held me at arm’s length and his eyes bore into mine. The first time I’d properly looked at him in the last two hours.

			‘You haven’t done anything wrong, Mary.’

			My eyes filled with tears. How I wished I could believe him. How I wished to stay with him, go back to the version of life where I lay in his arms.

			‘Bye, Abel.’

			‘Please come back. Promise you’ll come back.’

			‘I’m so sorry, Abel.’ My eyes were streaming now. ‘I messed up so badly. I’m so sorry.’

			I could see him trying to be strong but he was faltering, the thought of hurting his beautiful heart was enough to rip me apart.

			I pulled him to me, my forehead pressed to him, my nose beside his. I took in a lungful of the sweetest, most wonderful man.

			Then I turned and I didn’t look back.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-four

			‘It’s Mary Roberts. I’m sorry I missed your call.’

			I was standing at the departure gate, trying not to think about the painful goodbye I’d just experienced. This phone call was like ripping off a scab-encrusted band-aid – I’d really rather not, but postponing it wasn’t going to make it any less inevitable.

			‘Mary. Thanks for calling. Look I’m sorry to bother you on your day off, but there’s been an incident raised from one of your shifts last week.’

			My heart plummeted. This was exactly what I had dreaded, what you always dread when you finish a shift. Did I do everything right? Did I chart the right dose in that busy moment? Did I match the right drug chart with the right patient? Did I miss something critical? Did I make a lethal mistake?

			‘Okay,’ I heard myself say.

			‘Dale Peterson,’ he went on. Business like. ‘Do you remember him? Sixty-seven.’

			‘Yes. I remember him. Hyperkalaemic cardiac arrest, return of spontaneous circulation after the second shock. Went to ICU.’

			‘That’s right.’

			I waited.

			‘Someone who was on shift with you has raised the concern that you might have charted him inappropriate potassium.’

			My mind reeled. What?

			‘Potassium? No, I don’t think so.’ Did I? Surely, I didn’t. Had I mistaken his chart for someone else’s? Fuck. I couldn’t even recall charting anyone for potassium last week.

			‘We’re still digging out the medical records of the patient, but it’s obviously something that would need significant discussion if this person’s concerns are validated.’

			‘Of course.’ My thoughts were in overdrive. ‘But I’m really almost positive I didn’t chart him potassium.’ Was I trying to convince myself? Suddenly I wasn’t so sure.

			Dale Peterson was a renal failure patient. He wasn’t able to clear his potassium properly so he was always at risk of high potassium. If I were to have charted him potassium it would literally have been a lethal move. The cause of his cardiac arrest. I felt sick. I felt so fucking sick.

			Sick enough to never want to practise medicine again.

			Maybe it wouldn’t matter. Maybe I’d lose my registration. I’d never pass my exam. All my hard work was coming to a cataclysmic close.

			‘We’ll have to wait and see, but hopefully you’re right and it’s all a big fuss about nothing,’ Michael was saying.

			The functional part of my brain and body went on to explain and apologise for my upcoming absence and my need to take carer’s leave due to my mother being critically ill. Michael said understanding things and I promised to do the relevant forms. Meanwhile, my dreams were crumbling, along with my heart.

			And by the time I boarded the flight, it seemed that everything I had ever cared about was shattering.

			Ebony was standing outside the ward when I arrived and when she saw me, she flung herself at me with such force I had to work hard not to fall over.

			‘Mary,’ she said, clinging to me.

			I was shocked. This wasn’t what I had expected based on the last time we’d seen each other.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ she sobbed. ‘I’m so sorry I said all that stuff.’

			‘It’s okay, Ebony. I’m here. It’s okay.’

			I hadn’t even got my head around seeing Ebony again and how that fitted into where we’d left off only a few days ago. It seemed inconsequential with everything that was going on.

			‘How is she?’ I asked, smoothing the hair from my sister’s face.

			‘She looks so bad, Mair.’

