

[image: image]



SNOW

Ondine Sherman

Sometimes you have to leave everything behind to find yourself.

Sky travels to Alaska to meet her father for the first time.Shehas longed to know him, and now finally has that chance.

Far away from her friends back in Australia, she connects with Jaxon, a local boy struggling with his own problems. In a cold, vast and beautiful place, they are isolated except for the wild animals who live there.

But Sky’s dad has a secret that threatens everything she holds dear. Will she have to choose between family and her love of animals?

This is a heart-warming story in the coldest of places.
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‘All good things are wild and free.’

HENRY DAVID THOREAU


For Shelley,
a kindred spirit who loved
all sentient beings.


Also by Ondine Sherman

Sky


Chapter 1

‘More tea, miss?’ the flight attendant asks.

I remove my earbuds as Lorde hits a high note and hold out my cup. The attendant balances the tray over Melody’s lap as she pours the boiling water.

‘Ma’am?’

‘I think she’s still asleep,’ I say. Melody took a herbal supplement a few hours ago when we left Los Angeles and is still snuggled under a blanket, red curls spilling like a dozen octopuses. The sight of Melody sleeping would usually fill me with affection, and when I was a kid I’d even rest my head against hers. But now?

I imagine knocking the tea over her knees.

Sipping the hot tea, I turn to a fresh page of my journal and contemplate all the crazy things that have happened to me over the last six months:

1. My mum died and my world burst into flames.

Another sip of tea washes down the lump in my throat.

2. I moved to a small town in the middle of nowhere.

3. My friend/most popular girl in class sent me on a one-way trip to social Siberia and

No, I cross it out. That should come after:

3. I stole a baby chicken from

I put down my pen. Can’t concentrate. I check my watch, look out the small plastic aeroplane window, rub my neck and check my watch again. Two hours to go. I wonder what Oliver’s doing right now as I fiddle with my necklace, the one with the crescent moon that my mum left me. I wore it to the end-of-year school gala only a few weeks ago—the night Oliver and I became boyfriend and girlfriend.

I imagine Oliver in his mum’s store unpacking boxes, muscles flexing, and my skin tingles. Those biceps, yikes. The cheesy rom-com I just finished reminded me of the eighties films I used to watch with Mum, but also of how cute my boyfriend is, and our first kiss.

That kiss summed us up as one weird but perfect couple. With the moon hanging above us like a lantern, we had snuck into the backyard of my best friend Lucy’s house. Lucy’s family runs a bird rehabilitation centre where Chirp, my chicken—the one I ‘rescued’—lives. That evening, I had cradled Chirp in my arms—she’s such a snugglepot—and introduced her to Oliver. It’s the opposite of romantic, I know, not like a rom-com in the slightest. But Oliver took it all in his stride and more. It was his first time meeting Chirp, although he’d helped me with the whole rescue saga, and the two of us sat together under the big bottlebrush tree by the back fence. With Chirp sleeping between us, our lips met, under the moonlight.

I hadn’t wanted to leave him this summer, our relationship still fresh and new. He’s my first boyfriend and I’m his first girlfriend. Oliver’s an all-round good guy, and if he has any faults, they’re that he’s too nice and likes to be liked. He encouraged me to come on this trip, and I appreciated his selflessness in letting me go do my thing. We’d hugged goodbye, promising to exchange video clips every day. With the seventeen-hour time difference, finding a chance to speak will be tricky.

After three trays of barely edible food, and two fleeting attempts at sleep, I’ve got one stiff neck. I drum my fingers on the window pane.

‘Shhh!’ someone says behind me. I put in my earbuds and try to calm down. Deep breaths.

Although I’m fifteen, it’s my first time flying. Crazy. Taking off in the huge jumbo jet from Sydney Airport, I discovered the world turns miniature: toy cars and Lego houses. Up in the blue sky with the setting sun, the clouds are pink candy floss, sweet enough to eat. When the light streaks through, I see dreams and fairytales. I wouldn’t be surprised if Pegasus flew by or even God, sitting on a sunbeam, the white-bearded superpower of Bible stories. Sky, he’d say, I can’t bring back your mum, but the worst is over. Now your life will be wonderful— fields of strawberries and bunny rabbits forever more.

Yeah, right. I press my finger hard against the point of the crescent-moon pendant. I’ve been through enough to know life isn’t so dreamy. It’s rough as dirt and there are no certainties.

Melody and I drove from my tiny town of West Creek to Sydney, flew fourteen hours across the Pacific Ocean and waited for several more in the airport terminal, only to jump on another flight, Alaska Airlines, and travel five more hours up the coast of the Unites States. Why? I’m meeting my father for the first time. He bought me two business-class tickets, so I can’t complain about the leg room or library of films to choose from. Before the rom-com, I binged them all during the longhaul flight to the States and watched everything from stand-up comics, to the latest Marvel film, to a wildlife documentary series. The flight attendant even added a soft undersheet to my flat bed.

It’s nearing the end of my summer holidays and I’m spending three whole weeks with my father in Alaska, which is pretty much the North Pole. It’s literally going to be minus a billion degrees. Luckily, my aunt Paula bought me a thick coat, gloves and a scarf before I left.

I live with Paula and my uncle Dave in West Creek now; after Mum died, like heroes they welcomed me into their home, trying to make me feel safe, loved and secure, although it took me a long time to appreciate that.

Melody was my mother’s best friend for fifteen years and lived with us in our Sydney apartment. She was my friend slash big sister. When I was a baby, she even bathed, fed and changed me when Mum was working. After kindergarten or school, we often sat in cafes together sharing dessert. She listened to my daily rants about the teachers I adored and despised, and told me her guy dramas, often with TMI—way too much information. On Sundays, we would lie on the couch together watching movies, laughing at the jokes and quoting lines, with my feet on her lap. When I was eight, she taught me how to plait my hair, and at fourteen— when I’d shot up, lost my puppy fat, grown lean and taller than average and looked like a grown-up woman but with barely any curves—she let me taste her wine at dinner. She saw me grow up.

Now she’s my ex-friend and just the woman who betrayed my mum by sleeping with my father— something I only found out recently. My father’s hardly off the hook for that one either.

Mum never knew about it and never will. Melody said it was a one-time thing and my mother wasn’t officially dating him anyway so wouldn’t have been bothered in the slightest. But if that were true, why wouldn’t Melody tell her? The only reason can be that she doesn’t care about anyone except herself.

Her self-centredness was proved again when she repeatedly flaked on her plans to visit me after Mum died, barely calling to see how I was, busy with herself on silent retreats and full-moon gatherings.

Melody is accompanying me to Alaska because Paula, last minute, said she couldn’t fly. She’s pregnant and needed to stay home on bed rest—doctor’s orders. I didn’t want Melody to come, but Paula was worried about me changing planes in a huge airport like Los Angeles, and even though I could have travelled as an unaccompanied minor, we already had the extra ticket. Besides, the thought of travelling on my own scared me too.

I’m angry my father abandoned Mum and me, excited to see him and also terrified we won’t like each other, or even feel like a father and daughter at all. I’m on an emotional roller-coaster way bumpier than any plane turbulence and there’s no exit row, inflatable slide or oxygen mask.

I’m contemplating this when I hear a voice, and I pull out my earbuds.

Preparing to land in Anchorage, Alaska, the announcement says. Please fasten your seatbelts, restore your tray tables and return your seats to the upright position.

I stop biting my nails and tug the latch, making my seat lurch forward. I nudge Melody awake. She snorts and rubs her eyes. The TV screen shows our plane over Anchorage. My stomach groans again as I imagine my father waiting at the airport.

If only reality would match my fantasy—he’d be warm and loving, but in a sensitive way, and regretful for all the time he’d lost with me, and he’d have an unbelievably good explanation for why he’d never been part of my life. We’d have lots in common, talk easily— no awkwardness—and when I was in a quiet mood, I wouldn’t need to speak, it’d be that natural. I’d feel with him, like … like I was home.

The plane lands with a thud and I press my nose to the window. The runway is painted white with snow. Another first to add to my list.

As we gather our bags and jackets from the overhead lockers, my fear is replaced with such intense excitement it makes me think of my dog, Bella, when she wags her tail so hard her whole body dances.

We follow the other passengers out of the plane. They’re all American, and baseball caps must be the national uniform.

‘How are you feeling, love? You must be scared,’ Melody says as we walk through the terminal, following the exit signs.

I nod. Since we left, I’ve barely said a word to her.

‘Stay in the moment,’ she says. ‘No past and no future. Mindfulness is crucial at a time like this.’

Whatever. She’s hardly Dr Phil, let alone the Dalai Lama.

We get through customs in a minute—the terminal building’s nice and modern, not like the isolated backwater I imagined. A handful of people mingle around the baggage claim, waiting. It’s my first experience of America, of Americans and, of course, Alaskans. Is that a thing? Is there a name for the locals?

There are two Santa Claus look-alikes and a couple of hikers wearing fluorescent fleeces that scream, I don’t want to get lost in the woods! I see people picking up bags of skis and snowboards, and a small group of retirees following a guide holding a sign saying: Northern Lights. The room is an assortment of hoodies and woollen beanies of all shades and styles, beards and more beards.

Our bags arrive quickly and we walk towards our agreed meeting spot, the cruise-ship sign, up ahead.

My heart’s beating so fast I can almost hear the ambulance sirens rushing me to the hospital. Where is he? I look around, frantic. Not here. Images flash through my head—Melody and I waiting for hours to no avail. Trying to call him, but he doesn’t answer. With no address, how would I find him? Maybe he’s changed his mind and Mum was right. I imagine Melody checking us into a crummy hotel to wait for the next flight. Returning home, devastated.

‘Sky, over here!’ My fears disappear as I see a man rushing down the hallway towards us.

He matches the pictures he emailed: trimmed beard and smiling eyes. His pressed blue shirt is buttoned nearly to the top and his jeans are worn around the knee, revealing thermals. I guess he’s not bad looking. Mum obviously thought so, and Melody too. Gross.

‘Hi—’ I’m not sure what to call him; Dad is out of the question. Father? Too Jane Austen. Adam? Using his name may sound cold.

‘You made it,’ he says before I can decide. I’m surprised to hear his accent, straight out of Hollywood. I should have expected it—he’s American after all.

He manoeuvres around my wheelie bag and then trips awkwardly on my puffy coat draped over the handle and trailing on the floor. He regains his balance and envelops me in a hug. At first I feel stiff, but then relax. A gazillion things go through my head.

I’m in my father’s arms, finally, in the dream I dreamed as a little girl, my dad and me, father–daughter, as it’s meant to be. When Mum and I fought, I’d squeeze my eyes tight, trying to send him a message wherever he was. I only knew he was a fisherman, so my mind of course went to a boat to whisk me away. I’d imagine us together, our hair in the wind, faces glowing in the sun like a slow-mo TV ad for Father’s Day.

‘I’m very happy to see you.’ He squeezes me harder. ‘And, again, I’m so sorry about Eli.’

