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Stephen Harding always told his kids to not let obstacles get 
in the way of achieving what they wanted. ‘If you hit a wall,’ 

he’d say, ‘don’t let it stop you. Work out how to climb it, go 
through it or get around it.’ The irony of this was not lost on 
Josh, Stephen’s youngest, given that his dad had, just two days 
ago, accidentally driven his Jaguar F-Type nose-first into a wall, 
and it had most definitely stopped him.

‘’Scuse me?’
Josh turned his gaze from the train window, streaked with 

rain, to where a woman—white, mid-twenties—stood in the 
aisle. She held the hand of a young boy in a Frozen II t-shirt, 
faded and food-stained.

‘Can we sit here?’
Josh nodded, pulling the bill of his cap further down his 

forehead to hide his face.
The woman directed the boy onto the seat opposite, the one 
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closest to the window, and he shuffled in, clutching a white-
haired doll in a grubby fairy dress.

Josh had chosen a seat away from other passengers when he’d 
boarded in Melbourne. But now there was this woman and 
her child. Would she recognise him? She looked like the kind 
of person who might watch Relationship Rescue—skinny, with 
dark roots seeping into blonde hair tied at the back, the tail of a 
dragon tattoo creeping its way around her neck.

Josh shifted in his seat and the woman glanced up, catching 
him observing her. She gave him a smile, not at all hesitant; still, 
he diverted his eyes to the window. The rain had eased, but 
there were storms ahead—there always were in Pent.

The train screeched to an abrupt stop, thrusting him forwards. 
At this rate, he’d be late. It didn’t matter—Dad would still be in 
a coma in an hour’s time. And it would only be Jac waiting for 
him at the station.

He looked again at the woman, but she was busy trying to 
negotiate a pink straw from a bottle of chocolate milk into the 
boy’s reluctant mouth. Josh’s posture eased and he looked again 
through the window—wheatfields, cattle sheds and disused silos 
whizzed past like a tracking shot in a film.

He’d recorded an episode of Common Law on a train once, 
but the view through the window had been superimposed in 
post-production to resemble a brighter day. ‘TV is aspirational,’ 
the director had said. What she meant, though, is that it is 
fake—artful deception. Common Law was history, but the sting 
persisted: those ten years it had taken to build his career and 
family after leaving Pent and the one Twitter post it had taken 
to blow it all up.

The train jolted back into motion, scraping along the track, as 
if resisting that last stretch of the journey. Josh sensed something 
touching his feet and he looked down to see the boy’s doll on 
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the floor between the seats. It must have fallen when the train 
jerked forwards. He picked it up and handed it to the boy. ‘Here 
you go, mate.’

The woman smiled at him. ‘Ta.’
Then a new look passed over her face, a look first of recogni-

tion and then of horror. ‘Oh my god, you’re . . . him.’ The horror 
quickly turned to anger, her eyes narrowing, jaw clenching. ‘Get 
away from me, you . . . you . . . dog!’

She flung her hand out, hurling chocolate milk over his head 
and chest. The shock of it, the cold of the milk, made his breath 
hitch.

The woman shouldered her calico bag, hoisted the boy onto 
her hip and marched down the aisle to find another seat.

Josh looked down. Chocolate milk soaked into the crotch of 
his jeans, the pink straw clinging to his sodden t-shirt.

He closed his eyes and exhaled.
Welcome to Pent.
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Jac Harding glanced from side to side, through the windows of 
the car, but it was hopeless—she was severely off course.
For the past two hours she’d followed the M31 north from 

Melbourne Airport but had veered off at Violet Town for food. 
Ma used to tell her that she was too impulsive. But she always 
had a good reason. Like a freshly baked beef-and-mushroom pie.

Then she decided to avoid the highway and take the back 
roads to Pent, just for a change of scenery. But that didn’t work 
out either. So, sitting on the roadside under a sky-scraping 
gum, a ketchup-stained paper bag screwed up on the passenger 
seat, she gave up and typed ‘Pent Train Station’ into Google 
Maps.

She glanced around while the app calibrated. On the side 
of the road, about thirty metres ahead, an animal lay dead, 
contorted in a heap. She’d seen lots of roadkill on the way 
up—two wombats, a koala and a kangaroo with its small arms 
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outstretched. She’d forgotten how brutal country drives could 
be. This one looked like a fox.