			I nodded and squeezed her hand and we went into the intensive care unit, where Mum was unconscious and intubated. The sight was simultaneously so ordinary and so shocking. This was my world, how I saw patients weekly in the emergency department. Her monitor showed that she was stable from a cardiovascular and respiratory perspective, which as a clinician should have been reassuring. Yet this was my mother. She was yellow and swollen, and had a plastic tube tied with a little white ribbon coming out of her mouth.

			I picked up her hand and felt the tears slide down my cheeks. I cried for her, and I cried for Ebony, and I cried for me. All tangled up in this together.

			Ebony found her way into my arms and we clung to one another for some length of time I had no concept of.

			Eventually, a nurse came by and I formulated some questions that she answered well, but I was left neither more reassured nor more panicky. Without grilling the nurse like the anxious medical daughter I was, I established that Mum had alcoholic encephalopathy and a major problem with her blood-clotting abilities. I knew the mortality rates associated with this degree of fulminant hepatitis were extremely high.

			At this point, there was nothing to do except wait and hope.

			When we left the hospital, Ebony drove me back to Mum’s house. I needed to see the state in which she had been living. It wasn’t the squalor you might expect from the house of an alcoholic, but it was deeply sad.

			‘You’ll stay with us, won’t you?’ Ebony asked. 

			I hesitated and looked around the space. The compulsion to clean was overwhelming. I desperately wanted to control it, bring it together. ‘I will, but I think I just need to be active right now. I need to feel close to Mum. Feel useful.’

			Ebony looked around for a moment, as though trying to work out what to do, but I could see the scene didn’t inspire the same sense of purpose for her. She looked small within it, unsure.

			I pulled her to me. ‘Ebony. Go get your kids. Be with them. I just need a bit of time here and then I’ll come over. Okay?’

			She didn’t protest.

			Once I was alone in the house, I started working with focus and drive, and I found a comfort in the satisfaction of bringing the house together. A catharsis in finding the bottles and taking them to the recycling bin. Cleaning the vomit from the edge of the toilet bowel. Wiping the spilt alcohol from the bench. Gathering the pungent clothes from the floor, their fruity, alcoholic stench almost enough to make me gag.

			As I worked, I realised why I’d become such a clean freak in my adult life, why I took so much comfort in orderliness – because that was how I had always coped when things felt out of control. When Mum was in a bad way, when I was worried for Ebony, I knew that I could make myself busy and that I could make the world around us look better than it really was. 

			As I changed my mother’s reeking sheets, I ached for her troubled soul and the addiction that had never loosened its grip on her. And as I vacuumed and mopped, I ached for Ebony and the fact her older sister had never been the equal she had wanted. As I scrubbed the kitchen benches and wiped the fridge, I ached for me and the carefree childhood I’d never had. 

			But I also worked with a sense of hope, just like I always had when I was growing up. Because maybe if everything looked and felt fresh, there could be a change. A new beginning.

			And even now, I caught myself imagining that if things worked out, if Mum came home, maybe this would be the start of a different life. I didn’t try to squash that naive hope. I just let it wash through me, as I knew it needed to, no matter how fanciful it might be. If my hope died, then something in me would die too.

			I hung a load of washing outside and paused and looked around at the neglected yard in the fading daylight. The grass was high and scraggly, the weeds greedy, the paths covered in rotting leaves. The daffodils had come out but were wilted now, the flowers long gone and the stems tired and sagging on the dirt. I scanned the yard, looking for something, anything that might be living, that might be holding the hope I’d always planted. There in the corner, mostly obscured by long grass, was a yellow and white bearded iris. A splash of colour, barely anything, but just enough to soothe my heart and carry on with the work.

			When I’d done what felt like enough for that day, it was dark outside. I did feel better for it, and the house looked and smelt new. My work was a tangible success; I had made something better and it was gratifying. 

			I showered, long and hot, and it occurred to me I was washing the last of the traces of Abel off my body. His kisses on my breasts, the slick of my desire dried to my skin. It was hard to comprehend that only that morning, I had woken in his arms in some bright new Eden. 