I didn’t know he referred to Mum by the nickname Melody uses, Eli for Eleanor. It feels more intimate. I hear people moving around us, but I don’t budge. He smells a little of apple. A touch of smoke too? Not cigarette, but more the log-fire type.

What happens after this hug ends? I’m scared to talk to him, too many questions, and afraid his answers will bring back my anger. He could have come to see me a billion times, on any of the nearly 5835 days of my life. This shouldn’t be the first time a girl hugs her father; it isn’t right. He obviously never cared enough to visit me. And then there’s the embarrassment of Father’s Days at school, with dads flipping burgers at the barbecue, and cheering at sports carnivals. And all the other things I missed out on: riding on my dad’s shoulders, learning to ride a bike at the park. Not to forget, he cheated on my mum with Melody.

I also think about Mum. In all my most important moments, until six months ago, she was with me, or at least I knew I could tell her what happened soon after. But just like during all my other recent life-changing events, she’s not here now. I wish she was, but that’s crazy; she didn’t even want me to meet him. Am I betraying her? Or should I be angry she told me nothing and kept me from him?

I didn’t even know his last name was Black until a couple of months ago. I’ve tried to be understanding about how she refused to mention his name, but deep down I know it’s not fair for a kid not to know their father. If she were alive now, I’d tell her that, and more. My father sent me a letter soon after I was born along with a huge cheque, enough to take a lot of stress off Mum’s shoulders. My aunt Paula showed it to me, still uncashed fifteen years later, after we found it in the special suitcase Mum left me. The letter didn’t tell me much more about him—just that he hadn’t been ready to be a parent. Coward.

So maybe Mum had good reason to keep us apart. I mean, the fact that he cheated with Melody—beyond gross—would be a good enough reason for Mum to cut him off, but that doesn’t explain it because she didn’t know. There must be something else wrong with him, a major glitch in his personality.

I rest my cheek on his shoulder, not caring who is watching or how long we’ve been standing. For now, I don’t want this moment to end and my fantasy to be destroyed.

At last he releases me. ‘Look at your eyes—you have Eleanor’s green one and my brown one.’

I look at his irises—my left eye matches his chocolate-brown eyes perfectly. I search for other similarities. My skin is pale and freckly while his is lightly tanned without a blemish. My hair is long, straight-ish, boring brown and drives me crazy with frizziness at my hairline just above my ears. I automatically put my hand to the offending spot to smooth it out but surprisingly it’s sitting where it’s supposed to. The dry air on the plane must have fixed that, at least for now. His hair is a shade darker, but straighter than Mum’s brown, wavy locks. Looks like I got a hair mixture of the two of them.

Mostly, I’m impressed he remembers my mum’s eyes.

He suddenly notices Melody standing beside me. ‘Melody, how are you? It’s been a long time.’

Awkward. I watch her carefully.

She embraces him quickly. ‘Adam, mate, good to see you. Sixteen years later and you still look the same. Besides the facial hair.’

No drama so far.

‘Come on, let’s get out of here. Follow me.’ My father walks towards the exit sign, and when the sliding doors open I’m hit with icy-cold air. ‘Freezing’ doesn’t even describe it. Painful. Unbearable. The sunlight is dim and even though it’s early afternoon it feels like twilight. I have to return inside to put on my beanie and bundle on all my clothes. Melody wraps a pink scarf around her neck as she waits for me.

I take out my phone and write a quick text to Paula and my best friend Lucy, saying that we’ve arrived safely. Then I send a short clip of the landscape out the window to Oliver, before putting on my gloves and stepping outside.

The car park is covered with snow, and I can feel the cold chilling my nostrils and seeping through the soles of my shoes. I puff out a few misty rings then kneel down and slip off my glove—my first time touching the white powder. It feels like a slushy. I shiver.

We stop at my father’s truck. It’s huge and black, with spotlights attached to the roof; they must be for driving in the dark. A black car in West Creek would literally fry an egg in the summer, but here …

‘You can sit up front and talk to your dad,’ Melody says.

‘Call me “Dad” only if you want to,’ he says, pulling keys from his pocket. ‘I’d be happy if you did, but if you prefer, for now, you can call me Adam.’

I’m glad he said that. I’ll go with Adam until I know more how I feel. It took me forever to call Paula’s husband, my uncle David, ‘Dave’, like all his mates and family do. I just needed time to get comfortable. Hopefully, this will be the same.

He opens the truck’s right-side door and looks at me expectantly.

‘I don’t have my licence, yet,’ I say, wrapping my arms around myself. The air is penetrating through all my clothes; I feel like I have nothing on.

He laughs. ‘This is the passenger side.’

I peek in and see the steering wheel on the other side. Embarrassing.

‘How was your flight?’ my father says as he jumps in and switches on the heating.

‘It was my first time on a jumbo and first time overseas,’ I say.

‘Wow, that’s special.’ He glances at my clothes. ‘We’ll need to get you geared up or you’ll turn into an icicle in a minute flat. I’ll take you down to the camping store later for some serious weather protection. Winter in Alaska is deadly but also stunning. Barely a tourist in sight.’

‘Oh, okay.’ He has a point. ‘There’s lots of wildlife in Alaska, right? But are there still animals around even in winter? I love animals.’

‘Sure, the wildlife here is—’

‘Have you heard of Jane Goodall?’ I interrupt, suddenly feeling full of words, things I want to tell him.

He raises his eyebrows, smiling as the wipers clear the snow off the front and back windscreens.

‘She’s my idol.’

‘Really?’ He releases the handbrake and starts to reverse.

‘She’s so amazing. Did you know she discovered animals could make and use tools?’

‘Yes, I did know that. Chimpanzees in Africa.’

‘Tanzania.’ This makes me happy. He may be a fisherman but he’s into animals just like me. ‘Will I see a deer?’ I ask, full of anticipation. Deer are my second favourite animal after pandas, and the documentary on the plane made me love them even more—I learnt they are smart, gentle, sensitive, stubborn … the best qualities, really, for human or animal. Bambi was also my favourite movie as a kid. I forced Mum to watch it with me many times, cuddled up on the couch. I loved it so much she found me the Disney pyjamas. They had Bambi on them, gazing at a butterfly on his tail, and his friends—the bunny, Thumper, and skunk, Flower—by his side. I slept in them until I was so tall the top was cropped and the pants became shorts.

‘We have black-tailed deer and even reindeer.’ He pulls out of the car park and veers onto a large four-lane road.

‘Reindeer? Really, like Rudolph?’

He laughs. ‘Fun fact: Santa’s reindeer should all be girls. Because the male’s antlers drop in the winter, after mating it would have been impossible for them to look like that at Christmas.’

‘Ha!’ I like that he’s quick to laugh. I wasn’t expecting such an apparently relaxed, chilled, happy guy.

‘Caribou and reindeer are actually the same species; the only thing that separates them is a fence.’

‘A fence?’

‘I mean, the difference is reindeer are domesticated, and caribou are wild. Caribou hooves are built for snow; they’re pliable and they spread out, allowing them to walk easily. Alaska’s also full of bears, brown and black, although they’re hibernating now. Moose, lynx, deer, Dall sheep, caribou, wolves … they’re all out and about. There are five hundred moose who live in Anchorage, actually. They like the city in winter because there’s less snow and—’

‘Why is there less snow?’ I look around. All I see is snow; it’s piled on cars, heaped onto sides of driveways, and sitting like hats on lampposts.

‘The snow gets ploughed, so it’s easier for them to walk around. Hope to show you a few. There are even polar bears in the far north, but that’s a million miles away.’

‘Really, can we? I’ve never seen any of those animals before. The last year has been full of firsts for me.’ Then I add, ‘Mostly terrible, though.’

‘Well, I want to hear all about it. I can’t wait for us to get to know each other.’ He smiles.

I smile back. This is going so well.

‘How about you, Melody?’ he asks.

She starts talking and doesn’t stop. Soon, the car’s overflowing with her words and there’s no room for me. Typical selfish Melody.

I know the story she’s telling, all about her mind-bending experience with a quartz crystal at a silent meditation retreat and her earth-shattering realisation that all life forms—animate and inanimate—are, in fact, one vibrational energy. She already told me the whole thing on the plane, so I know it’s going to be long. I suspect she’ll go into her theory on the chakras of the Earth next.

We merge onto the highway. My heart jumps and I brace myself before realising that we’re actually driving on the correct side of the road.

‘Nearly home,’ my father says.

Home. I repeat the word to myself, wondering, once again, what it means now Mum’s gone.


Chapter 2

The house is large and way fancier than any place I’ve lived.

Aussie homes are often made from red bricks with red roofs to match. But my father’s house has white wood panelling, elegant black shutters and a grey-tiled roof. The postbox looks straight out of a movie set—a miniature house with a raised red flag. I touch it as I walk by, to remind myself this is real, I’m here.

Wheelie bags don’t do well in snow, who knew? Adam carries mine and Melody’s up the porch stairs, unlocks the front door and we all go inside. The heater’s already on, thank goodness.

I follow my father’s lead as we hang up our coats and take off our shoes in the entry, before padding into the living room in our socks. The beige wall-to-wall carpet looks hardly trodden on.

A huge flat-screen TV takes up the living-room wall, the other walls bare and fresh. A centre column contains a fireplace with a heap of wood and kindling. Adam kneels in front of it and with a few quick movements it lights up. That explains where his smoky smell comes from, but what about the apples?

‘Have you lived here long?’ I ask.

‘No, it’s still quite new, moved in less than a year ago.’

An old brown sofa and chequered armchair clash with the modern, white-marble kitchen island. There’s a double-doored fridge, silver and shining, and all the latest kitchen equipment Aunt Paula would kill for. Everything is clean and orderly.

I wonder how he can afford such an expensive house on a fisherman’s wage but don’t want to ask too many questions too soon. I asked Mum a thousand times about him, a hundred different ways, but all she ever said was: ‘salmon fishing in Alaska’. And one other word, ‘loser’. And with that charming description floating in my head, I’d imagined a different scene: a small apartment smelling of fish, piles of dirty laundry, towers of dirty dishes, moulding pizza boxes and ashtrays spilling over.

He shows Melody and me the guestrooms—we each have one, complete with ensuite, although mine’s a little bigger.

‘Who’s ready for coffee?’ he asks when we return to the lounge room. ‘Jet lag will probably hit you later, and you’ll want an early night.’

‘Sorry, but do you have tea?’ I ask.

‘Tea, huh? I’m sure I have a box of that stuff somewhere,’ he says, opening cupboards. I follow him into the kitchen and perch myself on the steel stool by the kitchen island.

‘If it’s not herbal, I’ll just have a hot water with a little lemon.’ Melody runs her hand over the marble.

‘Found it. Sky, I bought you soy milk, or do you drink it black?’

‘Thanks, Adam,’ I say, feeling his name stick on my tongue. ‘Black is fine. But I’ll have the soy milk with breakfast, that’s great.’