When the phone started giving her directions, she tossed it 
onto the passenger seat and pulled the rented Toyota back onto 
the road, the tyres spinning slightly on the gravel shoulder. It was 
only four-thirty, but the sun was already making a lazy descent 
towards the fields to the west, burnishing the trees with gold.

As she approached the mangled beast on the roadside, she 
couldn’t help but glance over. But then she wished she hadn’t. 
It was no wild animal; it was a dog. A spitz or maybe an 
elkhound. She held her breath as she passed, imagining a child 
somewhere crying. That’s why she’d never owned a pet. What if 
it ran away? Or got hit by a semitrailer, like this fella? The only 
way to protect herself was to avoid that trap altogether.

By the time she arrived at the train station twenty minutes 
later, the sun had faded almost completely, dyeing the town grey. 
The car park looked full, so she pulled the hatchback into a 
parking space fifty metres from the station entrance. She got out 
and made her way to the station proper, walking alongside a row 
of blossoming wattles that separated the car park and the tracks.

Out of the car, it was colder than she’d expected. Damp, 
wintry air lingered, even though they’d hit spring.

The station, an imposing colonial-style building, looked 
mostly deserted these days. The gates to the toilets were 
padlocked, the door to the old stationmaster’s quarters boarded. 
Across the street, a cafe sold takeaway coffees to commuters 
through a folding window. That was new.

She took the underpass, emerging on the station’s central 
platform. On one side, a single track stretched towards the city; 
the track on the opposite side ran all the way to Albury.

The outbound platform was quiet—it was often hours 
between trains—with only a handful of people waiting on the 
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city-bound platform. She angled her eyes up to the board; Josh’s 
train was due in six minutes. The signs had been modernised—
digital now—but other than that, the station looked the same as 
always.

Behind her, an approaching train scraped along the tracks as 
it pulled into the platform. A moment later, the doors whooshed 
open and office workers and students piled out. She spotted a face 
she recognised and, at first, anxiety twitched in her stomach, but 
then she raised her hand. ‘Amy!’

Amy turned, her expression bending from confusion to 
awareness. ‘Jac!’

They met in the centre of the platform, forcing passengers to 
step around them.

‘How are you?’ Amy asked, kissing her on the cheek.
This was a much different Amy from the last time they’d 

caught up, nine or ten years ago. This was grown-up Amy. 
Heels-and-tailored-jacket Amy.

Amy’s eyes swept Jac’s body. ‘I hardly recognised you. You 
grew your hair out.’

Jac felt for the tresses at the back of her neck. ‘Yeah.’ It was 
long enough to tie in a stubby ponytail now. Longer hair gives 
you more options for bridal styles, apparently. She was trying it 
out. Seeing how it went.

‘Heard about your dad,’ Amy said. ‘I’m sorry. How’s he 
going?’

‘He’s in an induced coma.’
Amy’s mouth opened, then closed.
‘It’s okay, though. The signs are good. It’s just until the 

swelling goes down. He’s got swelling. On the brain.’ She used 
her thumb to turn the ring on her finger. It was her new nervous 
habit, but it was better than biting her nails.

Amy turned her face north, and Jac followed her line of sight.
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‘Ironic, isn’t it?’ Amy said. ‘They put in the overpass to make 
it safer for cars.’

Three or four hundred metres up the line, the track ascended 
from the ballast, curved east through the trees, then disappeared 
from view.

She watched Amy’s face from the side. A tendril of brunette 
hair had fallen from its tie and caught between Amy’s lips, wet 
from the saliva in her mouth.

Amy turned back. ‘You coming or going?’
‘I’m here to pick up Josh.’
Like all small towns, Pent bred two kinds of people: the ones 

who were born to stay and the ones who broke out at the first 
opportunity. Amy was a stayer.

‘How’s Josh doing?’
Jac gazed along the track towards the city; his train was 

silently snaking its way into Pent. ‘Okay. I think.’
‘That’s some shitstorm he’s got himself into.’
That was Jac’s cue to say something in her brother’s defence—

something about innocent until proven guilty—but she didn’t 
want to get into a debate on the platform. Amy had been a social 
justice warrior in high school, cartwheeling from the plight of 
one marginalised group to the next, so Jac already knew which 
side Amy would land on. And besides, she’d had too many of 
these futile conversations with work colleagues and friends, when 
she was in fact as sketchy on the truth about what happened on 
that TV show as anyone. (She might have pretended she wasn’t 
related to Josh, since he’d switched to Ma’s maiden name for 
‘professional reasons’, but everyone knew they were siblings.)