			There were messages from him on my phone I hadn’t been able to read. Missed calls I hadn’t been able to return. There was no room for Abel in this version of my reality, and to even entertain the idea of him was more painful than my raw heart could take right now. So I pushed the ache for him aside and tried to focus on the here and now.

			Ebony was reading on the couch when I got to her house, Molly asleep on her lap.

			‘I didn’t quite get her into bed tonight,’ she said, almost apologetically.

			I sat beside her and looped my arm through hers. ‘You’re a wonderful mum. You know that, right?’ I meant it. The way she cared for those three children was incomparable. Beautiful. They were so lucky to have her.

			‘Mary?’

			‘Yeah?’

			‘I’m really sorry for what I said to you last week.’

			‘We can talk about it another time. We’ll work it out.’

			‘No. I need to say it now. I’m really sorry for what I said,’ she repeated. ‘It came out wrong and it was really unfair.’

			I waited. I was tempted to just brush over it, my impulse to reassure her almost too strong to resist, but I sensed she didn’t want me to do that right now.

			‘I think I just feel guilty sometimes, for everything that you’ve sacrificed for me.’

			‘Ebony, I haven’t.’

			‘Mary, please. Just let me say this. I know you’ve sacrificed stuff for me. Maybe you wanted to. Maybe it doesn’t feel like a sacrifice to you. But I always feel like I owe you so much. And sometimes that makes me feel small and incompetent and—’

			‘You’re so competent!’

			‘Just listen. Okay?’ She grabbed my arm. ‘I feel like I’ve been protected. And that you not telling me about Felix was you protecting me again. Sometimes that is really disempowering. Maybe we can work through some of that, find ways to let you share things with me properly. But I think it was unfair that I didn’t acknowledge the other side of you protecting me. That you can’t help it, because it’s how we’ve survived. And that you allowed me to have a childhood that you probably never had because you protected me from the bad stuff. I know you did, Mary. I wish you could just have been my sister, and I grieve that. But I also know that I had you as a parent, when you only had half of one. I’m so grateful for that. So grateful. I should never have made you feel like I wasn’t.’

			She was crying and I pulled her into my arms. ‘Oh, darling girl.’

			‘I just want to be able to be there for you too, Mary.’

			I nodded and gripped her, tears coursing down my face too. 

			‘And I want you to live a life for yourself. Not just for Mum and me. Because the guilt of that would be too much. I want to know that you are fulfilling your needs as well.’

			Abel’s words drifted to the front of my mind. These were the two people in the world who I valued most, and at some point, I needed to think about what they were telling me.

			But right now, it was a mess. Wasn’t it my stupid needs and my lack of focus that had landed us in this situation?

			‘We’ll work it all out.’ I squeezed her, my tears settling. ‘I think for now I just need to be closer to you guys, so this doesn’t happen again.’

			She pulled away and clutched my arms like she needed to shake me with the words she was trying to say. ‘No. No. This is exactly what I mean. You need to stop thinking that you can control if this happens again or not. You need to stop thinking that all of this – all Mum’s shit, and me and the kids – is your responsibility.’

			‘But I want to help you.’

			‘You can and you do. You’ve modelled parenting for me, Mary. You’ve allowed me to look after my children as a strong adult. You’ve done everything you could have, but you can’t stop yourself living the life you want to live so you can be here watching us forever.’

			‘But if something like this happens—’

			‘Then I call you, like I did today, and you’ll help us.’ Her voice changed suddenly, a suspicious quality emerging. ‘Except you didn’t answer the phone for, like, almost an hour. Where the fuck were you?’

			I felt myself flush. She was one of those girls, Ebony. A romance reader, a sleuth for sexual misadventure. 

			And sure enough, her eyes widened.

			‘You were with Abel, weren’t you?’

			‘We were out of range. I called as soon as I could.’

			‘Out of range? Staying in some sexy mountain lodge?’

			‘At his parents’.’

			‘At his parents’!’

			‘In the shed loft. They couldn’t hear us. Which was just as well, I have to say.’

			She was wolf-whistling now. This was the sort of story Ebony lived for. ‘Oh my God. So, you’re having sex. Is it amazing?’