‘I’m sure you two want time to talk,’ Melody says as Adam hands her a cup. ‘I’ll take this to my room. What’s your wi-fi password, mate? I need to check the details of the festival, see if I can get a ride with someone.’

After getting the password Melody retreats upstairs, and my father passes me a mug from the opposite side of the kitchen island before spooning coffee into his own cup.

I take a sip of the hot tea. ‘How did you know I’m vegan?’

Since I got his letter, months after he’d sent it, we’ve only exchanged a few brief emails and still don’t know much about each other.

‘Paula emailed, said she didn’t know at first when you moved in with her and didn’t want us getting off on the wrong foot.’ He smiles, sitting down across from me.

That was nice of Paula, to prepare him and all. After I lost Mum to cancer, Paula tried her best to be a substitute and my uncle Dave, too—he even showed up uninvited at father–daughter day at school, something that made me angry at the time, but I now know was really a sign he was trying to be there for me. Uncle Dave is not only supportive, but he’s also hilarious, and our banter keeps me laughing.

At first, as much as Aunt Paula tried, her house felt like the opposite of home, I missed Mum so much. And it didn’t help that Paula had forgotten what I’d told her the Christmas before Mum died. That I loved animals, and when I found out how they were being treated in factory farms, and the horrible things that happen to baby chicks—even in the free-range egg industry—and baby calves in dairy farms, I cried for two days straight and decided to stop eating meat. I was too angry to tell Paula again, to go over the whole story only days after the funeral; I was disintegrating from grief, and being a vegan is a super personal and sensitive subject for me. Sometimes I have no energy to deal with haters at school, let alone adults with their countless questions and concerns. So, I hid it and refused her offerings and secretly threw away food. Which I’m not proud of now. Especially because Paula let me keep my dog Bella, despite her financial struggles. We found Bella when I first moved to West Creek—well, Paula nearly ran her over. Bella was skinny, scared and filthy.

I only told Paula recently about being vegan and, big relief, she was totally onboard. She’s also fallen in love with Bella, but I mean, who wouldn’t? Bella’s a little plump due to the endless scraps Paula feeds her while we’re cooking together.

I think of my room back home—lavender sheets and white shabby-chic writing desk—girly but not overboard. The first day I arrived, Paula had decorated it with cut flowers from her garden. Today, Paula and Dave’s home is my home too—and, Bella would agree, our favourite place in the world. I can totally be myself with Paula and Dave, animal-crazy and everything.

I look around my father’s house and wonder if he will ask me why I don’t eat animal products? If he does, I’ll tell him my story like I did Paula. No lies. Simple as that.

My father stares into his coffee cup, stirring in the sugar rhythmically. Looks like it’s up to me to continue the conversation.

‘I love how Jane Goodall cares about all animals, not just wildlife. Have you seen her film? I haven’t yet, but I really want to. I borrowed one of her books from the library last year, though. It was so awesome …’ I leave this as an opening for him to ask me more.

He continues to stir his coffee.

‘How come you know about caribou and all that stuff?’ I ask, trying not to feel awkward about the silence. ‘You fish salmon, right? Is that your main job or are you a biologist too?’

‘You really love animals.’ He pauses. ‘Jane Goodall. Huh.’ Now he’s speaking more to himself than me. ‘I wonder how you would feel about …’ He stops and looks at me for a long moment before putting down his teaspoon.

‘What?’ I ask.

‘Nothing.’ He takes a big gulp of his coffee. ‘I just never did well at science, that’s all. Wish I could have been more like Dr Goodall. Maybe you’ll be a researcher one day. It’s a great profession. But my horrible high school teacher ruined it for me. Don’t you hate it when that happens? Who’s your worst teacher?’

I can’t help feeling like there was something more he was going to say as I describe one of my dullest teachers—the history teacher who no one in my Year Ten class could bear. Then I ask, ‘So, what do you do?’

‘First,’ my father gets up, ‘let’s decide on dinner. You must be famished, that flight is skimpy on the food, I know. I have to confess, I’m not the best cook, never even turned on this oven. How do Chinese noodles sound?’ Is he avoiding my question? He picks up a box of takeaway menus. ‘This place has the best—’

The doorbell rings.

‘I wonder who that could be,’ he says, putting the menus to the side and striding to the front door.

I can glimpse the entrance from where I’m sitting on the couch. My father opens the door to a tall young guy.

‘I tried calling first,’ the guy stomps his boots before entering, snow flying everywhere, ‘but your cell’s off. Just finished rehearsal and, don’t know, couldn’t face going home. Hope this is okay?’

‘Sure. Come inside, bud, out of the cold.’ Adam takes his phone from his pocket. ‘Damn battery’s dead.’

The guy leans a guitar case against the wall, takes off his coat and bends down to untie his shoes, his black skinny jeans hanging so low I can see the top of his undies. He wears an old black hoodie splashed with red letters—the name of some band, I guess.

‘Sky, this is Jaxon. Jaxon, Sky.’

‘Hey, what’s up?’ He walks towards me, pulling off a grey beanie to reveal a mop of dark hair. Before I can answer, he puts out his fist. I have no idea what to do so I put my fist out too, and he bangs his into mine, making a little explosion when they touch. Must be an American thing.

He looks a couple of years older than me. His skin is pale, like mine would be if it never touched a ray of sun. Who is he? My mind starts racing: my father’s secret son? My half-brother? No, he can’t be—he’s older than me, so that doesn’t make sense.

‘Sorry to crash your reunion, Adam.’ He flops down into the armchair.

‘No problem at all. What’s happened, have you spoken to your father?’

‘Still no.’

‘What’s it been, three days?’

‘When I ran into you Wednesday he’d been gone for three, now it’s six. I’m not sure what to do, sorry …’

‘Don’t be sorry. I told you I’d be here to help. That’s exactly what I’m going to do.’

‘But, you’re busy and whatever.’ Jaxon looks at me.

‘Six days is a while to leave without a word. The next step is notifying the police,’ my father says.

‘No way,’ says Jaxon. ‘With his track record … anyway, I’m sure he’ll be back.’

‘So who’s staying with you at the house?’

‘No one.’

‘You’re all alone?’

‘It’s totally fine.’ Jaxon puts his fingers through his hair; they get stuck halfway and he pulls out his hand. He looks at me again. ‘Your dad was insanely excited to see you, you can’t even imagine.’

Adam talked about me? I think of my father bumping into this random guy and telling him his daughter was arriving. I feel flattered.

I wonder where Jaxon’s mum is, but don’t want to ask.

‘No, bud, it isn’t fine,’ my father says. ‘Let me try him from my phone, just in case.’

Jaxon and I wait as my father puts his phone on speaker—I hear the call go straight to voicemail, an automated message saying the inbox is full.

‘I’ve left, like, ten messages already,’ Jaxon says.

My father scratches his beard, looking at me and back at Jaxon. ‘Do you want to start searching around town? We can go now.’

‘I’m sure he’ll turn up,’ Jaxon says to his socks.

‘Okay. Well …’ He glances at me once more and turns back to Jaxon. ‘I’ll make up the couch; you can stay here for now. Melody’s leaving in a couple of days anyway and there will be a spare room.’

Here? Is he kidding? I’ve just flown 12,000 kilometres to meet him for the first time, not hang out with a random guy.

‘But, you’re going camping, aren’t you?’ Jaxon says.

‘That was supposed to be a surprise, bud.’ My father shakes his head. ‘Anyway, that’s not for another week. Sky needs a moment to settle in.’

Camping? It’s literally minus a billion degrees outside.

‘Sorry, forgot. But you know the lights are coming out now?’ Jaxon says. ‘The last of the season.’

‘Right now?’ my father asks.

‘Totally. I got the app and it’s on high alert, see?’ He shows Adam his phone. ‘Wednesday morning it’s the clearest.’

I have no idea what they’re talking about, just that my time with my father is in jeopardy.

‘Now that the cat’s out of the bag, Sky,’ he turns to me, ‘how would you like to go camping?’

‘In the freezing snow?’ My mouth’s hanging open. ‘You’re joking, right?’

‘Don’t worry,’ my father says. ‘We have heavy-duty equipment; no one will freeze. Once you see the sky, it’ll be worth it.’

‘Sky seeing the sky. Funny.’ Jaxon smirks.

Hilarious.

‘Have you camped before?’ my father asks. ‘Are you into hiking? You like the outdoors?’

‘Sure,’ I say. I’ve camped a couple of times with Mum and Melody at music festivals. And I walk my dog Bella, and there’s sport at school—we run around the grounds. That counts, right?

‘But, Jaxon—’ my father starts.

‘Go, Adam. I’ll head home, I’m fine,’ Jaxon says. ‘My dad will be back soon, unless …’ He looks at his feet and wiggles his toes in his socks.

‘Bud, I don’t know …’ My father sighs.

Jaxon’s eyes spark up again. ‘Are you heading northeast towards the valley? I’ll tell you exactly where the wolf dens are. I was out there a few weeks ago recording data. If you have the topographical map, I’ll try and find it, although it may be tricky with all the fresh snow, but—’

‘Dens? We can see wolves?’ I’ve forgotten about being annoyed for a moment. ‘Oh my God. Seriously, I love wolves. I’ve only ever seen a kangaroo, oh and the bum of a koala, but it was too high in the branches to get a good look.’

‘Kangaroos!’ Jaxon grins broadly. ‘I’d kill to see them in the wild. I’ve never met a real Australian. Say some Aussie stuff.’ He pronounces the word like ‘uh-zee’.

‘G’day, mate,’ my voice lilts. Jaxon bursts out laughing, a full-blown real guffaw, so over the top it makes me laugh too.

My father excuses himself to make some calls, and I wonder if I can ask Jaxon about his dad and where his mum is.

‘So,’ I say to fill up the silence.

‘Your dad’s pretty awesome, by the way.’ He turns his beanie over in his hands.

I smile. ‘Awesome’ sounds way better than ‘loser’.

‘Have you finished high school?’ I ask.

‘Yep, a few months ago. But I’ve been working at the Anchorage Visitor Bureau for the last couple of years, and then I got a job as a horseback guide over the summer in the Chugach Mountains to the east. Now I’m interning with a researcher at the national parks studying the wolf population close to town. There are about 7000 wolves in Alaska but in the south-east there are only a few hundred left; they’ve totally dropped in numbers.’

‘That’s so sad. Just like the orangutans in Borneo. My mum and I wanted to see them too. I’ll still go … one day.’

Now I feel sad. Who will I go with? I can’t help but hope it may be my father.

At that moment, he returns. ‘I thought I could find an alternative place for you to stay while we’re camping, bud, but no luck. I’d prefer not to leave you alone. Seriously, Jaxon, given the situation, it just wouldn’t sit right with me. Sky and I will go next week as planned I’m sure your dad will be back by then. If that’s okay with you, Sky?’

‘Sure.’

‘But you’ll miss the lights,’ Jaxon says. ‘That was the whole point of going snow camping, you told me yourself. If you stay back because of me, I’ll ruin it for both of you.’