‘What are you doing catching the train?’ Jac asked.
Amy hitched her bag further up her shoulder. ‘Work. I teach 

in Wangaratta now. Trying to reduce my carbon footprint and 
all that. You still with the police? In Sydney?’
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She nodded. ‘Fraud.’
Amy’s eyes widened.
Jac didn’t want to kill the illusion. Truth was, she examined 

documents, made notes, maintained databases and filed stuff. It 
was her fourth job with the police in nine years. As soon as she 
started feeling hemmed in, as soon as co-workers started inviting 
her to their birthday parties, it was time to move on. Starting 
over kept life interesting. At least, that’s what she said in job 
interviews—I want to extend myself.

‘It keeps me busy,’ she told Amy.
The brakes squealed as the train approached the platform.
‘Hey, a bunch of us from work are going to the Cherry Tree 

tonight,’ Amy said. ‘Celebrate the start of holidays. You should 
pop by.’

‘That a new place?’
‘Used to be the Anchor?’
Jac nodded; she’d known the Anchor well once.
‘I wanted to go to the wine bar in the square,’ Amy explained, 

‘but I was outvoted.’
Pent had a wine bar now?
‘I’m visiting Dad, and then I should probably . . .’
Amy gave her a tight smile. ‘Yeah, ’course. Spend time with 

your family.’
The train came to a halt and the doors swished open.
‘Okay,’ Amy said, ‘I’m gonna . . .’ She hooked a thumb 

towards the car park.
‘No worries. Good to see you.’
‘Yeah, you too.’
She watched Amy disappear down the ramp between the 

platforms. Seeing her, it was as if something Jac had misplaced 
had been returned to her, but now it was gone again.

People spilled from the train around her, Josh among them. 
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He was only identifiable by his shuffling walk and the fact that 
he gave her an almost imperceptible nod. Dad and Josh cast the 
same shadow—packed down, with outward-curving chests and 
chicken legs. Now, they also had matching bellies. Josh wore a 
scraggly, months-old beard and his eyes were red-rimmed, as if 
he’d been crying or hadn’t slept. And his t-shirt was saturated, 
like a bottle of drink had exploded in his face.

‘What happened to you?’ she asked once he was within 
earshot. They didn’t kiss—the Hardings never did that—but she 
was close enough to smell nervous sweat radiating off him.

‘A woman on the train.’ He turned to look at the closing 
doors as if worried she might still be after him. ‘People throwing 
things at me is my new fan mail.’

She twitched her nose. ‘You smell like . . .’
‘Sunshine and roses? Are you saying I smell like sunshine and 

roses?’
‘I wish, but no. Baby vomit.’
He nodded approvingly. ‘I like the innocence of that. Can we 

get out of here, please?’
She squeezed her eyebrows together. ‘We should probably 

visit Dad first.’
‘I meant leave the station,’ he said, deadpan.
‘Oh.’
‘I need to change before Ma sees me.’
She sighed. ‘I know what you mean.’
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Dane Harding launched through the front door, moving this 
way and that, struggling to hold everything at once. He 

juggled the eggs, bacon, teabags, sliced bread and Ice Magic, none 
of which were for him, closing the door with the tip of his leather 
boot. The vacuum-packed bacon slid from the hood of the egg 
carton, but he righted it before it could plummet to the floor.

In the kitchen, Ma stood over the twin tubs of the stainless-
steel sink, her back to him, peeling potatoes. She twisted her 
neck halfway around, glancing briefly, but then returned to 
her work. ‘What took you so long? It’s been five o’clock for 
twenty minutes.’

He unloaded the groceries onto the stone benchtop, where 
diced celery and carrot mingled on a chopping board. ‘Work,’ he 
said. ‘Plus, I forgot the teabags, so I had to go back.’

The kitchen was gleaming, the benchtop reflecting dull light 
from the towering windows that concertinaed to a covered-in 
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deck at the back of the house. ‘Tidy as you go,’ Ma always said. 
‘Clean up one mess before you start another.’

‘Did you get the chocolate sauce for Josh?’ she asked.
‘Yeah, ’course.’ He snatched a carrot cube from the board and 

crunched it between his teeth. ‘Remind me again why I need 
to be here?’