			‘It was the first time … and yes.’

			She fist pumped. ‘I knew it! The sexual tension between you guys was enough to strum a Taylor Swift song on. And how do you feel now?’

			I forced myself not to give a censored version, to be honest with her. ‘I feel awful. The last few hours before I got on the plane were sickening and I barely said a word to him. And now I’ll probably never see him again.’

			‘What?’ she spat. ‘For fuck’s sake, Mary! Of course you’ll see him again. What are you going to do – move back in with Mum?’

			‘There’s so much up in the air, I can’t even think about it right now. Plus, I’ve probably lost my job in Hobart anyway.’

			I went on to explain the phone call with the director. It had been plaguing me, and my confidence in what I had or hadn’t done was extremely thin, heading towards non-existent. Maybe he was right. Maybe I’d made a big, fat, irreversible cock-up.

			Ebony listened and frowned, her face full of fury and passion. How could I not want this girl on my team? How could I not share with her the shit I was going through? It had felt scary and vulnerable but I realised it was fine. It was good.

			‘I bet Felix is involved. That lying, shitting fuckwit.’

			I shook my head. ‘No, this is my fault. I got distracted and I probably did do something stupid—’

			I stopped. Felix had been there on that shift. He’d not been involved with the patient but I distinctly remember him being around. Snarling at me, making me feel uneasy.

			My pulse quickened. Had he been watching me these last few months? Waiting to call me out on a mistake I made? Mistakes happened all the time, mostly not critical, but they were inevitable – humans are imperfect. Except, if I hadn’t made a mistake …

			‘If Felix were to have made anything up,’ I said slowly, as I thought it through, ‘he’d be putting himself at extremely high risk …’

			‘And he’s an extremely small-brained dick of a man, so I would not put anything past him.’

			‘Do you know he cheated on me?’

			‘Yeah. I guessed as much. Would have been nice if you’d just told me at the time, but he’s always had his colours clearly visible. Cheating, lying fucker.’

			It was a pleasure just to hear her say the words.

			My mind was spinning. It was too late to do anything further today, but tomorrow it would probably at least be worth the question: Who’d raised the concern?

			Because in that moment of altered perspective, with my little sister’s arm linked through mine, filling me with love and appreciation and confidence, my hyperfocused, über-disciplined, Type-A brain was one hundred per cent fucking sure I had not charted goddamn potassium for any patient that day.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-five

			‘Michael, it’s Mary Roberts, if you’ve got a minute?’

			‘Of course. Fire away.’

			‘I’ve been going over the shift in my mind again and again. And obviously we need to wait to see the medical records before we can determine what did or didn’t happen. But I just needed to ask, if I may, is it possible that Felix O’Keefe was the person who raised the issue?’

			‘Uh …’ 

			‘Perhaps you’re not in a position to tell me. That’s fine. But I just wanted to say that it would be interesting if it were, as Felix had nothing to do with the case whatsoever and has had a whole lot to do with my personal life. Anyway, I’ll leave it with you.’

			When I got off the phone, I knew in my gut this had come from Felix – he was trying to frame me. Whether it would work out how he’d hoped and I’d lose my opportunities in Hobart forever was yet to be determined. Even if it turned out to be nothing, the whole episode would be a humiliating scar on my reputation. Probably just as he’d intended.

			The next few days passed at a weird pace, stretching and rushing, in some no man’s land of waiting and hoping, without the stresses and demands of work, but with the grim anxiety of not knowing how Mum would recover.

			On day three, she was still unconscious and intubated. I tried not to let my medical brain run away with the mortality implications of this. It was not good, though, and I couldn’t ignore that.

			I didn’t study. The exam was in seven days – if I were to sit it. But in seven days I might be burying a parent.

			I spent my time between Ebony’s house and Mum’s. Relishing the life force of Ebony’s children, those beautiful, youthful souls, and then meditating in the task of bringing Mum’s house and garden to a bright new gleam.

			I was weeding the garden in the late afternoon when I had a call from the hospital that made my legs weak with relief and left me sitting on the concrete garden path, weeping.