I look at them, my mind whirring. Jaxon has pulled his sleeves over his hands. For a second, I feel his pain. I know what abandoned and scared looks like—it’s a different situation but kind of the same. For whatever reason, he’s by himself and trying not to freak out about his dad disappearing.

My father obviously feels stuck between his worry for Jaxon and trying to make a good impression on me.

‘If you come with us, you can show us the wolf dens, right?’ I ask Jaxon.

‘Yeah, but … I don’t want to get in your way or anything. You, like, came across the world to hang out with your dad.’

‘It’s all right,’ I say.

‘Sky, are you sure?’ my father asks.

I think of Mum, always helping people out, like giving free pastries to the homeless hanging outside the bakery where she worked, when the owner wasn’t around. She had the kindest heart in the world.

‘I am,’ I say, sure she’d be proud of me.


Chapter 3

Someone nudges me. ‘Time to get up, Sky.’ My father’s voice.

My eyes are filled with gravel as I drag myself to the bathroom. It’s dark. I can’t believe I got my period, talk about the worst timing.

Yesterday, we spent hours at the camp store in the centre of town. My father bought me a seriously expensive snowsuit, extra-warm boots, the most insanely thick, padded socks I’ve ever seen, multiple thermals, and a bunch of other equipment. He spent an absolute fortune. I did offer to pay, and luckily he insisted, because I don’t have anything like that kind of money. We did a tour of the main streets of Anchorage and he explained some of the local history. Like how America bought Alaska from the Russians for two cents an acre, which was a bargain as today the state brings in squillions in oil and minerals.

I wanted him to know I appreciated being here, so I made sure to compliment the little city, which although empty has several giant bear sculptures, bear-proof rubbish bins painted by local artists, funny shop signs like Once in a Blue Moose and cool spots like the Dog Mushing Hall of Fame.

Along the way, I petted several gorgeous doggies who were out and about despite the cold. I didn’t see a single Alaskan husky, but one small pooch wore a furry jacket—too cute—and another had snowshoes. Or socks, really. First time I’ve seen that! I forced my father to take a picture of me kissing the face of the pug-nosed dog with his elderly owners looking on, amused, and then I sent it to Oliver.

We spent the rest of the day sorting through equipment in between mouthfuls of Chinese takeaway. Melody sat yogi-style on the carpet, insisting on helping to roll everything tightly to save space. My father lent Jaxon his own extra thermals and coat, and made up the couch into a bed.

Now I pad downstairs, rubbing my eyes. I hardly slept—my dog Bella is usually curled by my feet and I miss the warmth of her body and even her rhythmic snores. I must have nodded off for a few minutes because I woke from a nightmare. Oliver and Marissa— the most popular girl at my school—were closing the massive door of a spooky-looking mansion with me on the outside, ear pressed to the dark wood, listening to them laugh. When I first started at West Creek High School, Marissa allowed me to join her tight friendship circle. I was one of only a few who received a charm bracelet on her birthday, a gift I highly treasured until our friendship turned sour. I know the nightmare is just my fear rising from when I thought, months ago, that Oliver liked Marissa not me. But he’s just a friendly guy and I know that’s not true.

The rest of the night, I worried about the cold, and tossed and turned as expectations and doubts about the trip swirled. I haven’t learnt much about my father since I landed, except that he lives in a new expensive house, and loves Chinese food and camping.

Halfway down the stairs, I stop. I can hear my father whispering to Jaxon. ‘You got it, bud? I don’t want her knowing yet, it’s too …’ Adam’s voice lowers and I strain to hear.

‘No problem,’ Jaxon says.

They stop talking and dishes start clanking.

‘Hi,’ I say from the bottom of the staircase, scanning their faces, hoping to see a sign of what they were talking about. What’s the secret? What doesn’t he want me knowing?

‘Morning!’ my father says cheerfully, spreading jam on toast, his hair wet from the shower.

‘Excited, or what?’ Jaxon asks me. ‘There’s nothing better than snow camping. Literally. Can’t wait. The weather looks perfect. Coffee! Who wants coffee, and Pop-Tarts anyone?’ He’s bouncing around like a kid.

I’m tired and not hungry. With a wince, I put my hand to my pelvis as my stomach cramps. If I could tap my heels Dorothy-style, I’d be back home now, lying on the couch in my pyjamas watching TV with Paula, dipping her homemade cookies into a mug of tea, Bella curled by my feet.

Melody comes downstairs, yoga mat under her arm. She puts it down in the living room and sits with her legs folded in the lotus position. Her eyes look bleary.

‘I watched TV all night,’ she says to no one in particular, raising her hands to the ceiling and then stretching from side to side. ‘You would not believe this one advertisement I saw; there was an old woman selling guns at a shop called Granny Guns. “For all your firearm needs.” Grannies! Only in America, seriously. And don’t get me started on the others. I can’t stand the capitalist, wasteful consumption, but I have to admit those late-night infomercials are awesome.’ She twists towards me. ‘From a sociological point of view, of course. You would not believe the weird stuff people invent, like, what was that one …’ She twists to the other side. ‘Oh yeah, a towel hat for after a shower. Are people so lazy they can’t wrap towels around their heads? Eli would have loved that one. Those ads are like hypnosis or something—by 3am, I almost called and bought one.’

‘My dad once got this exercise machine,’ Jaxon says, ‘after watching TV all night. Real expensive. That pile of crap is now rusting in our basement; don’t buy the lies.’

‘Lies, lies, it’s all lies,’ Melody says dramatically. ‘And fake news.’ She’s looking at us from between her legs, now in the downward dog pose. Jaxon’s trying not to look.

‘Sky, I thought you may like …’ My father takes out soy cheese, rice yoghurt and almond milk from the fridge. I notice the shelves are well organised, each item in its place.

‘Thanks,’ I say, surprised at his thoughtfulness.

I force myself to take a few bites of food before we pack up and start loading the car.

Melody stops me at the door. ‘How are you feeling, love—everything okay?’

No, I want to tell her, it’s not, at least not between us. I can’t get the image out of my head of Paula walking in on my mum’s friend, Melody, in bed with Adam. That’s how Paula found out. She wanted Melody to come clean to my mum, but she didn’t. It caused a huge wedge between Paula and Melody, and because Melody and Mum later became best friends and roommates, it divided Paula and my mum. Ultimately, it separated Paula from me for years. Melody said that Mum wouldn’t have even cared if she had known, and that Adam and my mum weren’t really boyfriend and girlfriend.

‘I’m fine,’ I say shortly.

Melody hugs me. ‘I hope you have a great time, love. Try not to freeze.’

I pull away. ‘Where is your festival, anyway? Do you have warm enough clothes?’ I ask, forgetting my anger for a moment. I may be worried, but I’m still glad she’s going to be far away from us, far from my father. The thought of them spending time together, possibly rekindling something, is too horrible to bear.

‘Not sure yet, I can’t seem to find the exact info. I know it’s in the forest somewhere south so should be a little warmer, right, Adam?’

He nods. ‘Right. It’s the Japanese trade winds. How are you getting there?’

‘Someone posted a message about carpooling,’ she says, tucking a strand of my hair behind my ear. ‘Worst case, I’ll try to hitch a ride; supposedly it’s pretty easy here. Someone told me that in winter it’s illegal not to stop for a hitchhiker.’

‘Well, we better be off. Come on, kids, let’s get the show on the road,’ my father says, and I start to gather some more gear.

‘Here, I’ll get that.’ Jaxon takes the heavy duffel bag that’s weighing me down, passing me the light sleeping-bags instead.

‘It’s okay, I can manage.’ I take it back from him. Why is his presence annoying me? I invited him to come along, after all. Now I regret it—sorry, Mum, for being unkind, but I just want to be with my father.

‘Love you.’ Melody squeezes my shoulder as I’m walking out the door.

Be careful, I want to say, but instead I say, ‘See you in a few days.’

Outside, it’s still dark. I zip up all my snow gear, and put on my hat and hood. I’m wearing two layers of thermal underwear, three layers of socks, two fleece jackets and, on top of all that, a waterproof snowsuit. I’ve never worn so many clothes in my life.

I take a selfie, freezing my fingers off in the process, then hop into the front seat next to my father. He scrapes the windscreen free of snow and starts the engine, and Jaxon jumps onto the back seat. If he had a spirit animal today, it would be an overexcited puppy. Mine would be a sloth.

I look back at the house, Melody closing the door. My nose is about to fall off. Camping in this weather? It’s madness.

‘I’m making a playlist for the car.’ Jaxon leans into the front seat. ‘What bands are you into?’

‘Mostly pop—I don’t really know much about bands and stuff …’

‘Pop. Okay. Want to hear what I’m into?’ He pulls out his phone and earbuds from his pocket.

‘Sure,’ I say. I’m looking at my father, who’s engrossed in a big paper map. Hasn’t he heard of apps?

Jaxon deliberates for a moment. ‘Let’s go with this one, first.’

I put in the earbuds.

‘Can you hear?’

I give him a thumbs up, and my father finally pulls out of the driveway as the sounds of electric guitars fill my ears. But they’re not harsh: the notes are dreamlike, slow and weirdly beautiful. Maybe this is what Hawaii feels like; I imagine lying in a hammock with a coconut drink in my hand.

We reach the highway as Jaxon chooses another song. A woman’s beautiful voice croons—I can’t understand a single lyric but now I feel like I’m on a boat.

I take out an earbud. ‘What kind of music is this, anyway?’

‘Some people call it slouch rock,’ he says.

‘Weird name,’ I say, turning to look out the window where streetlights are glowing and there’s snow, snow and snow everywhere.

My phone beeps from my pocket and I hit pause on Jaxon’s song.

A message from Paula: Middle of the night but I can’t sleep. How are you, sweetie? Dave’s been a prince, set up the TV in our room, downloaded all the latest chick flicks, I’m living the life. But I’m thinking of you every minute. Good luck with your father.

She’s attached a photo of her lying in bed. She’s not far enough along to show her belly popping out yet. Poor Paula, I know she’s had miscarriages in the past and with an early complication in this pregnancy, she’s meant to stay horizontal as much as possible. She’s even put a limit on making tea, which for her is torture. And I know she’s scared. She’s wanted this baby for a long time.

I send her a heart emoji, a selfie and a bunch of pics from town, and then press play again on the music. It’s rich, layered and totally different to anything I’ve listened to before.

Jaxon’s still leaning forward, now peering at the open map sitting between me and my father.

He and Oliver are total opposites. Oliver’s hair is the colour of maple syrup, his eyes green like wild grass. Jaxon’s black shaggy hair has a slight curl. His dark eyes sparkle when he laughs.

‘Want to hear more? There’s a new band in town, tell me what you think of this.’ He takes his phone and opens YouTube, locates a video and hits play.

The song is rawer, more folky. A male voice sings, or rather speaks in song, kind of like poetry. There’s a trumpet, or is it a saxophone or a clarinet? I can never tell.

‘Like it?’ he asks, watching me closely.