Ma turned to him; her face was fresh with make-up and 
she’d fixed her hair into an elegant pile on top of her head. 
She was a sight—still striking, even in her sixties, even standing 
over a sinkful of potato peel in her butcher’s apron. ‘To greet 
your brother and sister, obviously. Your obligation as the oldest. 
Everything under control at work?’

‘Of course, Ma, yes.’ The kitchen brimmed with the sweet 
smell of fried onion, and his stomach grumbled. He snatched 
another piece of carrot.

‘Because if you need help . . .’
‘I can handle it,’ he said as lightly as he could.
Ma pushed stray strands of blonde out of her eyes with her 

wrist and picked up another potato, turning it over, deciding 
where to begin. ‘There’s no shame in asking for help this time. 
That’s all I’m saying.’

He parked his hip against the island bar, crossed his arms, 
then uncrossed them. ‘I’m fine.’ He forced a smile. ‘It’d take 
more than a few days to undo forty years of Dad’s work.’

She raised her eyebrows. If anyone can, you can, she seemed to 
say. ‘Did you see him today?’

‘I’ll go tonight with the others.’
She ran her hands under the tap, flicked the excess water off 

and dried them on the front of her apron. ‘Visiting hours finish 
at eight. Pass me that thingy, would you?’

He handed her the pale pink colander, and she lowered it into 
the sink. ‘Where are the boys?’ he asked.
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She cupped her hands, scooping cloudy potatoes into the 
colander, and opened the tap again. ‘Ngaire picked them up 
early. Said something about . . . Oh, I can’t remember.’

‘She picked them up?’ He tossed an arc of celery into his 
mouth, trying to work out why she would’ve collected the twins 
early. What day was it? Thursday. What happened on Thursdays? 
Did they have soccer practice?

‘Amazing, I know. An afternoon to myself,’ Ma said with 
sarcastic flair. ‘Now I’m stuck in the kitchen.’ She gave the 
colander a shake and shut off the tap.

‘You don’t have to go to any trouble, Ma.’
She made a clucking sound with her tongue, turning to face 

him. ‘Your brother needs a home-cooked meal.’
He went to grab another piece of carrot, but she slapped his 

hand away. ‘I didn’t have lunch,’ he complained.
‘Dane . . .’
‘No time!’
Ma sighed. ‘There’s leftover spaghetti in the fridge. Heat that up.’
He opened the fridge and scanned for the pasta. It sat alone 

on the top shelf in a small white bowl covered in cling wrap, 
red sauce smearing the sides. Otherwise, the shelves were almost 
bare. No wonder she’d asked him to shop.

He decided he wasn’t hungry anymore and began grabbing 
the cold-store groceries he’d bought—the eggs and packaged 
bacon—and loading them into the fridge. He held up the Ice 
Magic. ‘Where do you want this?’

‘Pantry. Leave the bread out.’ Ma rested the paring knife on 
the board. ‘Dane, I haven’t told your brother and sister.’ She took 
a fortifying breath. ‘About your father. Have you?’

‘That he’s in hospital?’ No, that was ridiculous. Of course 
she’d told them that. Jac and Josh needed a good reason to make 
a trip to Pent. 
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‘About the . . . circumstances?’
Dane paused inside the pantry door, the box of teabags tight 

in his hand. ‘No, I haven’t.’ He found a space beside the corn-
flour, slid the teabags onto the shelf and closed the pantry.

‘Josh is fragile right now.’
Josh. He sighed inwardly.
Ma turned to him, her lips trembling, a sudden desperation 

clogging her eyes. ‘You tell them. I can’t.’
It was strange seeing Ma like this—a stitch loose in the seam 

that kept her self-assurance firmly intact—and it stilled him.
Gently, he nodded.
Ma’s face relaxed and she rotated back to the pot. ‘Is Ngaire 

bringing the twins back for dinner?’
He shook his head. ‘I’ll go home and get them. She’s got 

book club.’
He heard Ma sigh, whether she actually did or not.
Out the front, a car pulled into the driveway, followed by the 

crunch of a handbrake. ‘They’re here,’ Dane said.
He weaved his way across the blond floorboards through the 

lounge room to the large front window. Ma followed, loosening 
her apron and casting it over the easy chair, then ran her fingers 
through her hair.