			Mum had woken.

			When I arrived at the ICU, she was sleepy but awake. Her eyes fixed on me at her bedside and they were so sorrowful and remorseful, that any idea of anger I might have considered just dripped away.

			‘Mary,’ she whispered. ‘My baby girl.’

			I gripped her hand and she squeezed back, as hard as I knew she could. Her eyes filled with tears and I felt mine do the same.

			‘I remember the day you were born, Mary. Your tiny fingers and your watery eyes.’ She wasn’t quite back to her body yet, in some halfway space between the world and a heaven or a salvation, a place of absolution from the torment of her brain. I was sobbing as though I wasn’t standing in a public ward. Sobbing and sobbing as she spoke to me from her ethereal place. ‘And I loved you so much, I thought that love could save me from anything. And you did, Mary. You saved me so many times. You and Ebony. But the demons kept coming and I couldn’t overcome them enough. I’m sorry.’

			When people talk of their anger at people who suicide or cannot overcome addiction, I wonder if they’ve ever really been close to someone who has suffered in this way. Perhaps they think these people truly have control over what they do. That it’s a choice to be tormented by the brutality of their own minds. But when I held my mother’s hand in that moment, I saw not the times in which she had failed or been unable to overcome her demons, but the times that she had triumphed. The times that she had tried and persevered. And while I wished things could have been different for my mum and for Ebony and for me, I knew, too, that she had done her best.

			And for perhaps the first time I saw how I’d also done all that I could have. That I’d tried and made mistakes but I’d only ever strived for our happiness.

			I gripped her hand and I let the daughter in me be soothed by the loving words of a mother. I knew that even if this didn’t last, if I lost her again, now or in the future, that we’d done our best and that I’d been loved. Not in a half-hearted way or a distracted way, but in as powerful and all-consuming a way as a mother could ever love her child. And she’d done it through her darkest times, her loneliest and most harrowing times.

			In that moment I felt impossibly humbled by the imperfections of humans, by the intention to try and to persist in overcoming them. And the love that flowed out of my mother, directly from somewhere divine, flowed into me. It wrapped around my heart, the little girl inside me, the woman inside me, and it filled me with gratitude, acceptance and hope.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-six

			Something in me changed after the experience with my mum that day. Like a shifting in the tapestry of who I was, the fibres loosening, easing, such that it felt like my heart sat a little further out in the world, a little softer and more exposed. It was as though I’d already tested it with Abel, a gentle stretch out and return, that had left me braver. But it was the first time that, out of the safety of the space he’d created, I had let myself go. It felt like my whole self was expanding into the world.

			As soon as I walked out of the ICU ward, I called Abel. I’d been so focused on compartmentalising my life, needing to sort each part out before I could consider putting them together, but all of a sudden it seemed impossible that I could keep them separate. I didn’t even know if he’d be working or out of range and I half-expected him not to answer, but when his voice spoke in my ear, I felt my whole body rush with longing.

			‘Mary.’

			‘Abel.’

			I could almost hear the relief in his voice too, mixed with a certain apprehension.

			‘I’m so sorry I just disappeared.’ I leant against the wall of the hospital corridor, watching as the doctors in scrubs marched past in important strides. It was so different on this side of the experience, the emotional family member, the charged phone calls, the lack of filters.

			‘I’ve missed you,’ he said. 

			‘I’ve missed you too.’ It felt so raw, so raw and exposed. ‘I freaked out. It’s all just been completely overwhelming and I didn’t know where to place anything. But I’m sorry I didn’t call. I didn’t even have the head space to look at your messages.’

			‘It’s okay,’ he soothed, and I wondered how it was possible for any human to be so tender and accepting of me. ‘Are you okay?’

			‘Yeah.’ I felt the wetness on my cheeks again. I was full of emotion, but not just sadness; in fact, more than sadness, I was full of love. It was hard to speak. ‘Mum’s in ICU. She’s been unconscious – encephalopathy. It’s been really bad. But she woke up today for the first time.’

			‘Oh, Mary.’