‘Sure.’

‘That’s my band. Trent and I are in the battle of the bands at the local performing arts centre in a couple of weeks.’

‘You play the guitar?’

‘No, Trent’s the guitar pro, I’m the singer.’

‘The lead?’

He smiles. ‘How old are you, anyway?’

‘I’ll be sixteen this week.’

‘You’re going to have your birthday here? Awesome.’

‘Actually, I’ve got something planned for Sky and me,’ my father says.

‘You knew it was my birthday?’ I ask him.

‘Paula mentioned it,’ he says.

Paula, always one step ahead.

Jaxon leans back in his seat, working on the playlist. Now’s the time to talk to my father. I hope we have lots in common, that my fantasy of the perfect dad is really possible. First question: what does he do?

‘Do you work at the national park too? Is that how you know Jaxon?’

‘Not exactly.’

‘Oh, so you’re still fishing? Do you go, like, every summer on the boats?’ I’m still seeing the Father’s Day ad, and even though I don’t eat fish I could definitely do a scenic trip in summer, my father by my side. Sun warming my back, I’d take the wheel, steering our boat away from the coast as a salty breeze curled my hair. At sunset, we’d see a whale migrating north to her feeding grounds. She would slap the water with her flipper, saying hello.

‘No, I stopped fishing many years ago,’ he says, breaking my reverie. ‘As for the national parks, Jaxon’s tracking wolf births and deaths, and marking the location of dens. But they’re top secret. There’s a ton of people who’d want to get their hands on them.’

‘Who’d want to hurt wolves?’ I ask.

‘Wolves?’ Jaxon leans forward again. ‘It’s crazy complicated, the politics, you wouldn’t believe—’

I cut him off to ask my father, ‘So you love animals like me?’

‘Well … sure, I love the wilderness,’ he says. ‘No better place than Alaska. Although Australia has its beautiful spots too and remarkable wildlife. What do you feel like eating, by the way? We can stop at this little diner, let me check how far it is …’ He picks up the map.

He’s changing the subject again and I can’t help but wonder why.


Chapter 4

My phone beeps. ‘Sorry,’ I say as Adam veers from one highway to another. A tall snowy embankment separates us from the occasional bright headlight coming towards us. Blackwoods whoosh by on my right, long, skinny tree trunks making shapes out of the darkness. ‘Just a quick message.’

‘Go for it,’ he says. ‘Jaxon, have you tried your dad again this morning?’

‘I’ll call again now.’

I look down at my phone. You won’t believe what happened last night, Lucy writes.

I check my watch. It’s the middle of the night?! I reply.

Gotta feed our new baby magpie every few hours.

Aww. I send heart eyes.

Lucy’s parents, Mark and Gail, have a whole section of their bird rescue, rehabilitation and release shelter dedicated to magpies. They have licences to care for many other native bird species too, even birds of prey like brown falcons. They gave Chirp a spacious home among them, despite her not being native, or ever being able to be released back into the wild.

So what happened? I ask.

Remember the guy I danced with at the gala, Malcolm?

Sure. Tall with red hair.

He followed my Instagram and …

The message pauses and I can see she’s typing.

What? I butt in. You started Instagram and didn’t tell me? I add a shocked emoji.

I sent you a message two days ago!

Hold on. I open the Instagram app and there it is, Lucy’s page. Full of her own, original, delicate, beautiful illustrations of birds and other animals. OMG, awesome.

She sends a smiley face. Finally getting my stuff out there like you told me to. Anyway, he followed me.

I quickly scan Malcolm’s Insta page—it’s filled with geology memes and pics of rocks. Hilarious.

Another beep.

Hey you! It’s Oliver.

I send one last message to Lucy: His Insta rocks! Speak later, Oliver’s messaging. Then I send Oliver a clip of the scenery outside the window, panning to myself and showing off my five layers of clothes, one by one. I’m the abominable snowman!

Oliver replies, Haha. You look adorable. Check this out.

My phone beeps again and I open the clip.

I see Oliver’s dog Tiger running in the park chasing a ball. The camera goes all jiggly. I see grass, Oliver’s hand, and what’s that? Another ball. Someone’s playing fetch and this time it’s …

You’ve taken Bella to the park? I text. OMG!

Oliver and I share an obsession with dogs. And animals in general. I went veggie when I was twelve, but Oliver’s been veg his whole life because his mum raised him and his sister like that. My mum was an animal lover too, not just dogs, and was super supportive, although she didn’t change her diet like me. Oliver still eats free-range eggs and drinks organic milk, and Lucy is crazy for steak and burgers but wants to cut down. It’s all okay. I know everyone is on their own path and everyone has to start somewhere. And I know it’s not easy—I slipped up and ate chicken a few times because I was trying to blend in at my new school and not stand out like a ‘hairy-armpit-veggo’. as Marissa called it.

Animals are actually how Oliver and I first connected, way before I moved from Sydney to West Creek and found him sitting in front of me in Year Ten. We already followed each other on Instagram; his profile is WildRider and mine is VeggieGirl. It was insane that we commented on each other’s posts, shared animal memes and veg tips, and eventually direct messaged without knowing we were in the same town, let alone sitting in the same class. WildRider gave me support and advice after I took Chirp and freaked out. I had no idea he was the same person I was crushing on in real life. When I found out, my brain erupted like a volcano and then melted into lava. We are meant to be.

Ran into your uncle Dave at the shops, he writes. He said the ‘poor scrappy mutt’ is pining for you. So, I picked her up for a play date.

It’s only been a few days since I left, but I miss Dave.

But you know she’s beautiful! I write.

On the outside?

In and out! I add a laughing face. But, seriously, thank you for taking her to the park!

No worries. She’s making progress bringing the ball back—I think the treats are helping. How’s it going over there?

Good so far, a bit weird though. We’re off camping, in the snow, but it feels like the North Pole, minus a trillion degrees. Snow camping! Am I one tough chick or what? I send a couple of emojis—a flexing arm and a little chicken.

The toughest. The cutest too. It must be intense with just the two of you. Hope you and your dad get along great.

Me too. I don’t mention Jaxon—the situation is too complicated to describe in a text.

Better hit the sack, Oliver replies. Chat tomorrow.

I won’t have coverage for a day.

Next day, then.

At traffic lights a little further on, Adam’s phone beeps. He taps back a message. I wonder if he has a girlfriend. There was no sign of one in his house. I try to peek at his phone, but the angle’s wrong.

The traffic light turns green.

‘How’s that playlist coming along?’ he asks Jaxon.

‘Still working on it.’

My father slides a CD into the stereo and I catch the name, Mozart Piano Concerto in D Minor. I would never have guessed he was a fan of classical music. Hardly matches the beard, denim and monster truck.

An entire orchestra fills the car and I stare out the window into the dark, frozen landscape.

‘Hey, Adam, what if my dad calls when we’re out of range?’ Jaxon asks.

‘I’ve got the sat phone; why don’t you text him the number, just in case? Anyway, we’ll try him again tonight.’

Mozart, strangely enough, is the perfect soundtrack as the scenery engulfs me. Concrete, parking lots and shops are quickly replaced by giant trees and snowy fields. Soon we’re in wilderness proper. The sun rises and the air is so saturated with colour, violet and lavender, it looks like it’s been put through an Instagram filter.

I see forests full of what my father tells me are hemlock, cedar and spruce trees, blanketing the landscape like an army of ghosts. Couldn’t be more different to the scraggy eucalyptus forests I’m used to.

The mountains are a mix of jagged ridges and smooth curves. Some gently cradle paddocks of snow, and others drop into sheer cliff faces revealing their angular bones. Many do both, making abstract patterns in black and white. The lakes are frozen still and reflect the scenery like an upside-down canvas. Double the beauty.

Every wooden cabin wears a white hat. Hansel and Gretel.

It’s crazy, stunning, unreal. I want to hold the pictures and keep them forever.

Every few minutes, there’s a yellow road sign with a moose. Just like in the Australian bush, only back home they’re kangaroos. Adam’s so focused on getting where we’re going, I don’t want to ask him to stop so I can get out to take a picture—instead, I take a hundred from the car window.

‘There are three million lakes in Alaska,’ he tells me, ‘and one hundred thousand glaciers. Plenty of time for pictures.’

Mozart turns into more slouch rock from Jaxon’s phone. We’re all lost in our own thoughts, and my father and I are not making progress in the getting-to-knowyou area.

I haven’t told him about Oliver; he hasn’t asked. He hasn’t told me what he does. I haven’t told him about Mum, and he hasn’t asked about that either. Why did he leave and why has he never bothered to show up in my life? I can’t go home without these questions answered.

But I’m still tired and my period cramps hurt. There’ll be time to talk later.

We stop at a small store, and I walk down an aisle with thousands of snacks I’ve never seen before, like Twizzlers and Twinkies, and beef jerky in weird flavours like teriyaki and bacon. I buy some stronger painkillers and my father fills up a big cup of filtered coffee, pouring in two packets of sugar. While I use the toilet, I wonder how people live here. I mean, the inconvenience of so many layers of winter clothing. Snowsuit, pants, thermals—it’s exhausting pulling them off and on. I wash my hands and swallow another pill. The water from the tap feels like ice and turns my fingertips crimson, but tastes fresher than from any bottle.

Back in the car, Jaxon tells us all about wolves and how researchers put out wooden boards with barbed wire and coated in a scent that attracts them. The wolves rub against the boards and their fur gets stuck. Then the scientists collect the fur, look at DNA markers and make an assessment of the species and different individuals. It’s so cool.

We pull off a small road and Adam lurches the truck into four-wheel drive. After half an hour of bumping through the snow, me clutching my stomach, we stop.

‘We’re here,’ my father says. I open the car door and the frozen air pricks my exposed skin like the spines of a cactus. I quickly zip up the snowsuit.

Jaxon helps my father unload the truck.

I take a moment to look around and can’t help but smile: this is a living fairytale, an illustration from a storybook. I take out my phone to capture the beauty, but the screen is black.

‘Dead.’ I shake it.

‘Too cold,’ my father says as he pulls out a huge bag, which I assume is the tent.

‘Take a mental picture instead,’ Jaxon says, blinking dramatically. His face scrunches up like a raspberry, which makes me laugh.

Jaxon and I grab the remaining gear from the truck. The pills have kicked in and I’m feeling much better, in my belly at least. ‘Feels like my feet are being stabbed by icicles.’ I stomp in the snow.

‘You’ll get used to it,’ Jaxon says. ‘Try wriggling your toes nonstop for a few minutes; it gets the blood flowing.’

‘Bloody hell,’ I grumble, jumping up and down madly, now making Jaxon laugh.

‘Want some coffee, kids?’ my father calls. ‘Or make that tea and coffee!’ He’s already built a little snow wall in a semicircle, lit a fire and created a tripod of long sticks. A blackened kettle is hanging from the centre.

We’re not kids, I want to say. You missed the years when I was a kid. But instead, I lean against the truck, massage my toes and squeeze on another layer of thick socks.