He peered out the window. Josh was hauling a duffel bag 
from the back seat of a compact Toyota. In the driver’s seat, Jac 
looked confused, as if trying to work out a complicated equation.

Josh had grown a messy beard and had the beginnings of 
a pot belly, narrowing their ten-year age difference. He wore a 
cap and baggy trackpants. Things were worse than he’d realised.

Ma rushed to the window. ‘Does he look okay?’ she asked, 
the words catching in her throat.

A few moments later Josh sang out from the open doorway. 
‘Hello?’
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Dane and Ma hustled to the centre of the room so Josh 
wouldn’t know they’d been watching him through the window.

Josh furrowed his brow. ‘What’s with you two?’ He lifted off 
his cap and flung it and his duffel onto the three-seater.

‘Nothing. Hello, darling.’ Ma embraced Josh, tight and long, 
as if he’d just been discovered after a night lost in the wilder-
ness. Dad’s crash must have had her on edge because she rarely 
hugged any of them.

‘You alright, Ma?’
‘Mm-hmm.’
Josh was the shortest of the Harding men, but he still had to 

lean well over so Ma could wrap her arms around his neck. He 
pointed his chin to the side as if he needed the extra space to 
breathe.

When she finally let go, Dane shook his brother’s hand, but 
their eye contact was fleeting. ‘Josh.’

‘Where’s Jacinta?’ Ma asked.
‘Trying to work out something with the car. How’s Dad?’
She didn’t answer, so he swivelled his head to Dane.
‘No change,’ he said.
Watching Josh, the way his breathing had heavied and the 

sheen of his skin flattened, Dane felt a stab of guilt. He should 
have called more. Maybe gone to visit him. It was only two and 
a half hours in the car. But he was so busy . . .

Josh nudged a patterned cushion from the corner of the three-
seater, bright against the light-grey fabric, and sat himself down.

‘I’m making your favourite for dinner,’ Ma said.
Josh surveyed the room. ‘Awesome. Haven’t had a roast in 

ages.’
‘No,’ she said. Her shoulders drooped. ‘Shepherd’s pie.’
‘That was my favourite when I was, like, twelve, Ma.’
She blinked. ‘Oh, well, I can—’
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Josh held up a hand. ‘Shepherd’s pie is fine.’ He cast an eye at 
Dane. ‘Early finish for you?’

Ma straightened. ‘I thought it would be nice for us to be 
together for a bit.’ Her eyes moved from Dane to Josh and back 
again, but neither reacted. ‘Spend some time.’

‘That’s new.’ Josh extended a finger towards a large, framed 
print that had appeared over the fireplace about six months before.

‘That’s me.’ Ma turned to the print—a photo of herself 
stylised in cartoony oranges, yellows and blues from a long-ago 
album cover.

‘Wow. Psychedelic.’
Ma snickered. ‘It was the eighties, darling, not the sixties.’
Josh gave an approving nod. ‘Cool.’
Ma curved her lips—a small smile tinged with melancholy—

but then seemed to snap herself out of it. She shooed him with 
a flap of her hands. ‘Go get changed, then we can have a drink.’

Josh’s eyes darted to his outfit. His trackpants were worn at 
the knees and the hem of his t-shirt was frayed. ‘I’m twenty-
eight, Ma. I think I can decide what to wear.’

‘Okay, darling,’ she said in a way that stated it was not at all 
okay. ‘How is my adorable little granddaughter? Haven’t seen 
any pictures for a while.’

‘Crawling everywhere, or so I’m told. Not walking yet.’
‘Well, of course not; she’s only eight months old. And Jordan? 

How is she?’
‘Next subject.’
The front door slammed and Jac appeared in the entranceway 

holding a small, light-blue suitcase in one hand and a single 
black car key in the other. There was something different about 
her. Maybe it was her clothes—a loose, delicate top and figure-
hugging pants that tapered at the ankles. Too feminine maybe. 
And was she wearing make-up?
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‘Hello, darling,’ Ma said, hugging her. ‘Good trip?’
‘Fine. Hey, Dane.’
‘Hey, Jac.’
Ma’s cat, a ginger named Harry, rubbed against Jac’s calf and 

she nudged it away with her foot. She lifted her case a little 
higher. ‘Where should I put my stuff?’

Ma gestured to the corner of the room. ‘Just leave it there. 
I’ve set you up in your father’s study.’