			It was so nice to hear his voice, so nourishing. How could I have possibly thought this was something I could do without? Of course there was no logical way in which he could be in my life, but right now, I wasn’t even thinking about that. It was just so good to talk to him.

			‘Would you like me to be there with you?’ he asked and it nearly sucked the air from my lungs.

			Yesterday I would have still been stuck in practical, survival mode, and I would have said no, absolutely not. But today, with my heart wide open, it spoke louder than any part of my logical brain.

			‘I would love it so much, Abel.’ I tried to keep my voice steady but it cracked. 

			He exhaled with almost a laugh of relief and tenderness. ‘Okay. Great.’

			By the end of that day, he was on a flight and I was meeting him at the airport. Whatever work or trips he’d had planned rearranged themselves, the way they do when huge life events are occurring. And when I stood at the gate and watched Abel stride towards me, I could have been in a movie. There could have been an emotive song like ‘Spiegel im Spiegel’ playing.

			And just like in the movies, everyone else blurred, and all I could see was this beautiful man that I loved with all of my heart who was here for me. For me.

			When he reached me, he paused, his hands on my cheeks, and then, with all of the tenderness in the world, he kissed me and I kissed him back.

			We didn’t say much on the train ride back to my mum’s house, where I was now staying.

			We sat tightly side by side on the seat, our hands twined together, my arm twisted through his and my head on his shoulder.

			‘Thank you for coming,’ I said for the twentieth time.

			‘I wouldn’t be anywhere else,’ he said for the twentieth time.

			When we arrived at the house, I showed him around and he smiled fondly. ‘Looks like Mary’s magic cleaning wand has been in action.’

			I covered my face with my hand. ‘I’m such an OCD freak, aren’t I?’ 

			‘I love it,’ he said. ‘Show me your room.’

			I took him to my childhood bedroom, showed him the double bed with its starry doona cover I’d got for my thirteenth birthday. It had been a good birthday. Mum had been well and it’d been a happy day. And the stars had made me think of dreams and possibilities.

			I watched him take it all in. The framed photos of Mum and Ebony and me. The collections of treasures, neatly arranged, everything in its place. The journals filling half of a bookcase. Promises to work hard. Hopes of happiness.

			He turned to me, his eyes full of affection. And then, like a joyful observation, a delighted admission straight from deep inside him, he said, ‘I love you, Mary.’

			My eyes closed. The final parts of me unravelled and bloomed.

			His fingers were in mine and when I opened my eyes again, he was looking down at me, strong, confident and tender.

			‘I love you so much, Abel.’

			He kissed me and as his arms wound around me, I melted into him. Melted into his embrace as he lifted me onto my bed. And as he peeled my clothes away like he was unwrapping a present, I truly felt like a gift, in the same way he was a gift to me. My body belonged to him, it ached for him, it arched for him.

			Our bodies were like instruments of our hearts. I was all sensation and emotion. My executive brain hadn’t even come into the room with us.

			His mouth on my nipple, his touch inside me, his breath in my ears and his love in my soul.

			My gasps tangled with his, our cries twisting together.

			‘I love you.’

			‘I love you.’

			‘I love you.’

			‘I love you.’

			And still I soared higher, unafraid to let go now. 

			‘I’m with you, Mary.’

			Did he say it or did I think it? Or maybe I just knew it. I had never felt such a trust in a person, or in myself.

			And as we came apart like fireworks, like stardust, like universes beginning, I knew nothing in my life had ever been more beautiful.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-seven

			On Mum’s and Ebony’s and Abel’s insistence, a week before Mum had even left the hospital, I sat my exam. It had been relatively straightforward to get special consideration and do it in Sydney, and while I had no illusions of actually passing, there was no harm done. And ultimately, I knew it didn’t matter if I passed or if I failed. My brain was mine; my work was mine; it wasn’t something I was going to lose. My worst critic was myself, and even I was getting gentler. But Abel loved me. Ebony loved me. Mum loved me. And I loved them.

			When I walked out after the three hours engrossed in brain-heavy medical content, Abel was waiting on the grass, cross-legged, patient and perfect. He stood and walked towards me, lifting me off my feet.