We join my father, warming our hands by the flames. He takes out another huge topographical map and starts discussing latitudes and longitudes with Jaxon.

‘Let’s get going, what you think?’ Adam says finally, once I’ve finished my tea.

‘Where do I go to the loo?’ I ask.

‘Loo? That’s right, ha, I remember that word. Nature’s your restroom here. Let me help you with the snowshoes,’ he says.

‘Snowshoes?’

Turns out the snowshoes look like miniature skateboards. He straps them onto my boots. ‘When you’re walking, keep your legs wider than usual, otherwise the shoes bump into each other and—’

‘You’ll end up with a face full of snow,’ Jaxon adds. ‘Lucky the grizzlies are sleeping.’

Ha ha. I stomp across the icy terrain, and when I return my bottom’s freezing.

We start walking and, despite the snowshoes, my feet sink deep into the snow.

It’s hard keeping up with Jaxon and my father, and my heart is beating fast from the exertion. I thought I was fit, but this is way harder than school sport and hillier than the paddocks around Paula and Dave’s house where I walk Bella. I unzip my snowsuit to allow cold air to enter. At least my toes aren’t hurting anymore; Jaxon was right, the blood flow really helps.

‘It’s so quiet,’ I remark, more to myself than anyone else. Trillions of trees surround us, the hemlocks the only ones keeping their green leaves, now painted with snow.

‘If it wasn’t winter, we’d be making a lot of noise to keep the bears away,’ my father explains.

‘Don’t need the gun or bear spray or bells either,’ Jaxon adds. ‘You know, a kid at my school was killed by a bear last year?’

‘Seriously? That’s terrible.’

‘He was running on a track through the state park next to town and sent a text to his mum saying he saw a bear. She tried calling, but there was no answer. The park services found his body.’

‘Far out.’

‘Yeah. You know what we say in Alaska? “If it’s black, fight back, but if it’s brown, lie down.” He did lie down, but it didn’t matter in the end.’

‘You mean black bears versus grizzly bears?’

‘Right.’ Jaxon nods. ‘And I haven’t even started on the moose—the females with young are the most dangerous of all.’

‘Stop scaring her,’ my father says.

We continue walking, every so often stopping, and as they huddle over the map I catch my breath.

Adam takes out one of those thingies that tell you which direction you’re going in. He squints at the sky, scans the horizon and then drops his gaze back to the map. His face is relaxed; he looks in his element, at home. And he and Jaxon are tuned into each other.

‘Back this way,’ my father says and we U-turn, retracing our steps. I want to ask, Are we there yet? but stop myself. The last thing I want is my mountain-man father to think I’m some useless city girl, even if I am.

‘A little more to the west, over that hill.’ Jaxon points.

‘Do people ski here?’ I ask.

‘All the time. Do you know how?’

‘Nope.’

Another fifteen minutes go by. Or it could be fifty. The hemlocks have given way to what I learn are birch—bare bodied and thin in the trunk, their branches make geometric shapes, nature’s art. My legs aching, I’m almost in a trance, trudging along behind them, my breath making clouds, snowsuit whooshing rhythmically in time with my steps. The sun’s out and the snow now twinkles like diamond dust. A slight breeze rustles the branches, scattering more snow around us. My mind wanders to Oliver, kissing my favourite freckle next to his left eye, and I get tingles. Then I see my best friend Lucy making her coconut cupcakes, me licking the bowl. My dog Bella, the two of us spooning in bed. Knowing she’s pining for me is horrible. I can’t tell her when I’ll be home or even reassure her I’ll be back at all. I see Chirp in her enclosure at Lucy’s family bird sanctuary. How’s her lame leg? I hope it’s not bothering her and she’s not in pain; Lucy promised to message me if it got worse. Is she giving Chirp her favourite summer treat, watermelon? Probably … Lucy loves Chirp almost as much as I do. Chirp looks so cute when the feathers around her beak are dyed pink with juice. And how’s Paula feeling today? If she could only see me now, she’d laugh herself silly. I can’t wait to have a little cousin. Although, Oliver’s ballet-obsessed sister, Sabine, has almost become a sister to me too; she looks up to me and hangs on my every word. I wonder if a first cousin will be the same, and if she’ll be a girl. I really hope—

‘Shhh!’ Jaxon stops dead and squints through his binoculars.

‘A deer?’ I whisper to my father. He puts his finger to his lips.

I desperately want to see one, a little spotty foal, how amazing would that be? My toes are icing up again so I start wriggling them.

‘This is the mother’s den,’ Jaxon says. ‘The alpha female. The female and male heads are called the alphas; they are parents, leaders of their family and the pack. Take a look.’ Jaxon hands me the binoculars, the same type Lucy and her dad use for birdwatching.

I focus the lenses and a figure takes shape. Shaggy with grey and white fur, a hint of honey. She’s climbing down into a hole in the snow. A wolf.

‘Wow,’ I breathe. ‘How big is the den?’

‘About ten feet. She has to dig deep enough so predators can’t hear them. I mean, wolves are at the top of the food chain but occasionally there’s danger from grizzlies. You can’t be too careful.’

‘Are there really cubs down there?’

‘Pups, not cubs. Hold on, you’ll see.’

We stand quietly, watching. I think of Jane Goodall and the years she spent observing chimpanzees, studying their behaviour. I can’t imagine living out here for weeks, let alone months. I wiggle my toes in my boots some more, trying not to make any movement. Wildlife research is such patient work, I don’t know if I have it in me. For a while now, I’ve thought journalism may be the right path. I could get a job for one of those animal sites or even be a National Geographic reporter, like the ones who covered all of Jane’s amazing work.

‘Look now,’ Jaxon whispers.

I see the wolf reappear, holding a pup in her mouth.

‘Oh my God.’

She is so pretty. But not like other dogs. This isn’t some cute poodle or even a mutt like Bella. She’s wild and she knows it. I can tell this is her world where she’s boss, not us.

I watch, my eyes stuck to the binoculars, transfixed. She puts down the pup and goes back for another. The pup follows her and then changes his mind and turns around, sniffing the snow curiously. Soon, there are three pups, four and five.

‘Their coats are so thick, they look so comfortable in the snow,’ I say, wiggling my toes again, more with excitement now than cold.

‘They’re at home,’ my father says. ‘It’s us who are defenceless out here in these temperatures. Without all our clothes and equipment, we’d get hypothermia and be dead in an hour. The wolf belongs here; this is her land.’

He said what I had just thought. Her land. He truly sounds like a kindred animal lover.

‘They only weigh a pound when they’re born,’ Jaxon says, ‘and they stay with the parents until they’re two. Hold on, there are more.’

We watch another pup appear. The six of them start romping around, biting each other playfully. Jaxon notes down all his observations in a small pad.

‘They’re beautiful, aren’t they?’ my father says.

I smile. ‘Beautiful isn’t enough to describe it—I can’t even think of the right word. Magnificent?’

‘In nature,’ my father says, ‘experiences often can’t be described in words.’

I look at him. I can’t think of the right words to describe being here with him either. It’s full of opposites: right and good, yet wrong and unfamiliar. He’s my blood, the DNA behind my one brown eye, but he’s a stranger. We are family, or I want us to be family, but I have no idea how. Are we family already, or do we have to become it?

After a long time, Jaxon finishes writing.

‘Better start getting back before nightfall,’ my father says.

‘The wolves will come out in the full moon and that’s when things go downhill fast,’ Jaxon says.

‘Seriously?’

‘No,’ my father says. ‘Wolves aren’t dangerous.’ We start walking again and, after a while, my father says, ‘See the strands of fur on the tree, Sky? A grizzly used this as a scratching post last summer.’

‘They have really powerful claws, right?’ I ask.

‘Powerful but delicate. They can pick fragile berries from bushes; their paws are designed like scoops.’

Later, we see tracks in the snow: two large bean-shaped marks with two smaller ones. Adam takes out a book and shows me how to identify them.

‘A female caribou?’ I ask.

‘Right,’ he says.

I smile like a little girl making her father proud.
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It’s not even 4pm, but it’s already dusk as we set up the tent. It’s big and sturdy; a little hole in the roof releases the smoke from a small stove hung inside. My father promises me it will burn all night and I’ll be so toasty I won’t even need my second fleece. Plan B, he says, there’s always the heater in the car. That reassures me.

I bring more wood from the boot of the car, and the sky’s black as we rekindle our fire into a roaring flame.

‘Do you know the most dangerous animal in the world?’ my father asks, cooking the dehydrated rice in a pot.

‘Crocodiles, red-bellied black snakes, lions …?’ I wrap a potato in aluminium foil and throw it into the embers.

‘A mother protecting her cub. Never get between them.’

‘Doesn’t surprise me,’ I say, thinking of Mum and all she sacrificed to raise me alone. I wrap another potato, smashing the foil tightly, and throw it too hard into the fire. It misses the flames. What would he know about being a good parent, or even a parent at all? I kick the potato into the fire.

He never saw all the work my mum did to keep us going, her hardships, and how she fought for me even when she got sick. He never knew what an excellent mother and good woman she was. He never gave her a chance, gave us a chance to be a family. He left and now Mum’s dead and he’ll never know anything.

I stoke the embers with a stick as my anger turns to tears. I miss my mum a thousand times a day in a million different ways.

We sit quietly, my father oblivious to the change in my mood.

‘I was going to bring marshmallows but then I realised, damn, gelatine,’ he says, firelight playing on his face. ‘So I got bananas and dark chocolate instead.’

We cut a slice into the banana skin, fill it with cubes of chocolate, wrap each banana in silver foil and throw them into the fire. When they’re ready, the chocolate has melted into the fruit and we eat it with a spoon.

Full of delicious sugary good-feeling, I realise my father’s been considerate of my diet since I arrived, even though it’s foreign to him.

‘Thanks for thinking of the gelatine,’ I say, ‘and the soy cheese and almond milk and everything.’

He smiles.

After Jaxon tries to call his father again with the satellite phone, he takes out his guitar and starts picking a melancholy tune. I watch the fire, wondering if Melody made it safely to the festival. Then my thoughts turn again to Oliver. His dad disappeared in a way, too, after his parents divorced. Even though his dad doesn’t live far away, they almost never see each other, and Oliver’s mum works full-time running her small organic grocery in town and brings up Oliver and Sabine alone. Not that you’d know it’s hard for her—she’s quick to smile, and since Oliver and I started going out, she’s always made me feel welcome. Just last week she gave me all her new skin-care samples to try out—peach, cinnamon and pear—whatever I like best, she’s going to order for the store. His family has become a second one for me. As much as I love Paula and Dave, it’s nice to have another one to fall back on. If the last year’s taught me anything, it’s that you never know when you’ll need a Plan B. I imagine Oliver’s arms around me and shiver a little.

My father pulls out a pack of cards and we start playing; it’s a super-fast game of luck called Speed, and soon we’re shouting and laughing, tying in points and pretending to accuse each other of cheating.

‘Tell me about life back home,’ he says after we’ve finally calmed down.