‘How is Dad?’
‘The same.’
Jac planted the case on the floor and set the key on top. ‘What 

do the doctors think?’
Ma looked at Dane, imploring him to say something, but he 

looked away. Why was all the hard stuff his responsibility?
‘Why are you two being weird?’ Josh asked.
‘We’re not being weird,’ Ma said, sounding very weird. ‘You’ve 

grown your hair, Jacinta,’ she said. ‘It looks nice. Prettier.’
Jac touched the back of her hair. ‘I’m still deciding if I like it.’
‘Oh my god!’ Ma suddenly shrieked, sending Harry scamp-

ering from the room. She pointed at Jac, her hand trembling. 
‘What’s that?’

‘Oh.’ Jac reddened, splaying the fingers of her left hand in 
front of her. ‘I got engaged.’

Ma looked to Dane, then to Josh: Did either of you know about 
this? They both shrugged. Ma’s eyes searched the room, blinking, 
settling on Jac’s ring finger, staring at the gold band as if it were 
some kind of cyst or hideous lesion. ‘But you can’t be,’ she said. 
‘You’re not even seeing anyone!’

Jac let her hand drop. ‘Well, clearly I am, Ma. And people 
usually say congratulations when you tell them you’re engaged.’ 
She spoke with what sounded to Dane like a deliberate compo-
sure, as much as it must have taxed her to.
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Ma waved her hands in the air like she was swatting away 
flies. ‘Of course, darling. Sorry. I’m just so . . .’

Dane, too, searched for the word on Ma’s lips. Happy? Shocked? 
Relieved? All three, no doubt.

Ma gave Jac an awkward kiss on the cheek. ‘Congratulations, 
darling.’

Dane and Josh followed suit.
Dane’s eyes lingered on his sister. Jac was engaged? She didn’t 

seem the type to want to settle down with another person. 
She was too used to her independence, too set in her ways. She 
seemed to treat the people in her life like visitors to a museum—
you can come in, maybe stay a while, but we close at five.

‘What’s his name? What’s he do?’ Ma asked, pausing to catch 
her breath.

‘His name’s Gillon. Gil. He’s a management consultant. That’s 
how we met; he was consulting for the police.’

‘He lives in Sydney too?’
‘Yeah.’
‘How long have you been together?’ Dane asked.
‘A few months,’ she said, glancing down.
Ma inhaled, readying to speak, but then seemed to edit herself. 

‘That’s wonderful, darling. When will we meet him? Not at the 
wedding, I hope!’ she said with a kind of hysterical laugh.

Jac bunched her lips, delaying the answer. ‘No wedding,’ she 
said finally at a muted volume. ‘Well, not a big one. Registry 
office, probably.’

Ma stiffened. ‘I see.’
Poor Ma. Dane’s own wedding had been so long ago and 

Josh’s was a last-minute shotgun job. And now the situation with 
Dad. She needed something to look forward to.

Jac closed her eyes. ‘Can we talk about this later?’ she said. 
‘I could murder a beer.’
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‘Yes, of course.’ Ma turned to Dane. ‘In the bar fridge. I’ve 
got a bottle of chardonnay already open, too.’

On the way to the bar—housed in a nook between the dining 
room and formal lounge—his phone rang in his front pocket. 
Leigh, the other project manager from work.

‘You know the restaurant job on the highway?’ Leigh said. 
‘We’re supposed to be starting tomorrow but Joel Hutchison’s 
causing a stink.’

Behind the counter of the small corner bar, Dane pulled 
open the fridge door. ‘Didn’t his own report give it the all 
clear?’

‘Well . . . it said the site had potential for instability. He 
recommended we do another test—drill deeper to be sure.’

‘And we didn’t?’ He grabbed two stubbies of lager and set 
them on the bench.

‘The geotech complied. It was just a recommendation. 
Stephen said to go ahead.’

‘So, what’s Joel’s problem?’
‘That we didn’t follow his recommendation, I guess.’
Dane blew out a stream of air and looked at the ceiling as if 

the answer might be there. ‘Just organise the other test.’ That 
was the right thing to do.

Leigh hesitated. ‘The guys are booked to start. And, mate, 
the cost overrun.’

Dane leaned against the dining room wall, staring at a 
centrepiece of dried flowers on the table, dead, not the least bit 
decorative. ‘It sounds like you’ve made up your mind, Leigh.’