			‘I’m so proud of you.’

			The following day I got a call from Michael Osworth, apologising for the unpleasant situation around the renal patient. The records had been retrieved and the claims were unsubstantiated – there was no evidence of my having charted anything inappropriately. He validated also, that the person who had raised the concerns had been reprimanded appropriately, and that collateral information had suggested unprofessional behaviour on their part in a number of other situations that had led to that person being asked to leave the department. It was all very cryptic in its delivery but I got the message loud and clear. Felix had been out of line and he had been called out.

			‘Did you have anything to do with this?’ I asked Abel after I got off the phone.

			He shrugged. ‘Michael asked me about the course, because others had noticed that there was something odd going on with Felix’s very last-minute and disorganised involvement in it. I validated that Felix had been a dick and had treated you in an inappropriate and unprofessional way. Which he had. His behaviour came as no surprise to anyone. You’re solid and respectable. Felix is sloppy and unscrupulous.’

			I smiled. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

			‘Because I didn’t fix it for you, Mary. It wasn’t my credit to take. You fixed it yourself. Your own reputation was more responsible for this than anything I might have said. You’re an amazing doctor. And even if, or when, you do one day make a mistake, your intentions and honour will be unquestionable. That will always see you through.’

			‘Why are you so lovely to me?’

			‘Because you’re a wonderful person,’ he said simply. ‘The best kind. I knew that the moment I met you. It was impossible not to fall in love with you.’

			‘Was it when I took the last cheese? Was that the moment?’ I teased.

			‘It was you in your green scrubs. And your slightly wild eyes, ready to face the world, ready to do your best in that world. And it was that tiny hint of your vulnerability on your sleeve that you didn’t even know was there. It was absolutely, inconceivably irresistible. I was powerless against it.’

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-eight

			Mum was discharged two weeks later, with an improvement in her liver function tests that was staggering, and a mind that had been reset almost like people experience after electroconvulsive therapy. I treated the event with gratitude and hope but without unrealistic expectations. Each day of clarity in her thinking and conviction in the way she planned to move forward with her life was something to be celebrated.

			That first night with Mum home had a delicate promise to it, like no one wanted to jinx it, but we all wondered if this might be the first day of the rest of her life. She was so thin after all the fluid she lost during her time in the hospital. She’d been so malnourished for months and her recovery still had such a long way to go. But there was something very strong in my mother’s spirit that had grown in the last few weeks. Like she really had gone somewhere holy, touched something close to salvation that she had brought back to this world. And whether it lasted or not, I felt in awe of the determination she had in her eyes. I was proud of it, and of course I was hopeful.

			Abel fitted as easily into my family world as I had fitted into his. He was gentle and funny, kind and attentive, and his love flowed over all of us. He was the type of man none of us had ever experienced before. And his encouragement and care seemed to make each one of us grow in strength.

			I made no plans for when or how life would return to normal, but within a few days of being home, Mum was making them for me. I might almost have felt offended by the way in which she urged me out of the house.

			‘I love you, darling. But you need to take that boy home now. You need to go back to your job and your life in Hobart. And I’ve got work to do of my own.’

			Mum had a full schedule booked. Dietician appointments, gastroenterologist follow-up, blood tests for liver markers, monitoring her bilirubin returning to normal. She was booked in with exercise physiologists and had a diary filled with her plans and appointments, treating her recovery with the importance and dedication of a new full-time job.

			‘Come visit us soon,’ Ebony said. ‘And we’ll come visit you. But you need to go live your life, Mary. For you. And for all of us.’

			Abel flew back ahead of me. I still didn’t know what our relationship would look like, but I knew we would find a way.

			After another week with Mum, she and Ebony had convinced me that it was okay for me to go and do what I needed to do. What I wanted to do. And it was with a joyful sense of discovery that I realised I did want to go back to Tasmania, with its raw and vulnerable beauty. Its gentle and unusual personality. 

			And its textures that had grown the man of my dreams.