I put down the cards and begin to talk. I tell him how I was pulled away from my home, city and everything I knew, and thrown into Paula and Dave’s house in their teensy country town. I finally made friends but it all changed when I adopted my chicken, Chirp. I take a breath. ‘Actually,’ I confess, ‘I stole her from a broiler farm I snuck into when I was doing a school project.’

He raises his eyebrows.

I admit how I can sometimes be overtaken by my emotions—not mentioning how, when I was little, I’d have temper tantrums and throw things around, stamping my feet like a crazy person. No need to go into all the details. I also don’t include the fact that after I stole Chirp, I literally fled the farm, the scene of the crime, and had to escape under a fence.

I do tell him how later I had the worst luck—the farm was owned by the father of the girl I thought was my new bestie, Marissa, aka Queen of Popularity.

My father’s not a bad listener, stopping me occasionally to ask a question, make an empathetic grunt, or voice his approval.

I explain how I called Marissa’s father cruel, and she was so furious she ended our friendship. And along with Marissa, I lost my entire friend group. Social Siberia is as lonely as advertised. But it all worked out in the end, mostly. And the most important thing was, I found my way to Paula and Dave, discovered a more genuine friend in Lucy, and green-eyed Oliver, the nicest, cutest boy in my year, liked me back, miracle of miracles.

It’s a long story, all set to Jaxon’s live guitar soundtrack. I check if he’s listening but he has a faraway expression, clearly too involved in his music. Or maybe he’s just giving us some space.

When I finally finish talking, we stand up and my father hugs me. I feel a million kilos lighter having told him so much. We put out the fire and pack up.

‘I’ll come soon,’ Jaxon says. ‘Just want to try calling him again.’

After I go to the snow-toilet again, my father demonstrates how to wrap and hang our food on a tree branch a few metres away so if any animal comes visiting, they won’t associate us with food.

We open the tent door. Inside, it’s surprisingly warm and I fall down on my sleeping-bag, exhausted.

‘You were saying before,’ I say, hoping to hear more about him since we’ve only talked about me, ‘about what you do for work?’

Silence.

‘Adam?’

His soft snores fill the tent.


Chapter 5

I hear a rustling of the tent flap.

‘Everyone asleep?’ Jaxon whispers.

‘I’m awake,’ I whisper back. Despite my bonetiredness, my head’s buzzing. ‘But Adam’s asleep already.’

Jaxon’s sleeping-bag is on the other side of my father and I hear him shuffling around, scraping, a clanging on the fire-heater door, then finally a zip and silence.

‘Still awake?’ he asks after a few minutes.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Guess it’s the jet lag. Any luck with your dad?’

‘No.’

Another pause. I’m curious to know what’s happening with his parents, but don’t want to ask anything too personal.

I hear him say something, but it’s soft and mumbled.

‘What?’ I whisper. ‘Sorry, I can’t hear you.’

Jaxon manoeuvres around Adam, bringing his bag closer to mine.

I hold my breath, hoping this isn’t going to be weird. He’s nice and all, but I like Oliver. I should really mention I have a boyfriend, but then again, if he’s not planning to make a move I don’t want to come across as arrogant or vain. ‘Um,’ I start.

‘What?’ he asks.

‘It’s just, I wanted to say—’

He wiggles even nearer. ‘I can’t hear you. Anyway, I think I owe you an explanation.’

‘About what?’

He’s so close that despite the darkness I can see his eyelashes blinking. They’re as long as a camel’s. I once read that camels’ eyelashes protect their eyes from sandstorms, but it’s not quite the right moment to say that out loud.

‘My dad,’ Jaxon says. ‘And why I’m crashing your father–daughter trip.’

‘Oh,’ I say, feeling stupid. Why did I assume he wanted to make a move? I’m not that irresistible.

‘But first, what were you saying before?’

‘Nothing,’ I lie.

I hear him take a big breath. ‘He started drinking after Mom died. My dad, that is.’

‘I’m really sorry,’ I say, knowing the words are too trivial, not right. ‘That must’ve been horrible for you.’

‘He really loved her. You know, wolves mate for life; they only separate when one dies.’

‘Really? That’s amazing. Pity about my father. Guess he’s not a loyal-wolf type like yours.’ I can’t believe I just said that.

‘Give him a chance, he’s a good guy.’

I don’t answer.

‘My dad’s drinking has gotten worse and worse over the last three years,’ Jaxon continues. ‘Some mornings he has no memory of what he did the night before, total blackouts, and if I try to get out of the house when he’s in that mood, he gets really …’

A minute passes as I wait.

‘Gets really what?’ I ask as gently as I can.

‘Sorry, I’m babbling. I’m just pissed off he’s disappeared. It’s so selfish. I mean, I hope he’s okay, but it really sucks that he does this all the time.’

‘Totally,’ I say. ‘It’s good to talk it out—that’s what everyone says, anyway. It’s cool with me if you want to keep babbling.’

‘Thanks,’ he says. ‘My dad gets angry. And when he does, there’s no point talking to him, or trying to get him to stop. I’ve tried and tried.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say again. I know how annoying those words are; people used them all the time when Mum got cancer and then after she died. But I can’t think of any others.

‘Adam’s tried to speak with him,’ Jaxon says. ‘He even found the local AA group and gave my dad the number. But he never called.’

We lie quietly for a moment.

‘My mom died in a snowmobile accident,’ Jaxon says.

Oh my God, that sounds beyond horrible. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a snowmobile let alone knew you could be killed by one.

‘How about yours?’ he asks softly.

‘Cancer. It was really fast.’

‘Sometimes it’s …’ He’s whispering now. ‘It’s hard to believe life has to go on without …’

I wait but he doesn’t continue. ‘I know what you mean,’ I say, my voice gravelly. ‘I don’t think anyone will ever …’

Something about being in the middle of nowhere, the crinkle of sleeping-bags, fire and snow all mixed together, the near blackness and my father snoring peacefully beside us … it makes me feel brave. Jaxon’s the first person I’ve met who’s also lost a mother. He understands.

‘Love me like she did,’ I finish, feeling my lip quivering and eyes filling. ‘And now she’s gone. My whole life, the entire universe, up in flames. It’s like I’m a different person.’

I feel a tear run down my cheek, and I’m glad for the darkness so he can’t see.

A few minutes pass; maybe he’s fallen asleep. My mind is wide awake but really, I’m beyond tired.

There’s a movement from Jaxon’s sleeping-bag. ‘How is it meeting your father for the first time?’

I stop to listen—yes, Adam’s still snoring. ‘Scary.’

I want to say, It would have been better if you weren’t here. But I’m not sure if that’s true. Instead I add, ‘It’s weird we haven’t had a proper conversation yet—I barely know anything about him.’

‘He’s probably just nervous,’ Jaxon says. ‘He was real worried before you came, about impressing you and everything. He was worried about … well … he didn’t want to …’

‘Want to what?’

‘It’s nothing. He didn’t want to not have the right food for you.’

‘Food? Oh. Well, he’s done a pretty good job so far. Those chocolate bananas were out of this world.’

Jaxon and I talk music for a while longer. Our heads are almost touching as we share his earbuds and listen to another playlist.

The closeness feels brotherly, not flirty. Big relief. I don’t want to betray Oliver. And there’s no tingle around Jaxon, shaggy hair and sparkly eyes or not. With Oliver, I get shocks of electricity just by accidentally brushing against his knee. And often when we kiss my legs go seriously wobbly, which I thought only happened in the movies.

Tomorrow I’ll bring up Oliver in conversation and find out if Jaxon has a girlfriend. I wouldn’t mind one bit if he did. If we lived in the same country, we could even double date.

‘I have that band competition next week—you should come along,’ he murmurs.

Jaxon gets what I’ve been through and I feel relaxed around him. It’s weird how I’m talking to someone from a totally different world to mine, with a different accent, and music can make it easier.

‘For sure,’ I whisper back.

I must nod off after this because I wake to someone nudging me. My father.

‘Come outside,’ he says.

I look around the tent. Is it morning already? It feels like I’ve just closed my eyes.

I pull on my boots and follow him and Jaxon out of the tent, wrapping myself in my snow jacket.

‘Look,’ my father says, pointing upwards.

My mouth drops open and I can’t rip my eyes from the sight. The sky is moving with waves of colour, rivers of green, blue and purple.

This is what my father meant by there being no words to describe nature.

‘The northern lights. You can’t see them well from a big city and you need the ideal meteorological conditions for them to occur as well as a clear sky, no clouds. It has to be perfect.’

Perfect conditions. Perfect.

I continue to stare. Can my father fulfil the fantasy of my perfect dad? He has been warm and considerate, but if he doesn’t talk to me, how will I know who he is and if we have anything in common?

The fresh snow makes a soft mattress. We lie on our backs, our eyes towards the sky, and ooh and aah. I feel like I’m five watching the early fireworks on New Year’s Eve, my mum beside me, hugging me tight.

I wrap my arms around my chest, watching and thinking of her. Sending her my love through the galaxies to wherever she is floating above.

After a while, Jaxon leaves us and returns to the tent, yawning and rubbing his eyes.

‘Have you seen it many times before?’ I ask my father, once we’re alone.

‘I used to,’ he says.

‘When you were a kid?’

‘No, I grew up in Chicago—can’t see a damn thing in the sky over there.’

‘I didn’t know that,’ I say. I don’t know anything. ‘Why did you move here?’

‘Someone brought me,’ he says. ‘Long story.’

‘To do with work?’

‘No, not work …’

He doesn’t finish his sentence. That’s it. I can’t keep playing chief police inspector interrogating an uncooperative suspect. ‘Goodnight then.’ I sigh, getting up and brushing snow off my back. ‘I’m going back to bed.’

‘No, Sky. Stay for a bit. I’m sorry, I’m not used to sharing much. Let me tell you a little about my life.’

I sit back down.

‘I was married for a while,’ he says, propping himself up on his elbow, turning to face me.

Married? It feels like I’ve been hit in the stomach. He left my mum only to find someone else. Was she better, more loveable?

‘She showed me the lights first. Steph knew them well, used to snow camp even as a toddler. A real mountain woman, Alaskan born and bred. The wilderness was her home, a bit like those wolves we saw. Her family prided themselves on living off the land, and she taught me to love it too. With all my heart.’

‘Oh,’ I say, scooping up a handful of snow and watching it fall through my gloved fingers. Sounds like Steph came from a different world to Mum who, despite her love of animals and nature, was a city girl. Maybe this wild Alaskan life is what my father wanted, needed.

‘That’s how I ended up out here. Jaxon’s mum was her mother’s first cousin, so that’s how I know Jaxon’s dad, Doug, and I’ve known Jaxon since he was little.’

‘What happened with her?’ I ask.

‘It’s complicated. We wanted to have kids.’ He looks at me. ‘She knew all about you, even tried to help me find you.’

‘Oh,’ I say, again. Another punch. What would my life have been like if they had?