‘You’re the boss right now. I thought you should know. But 
Stephen did authorise it. Just saying.’

Dane flipped the tops of the beers and binned the caps. His 
gut told him to delay, but his gut had been wrong before.

Leigh spoke again as Dane carried the bottles, the necks 
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pressed between the fingers of one hand, back to the lounge 
room. ‘Stephen was pretty clear about what he wanted.’

Dane exhaled. ‘Okay. Fine.’
He rang off and handed the beers to Jac and Josh.
‘What’s wrong?’ Ma asked.
‘You look like you’re about to vomit,’ Josh added.
‘Nothing. Just . . . work.’
‘You must be the boss man now that Dad’s laid up, right?’ 

Josh said.
‘Yup.’
Josh gave him a worried look.
‘What?’
‘Nothing. I mean, it’s just that last time Dad left you in 

charge . . .’
Dane’s jaw clenched. ‘God, that was years ago. Man, why 

can’t everybody just— At least no one’s taking legal action 
against me.’

Josh reared back. ‘It’s not a legal thing.’ He shook his head. 
‘Fuck’s sake.’

He didn’t want to start off this way, especially with Dad in 
hospital. He gave Josh—not a smile as such (that would have 
been too much of a character break), but more of a conciliatory 
bending of the lips that he hoped his brother would interpret as 
a well-meaning olive branch.

‘Let’s sort out the plan for tonight,’ Jac said. ‘We should visit 
Dad before dinner, then we won’t have to rush to get there before 
they shut up shop.’

Josh gave him a barely detectable nod of acknowledgement 
and Dane turned his mind back to work. He should look at Joel’s 
soil report, see for himself what it said. ‘I have to take care of 
something at work.’

‘You mean go in?’ Jac asked.
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Did he need to go in? Was there anything he could do from 
home? No. He’d left his laptop at the office. Maybe Leigh could 
email the report and he could read it on his phone? No, he didn’t 
want to bother him. Or alert him. ‘Yeah, I have to pop in.’

‘Okay,’ Jac said. ‘Meet us at the hospital? About six-thirty?’
‘And pick up some bubbles on the way back, Dane,’ Ma said. 

‘We need to celebrate Jacinta’s news. Oh, Jacinta, do you have a 
photo of him?’

Jac pulled out her phone.
‘Shit, the twins!’ Dane checked the clock on his screen, trying 

to remember what time Ngaire had to leave. ‘I need to pick up 
Marcus and Dylan.’

‘I’ve got a car,’ Jac said. ‘Where are they?’ She passed her 
phone to Ma. ‘This is us a couple of weeks ago.’

Ma’s eyes widened. ‘Lovely.’ She passed the phone back.
‘Where are they?’ Jac asked again, handing the phone to Josh. 

‘What time do they need to be picked up?’
He looked at the ceiling again. ‘Home. Quarter to six.’
‘That’s in, like, fifteen minutes,’ Josh said, his eyes skimming 

the screen. ‘Jeez, Jac, how old is he?’
She snatched the phone back, a blur of white hair flitting 

past Dane’s eyes. She pocketed her phone. ‘So, what about the 
boys?’

He couldn’t think.
‘Dane,’ Ma said, with a pitch of admonishment in her voice, 

‘don’t you need to tell your brother and sister something before 
you go to the hospital?’

Dane looked at Jac, then at Josh. Both stared back expectantly, 
as though waiting for the punchline of a joke.

‘What is it?’ Jac said, drawing her eyebrows in.
‘It can wait,’ he said. ‘Meet me in the foyer. We’ll go up 

together.’ He’d tell them before they went in.



21T H I N G S  W E  B U R Y

‘You go to work,’ Josh said. ‘We’ll pick up the boys and drop 
them off here. They can stay with Ma while we’re at the hospital.’ 
Josh raised his eyebrows at Ma to get her approval.

‘Yeah, I’d like to see them,’ Jac said. ‘What are they now? 
Three?’

‘Five,’ Dane said, drawing out the word for emphasis. ‘They’ve 
started school.’

‘Oh, yeah.’ Jac bit her bottom lip.
His mind shifted back to the office. He had a plan. Good 

planning was how he would get through this period at work 
while Dad was away. Planning would save him from making any 
million-dollar mistakes this time.