			When I walked across the tarmac from the plane, the wind was almost enough to blow me off my feet. The air was freezing, bitter and wintry for what should have been a mid-spring day. I heard the mutters of people around me complaining about the inclement weather and I just smiled, turned my face into the harsh wind, this brilliantly volatile place that made me feel so alive, and experienced a gallop of joy at the realisation of how good it felt to be back.

			When I came through the doors into the warm terminal, Abel was there, leaning against the wall, eyes already on me. I walked to him and we just stood there facing each other, oddly restrained, as though we were savouring this moment of looking at one another, of starting something together. Beginning a life that didn’t have an end point. 

			‘Abel Sutherland,’ I said, my heart expanding at the sight of this man who was standing there for me.

			‘Sugarplum,’ he said, his eyes glistening. Then he gathered me to him, his arms enveloping me in his perfect embrace, and we stayed there for some magnificently unhurried time.

			‘Let’s go home,’ he breathed into my hair.

			‘Yeah,’ I said, my heart brimming to almost overflowing. ‘Let’s go home.’

		


		
			Epilogue

			Twelve months later

			Ebony did find the romance she’d always been looking for. On her next visit to Hobart, we caught up with friends at the pub, including Lilly, who had moved to Hobart from the wild west, and Cleo, who had become a true friend. Jimmy from the wilderness course had also become part of our friendship group and after meeting Ebony, realised he’d taken interest in completely the wrong sister. He lost his mind over Ebony and she lost her mind over him. They got married within six months at a cider brewery in the Huon Valley and moved into a hippy cottage in Mountain River. I saw them at least once a week. 

			Mum was still dry and I didn’t call to interrogate – I trusted her with something in my core. And when I did speak to her, I talked openly about my life and she spoke openly about hers. I felt a closeness to her that I’d never dared myself to feel because I was finally accepting of whatever might happen.

			She’d given up her job in medical clerking and was doing administrative work at the Community Drug and Alcohol Service, while completing a diploma in support work in the hope that she might one day help others overcome their demons the same way she kept fighting to. Ebony and I always asked if she’d move to Tasmania with us, and she said maybe, but she was owning her life, independent and thriving, so for now we just observed from a distance. Proud and hopeful, and impossibly grateful.

			Unbelievably, I passed my exam, and when I got my fellowship paper at the awards ceremony, Abel, Ebony and Mum screamed so fucking loudly it made me laugh and cry at the same time. Because I’d tried, goddamn, how hard I’d tried, and finally life wasn’t something I needed to work at so much. But I was proud of the girl who had done that hard work and had learnt to be brave enough to open herself to the world.

			Abel continued to help me push my limits. He took me bushwalking and even camping, and I discovered I loved it. I loved the nature and the intricate beauty of the alpine landscapes, and the shocking power and mystery of the coastline. I loved the clean, cold air filling my lungs and the sense of timelessness in the wilderness. Strong and persistent. Calming and grounding me.

			On the anniversary of my return to Tasmania, he took me up Frenchman’s Cap: a four-day walk through epic mountains, forests of fairytale beauty and sophistication, icy lakes of inky water. Heights still made me dizzy, but we made it to the top, and on the midweek day that it was, we were the only ones there. The sight from the summit was breathtaking. I was giddy from exertion and wonder, Abel’s hand in mine as we looked out at the wild space that spread before us.

			‘It’s a beautiful world, isn’t it?’ he whispered.

			‘It is,’ I said. And I meant it in a way I’d never thought I could.

			‘Want to go there with me, Mary?’

			I felt his gaze on me, and I turned my head to meet his eyes.

			‘I’d go with you anywhere, Abel. If you’ll be with me.’

			He smiled, a savouring sort of smile. ‘I’m with you. I will always be with you.’

			And right then, I saw it all.

			I saw happiness.

			I saw our wedding.

			I saw our children.

			I saw our kitchen disputes and our humbled apologies.

			I saw our aging.

			I saw our efforts and our foibles.

			I saw our fragility.

			I saw our love.

			And I dived into it – I did. 

			With every part of me.
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