‘We tried everything to get pregnant but eventually discovered she was …’ He drops off.

I wait. My fingers are cold now and my toes hurt. I try to wriggle them in my boots, resisting the urge to stomp.

‘She was infertile. And devastated, of course. Guess I didn’t handle it well, all the emotions. I kinda zoned out, went numb. I handled it terribly, actually.’

‘Then what happened?’

‘She packed her bags and left.’

I look at him, the glow of purple galaxy light playing on his face. For a moment, I let go of all my expectations, hopes and disappointments, and see only a person, a human being. And he doesn’t seem so bad after all.

[image: image]

When I wake the next morning, the tent’s empty. I stretch, and venture a foot outside.

The air is freezing and the light low, the sun not up yet. I check my watch—8am. I add layers and walk to the fire pit.

My father’s red jacket is framed by the embers and I can just make out the soaring jagged mountain peaks in the pre-dawn light.

‘Sleep well, Sky? I’ve made tea. Nice and hot.’

Jaxon’s words from last night echo in my head: He’s a good guy. Maybe he is. Jaxon’s lost his mum and now his dad’s a drunk. My mum’s gone too, but my father’s here and he’s trying. Is he a good guy?

I nod and smile, thinking of the wolves, the caribou tracks, the lights and even the gooey chocolate banana. He pours my cup full, steam wafting up.

The steam from the teacup, glow of the fire, and dark white landscape slowly saturate with morning light. It’s like the mountains are glowing from within. I blink to take a mental picture. ‘It’s been awesome.’

He looks at me questioningly.

‘This trip. Thank you.’

He smiles his biggest yet. ‘This is my favourite place in the world. I hoped you’d like it here. Like father like daughter.’

I sip my tea, his words hanging in the air like pretty shiny bubbles that haven’t yet popped. Like father like daughter. Are we alike after all? Maybe, just maybe, my fantasy is coming true and this trip will be the start of a new life. Together. Somehow.


Chapter 6

‘Let’s get back to town—what do you think, Sky, Jaxon? We can stop on the way for lunch.’

I brush the snow off my bum and Jaxon replaces the sat phone in its box. He still hasn’t gotten through to his dad.

Yesterday, we hiked again until my legs cried in protest. But I was a trooper and barely complained. Okay, I may have whined a little.

We discovered more tracks—lynx and hares and other small ‘critters’ as they call them here. With the sun shining brightly, the cold didn’t dig too deeply into my bones. By six in the evening, I was more tired than I had been my entire life, fell asleep before dinner and didn’t wake until this morning.

We pack up camp and load the car. I pull my weight, loading the gear, feeling proud of myself. I survived snow camping and hiking in winter in Alaska, I’ve seen wild wolves and signs of bears, and I’m feeling way more comfortable with my father, who seems significantly less the ‘loser’ my mum told me he was, and more the ‘good guy’ like Jaxon thinks. And what’s more, Jaxon’s become a friend. It feels like weeks since I arrived rather than five days.

Adam obsesses about cleaning, folding and packing everything neatly; now I know why his house is so organised. He starts the engine and reverses the truck back down the track. Our campsite diminishes before my eyes, the only sign we existed the melted snow from the morning fire.

The car heater’s blasting, my toes thawing and I’m ready for a steamy shower.

Soon, the snow’s twinkling again and my phone finds a network. I forget the scenery as bings and beeps light up the screen like fireworks.

Miss you heaps, Oliver writes. He’s attached a video. When I first came across him online under the name WildRider, I was awed by all his animal videos, which he seemed to create with zero effort. He’s also an amazing researcher—he helped me find all the info I needed to care for Chirp when she was just a little chick, and then when she got sick with TD, a common affliction in meat chickens that makes them lame. WildRider found ways to help Chirp—lots of sunlight and Vitamin D, as well as the vet’s suggestions of painkillers and a restricted diet, saved the day.

This time Oliver’s edited together a clip of his sister Sabine in a cherry-red tutu doing a pirouette with the caption: She forced me to send this to you! The next screen has butterflies, unicorns and hearts. She made me do this too! Cut to a new screen: Seriously! I’m laughing now. The video jumps to him in his mum’s store, holding up my favourite brand of almond butter, super smooth, and spooning a big dollop into his mouth with a grin. I’ve saved you a bite, the caption says. He holds out the spoon to the camera. The frame freezes. The end.

He’s the best.

I send him a clip back—me waving, my father driving and the snowy forest scene outside the car window. I add a bunch of animated stars, not nearly as cool as his. I’m careful not to film Jaxon in the back seat—don’t want Oliver to get the wrong idea. Anyway, he’ll never meet him so it’s kind of irrelevant.

Lucy also texts asking how I am, and I tell her all about the wolf mum and pups.

I think I’ve lost my mind! she writes.

What? Why? I ask with a thousand question marks.

Malcolm liked all my posts, every single one, and so …

I wait with bated breath while Lucy types.

I direct messaged him! Told him it was fun at the gala and asked what he’s been up to.

OMG! Did he reply?

Literally one second later! He said, not much, and asked what I’ve been up to.

Riveting conversation. I add a winky face.

Ha ha. I told him my parents are dragging me to the antique fair this Sunday. Get this—he said he may be going too.

Coincidence?! What are you going to do if you see him?

Die?

And you say I’m dramatic, I write.

I’ll keep you posted. Going to make tea and then better try to sleep.

I imagine Lucy in her bedroom, her sketches sticky taped onto the old pea-green paint. Walking downstairs to her kitchen to make tea. Her house is super messy, but in the coolest of ways, like a musty country-town antique shop full of treasures: piles of books, watercolours, African masks, and feathers in jars. Even her father, Mark, is cool in a quirky way. He did his PhD on a bird in Botswana, the fairy flycatcher, which may be the best name ever for a bird. And Lucy grew up partly in Africa, so her accent is a bit unusual.

I send her a moon and stars, and wish her luck.

Paula sends a pic of her tummy and I blow kisses to the little peanut, my soon-to-be cousin. I want to feel Paula’s belly and make her tea. Being so far away makes me sad. I know my messages will only reach her tomorrow when she wakes up.

No word from Melody. I send her a quick text saying we’re on our way back from camping and asking if she found the festival.

My father’s navigating the snowy path when his phone tweets like a bird from inside the glove box.

‘Sky, can you pass it to me?’ He checks quickly. ‘That’s them confirming. Great.’

‘Who?’

‘My parents,’ he says, passing back the phone.

‘What?’

‘Your grandparents.’

A smile spreads across my face. ‘You could have told me that sooner! Really, there’s two of them?’ Mum and Paula lost their parents before I was born, so this isn’t a subject I know a lot about.

‘Sorry, I’m not doing a very good job, am I?’ He places his hand on my shoulder. ‘I was so nervous to meet you, to be honest, it just slipped my mind. We’ve been texting and they’re desperate to fly out here. I told them they have to wait so we can have a little time together first. But they’re planning to come next week.’

I’m still struggling to take in the fact I have grandparents. ‘What are their names? They want to see me? They’re flying here?’ I pelt him with questions. ‘Did they know about me before? Where do they live? Wait, do you have brothers and sisters?’

‘Only child. They are Miriam and Mike, from Chicago,’ he says. ‘You know, when I left Australia, dropped out, left Eli …’

Cheated on my mum with her best friend, and left me too, I don’t say.

‘… I joined a fishing fleet in Alaska, just to clear my head. Then I went back to Chicago. I didn’t know what to do. My father is a partner in a big law firm and I tried to fit into that life. But I was lost.’ He pauses and stares at the road.

I notice his hands on the wheel, fingernails bitten down just like mine. In fact, his hands look like mine, long and knobbly, and I stretch out my fingers to compare.

I’m about to comment when he continues. ‘My parents knew about your mum and gave me the funds so I could support her. I sent a cheque, but it was never deposited and then her phone number stopped working and she moved without leaving a new address. I tried to find her. Anyway,’ he takes a breath, ‘they’ve always wondered about you, and because I’m an only child, they don’t have any other grandchildren and—’

‘You’re a lawyer?’ Finally I know what he does.

‘Never finished my degree; it wasn’t for me. I had dropped out twice by that time. I went back to Alaska, to do the salmon fishing, and I met Steph a little while after. My parents were not impressed with my life choices, still aren’t, and I can’t blame them—I’ve made a wrong turn a few too many times.’

Understatement of the year. I can’t help wondering what other bad life choices he’s made.

‘But, all in all, despite not being fans of nature and being slightly bossy culture snobs,’ he grins, ‘they’re good people. And they’ll be excellent grandparents now they have the chance.’

I’m processing all this new information. I’m part of a bigger family. My grandparents want to meet me.

‘Do they like classical music?’ I ask, wondering if that’s the reason for my father’s Mozart CD.

‘Funnily enough, my mother played violin in the Chicago Symphony Orchestra and then worked at the conservatorium; she only retired recently. They’re both big benefactors of the arts.’

Well, that’s one mystery solved at least.

‘You checked his local again?’ I hear Jaxon saying from the back seat, his phone to his ear. ‘Nobody has seen him since when? Oh … Okay. Please, let me know as soon as you hear anything.’

‘Any sign of him?’ I ask, turning in my seat to face Jaxon, although I already know the answer.

‘No. That was an old friend of his; I had his number in my phone. He says he hasn’t spoken to him in months. My dad’s been going to a bunch of new bars lately; maybe someone’s seen him. I could go ask around.’

‘Can you drive?’ I ask.

‘Yep, but no car. Hey, Adam, do you think I could borrow your car and look around? Unless you want to come with me? I’ll buy you a donut or three.’ He says it nonchalantly, but I can hear a note of desperation.

My father must hear it too because he glances at me, eyebrows raised.

I do want to spend time alone with him, but Jaxon’s in trouble. His father may be lying unconscious in a ditch for all we know.

I give Adam a nod.

‘Of course, bud,’ he says. ‘Sign us up for a couple of donuts—although we’ll have to find a vegan one for Sky, won’t we? In any case, you’re staying with me, with us, until you find him.’

‘Thanks, Adam,’ Jaxon says, relief pouring out of him.

‘But Sky and I do have birthday plans for tomorrow, so you can hang out at my place and order pizza, okay?’

‘Think I’ll go Chinese, but sure.’

I smile to myself. My father and I will finally be able to really talk properly, uninterrupted. ‘Look, we have the same hands,’ I say, putting mine next to his.

‘You’re right, we do.’ He beams. ‘Like father like daughter.’

I love it when he says that.
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We arrive back in Anchorage’s concrete sprawl as the light’s already fading. Adam drives to the centre of town, and Jaxon directs him to his father’s usual drinking spots. I wait in the car while they go in to ask the staff if they’ve seen Doug, showing them his picture. Soon, we run out of bars in the city and head out to the industrial area where there are a few cheap and nasty ones, fluorescent lights advertising sexy pole-dancing girls. No luck. After an hour or two, there are no more bars left to try.

‘Let’s check back at your place,’ my father says to Jaxon.

We pull into a snowy driveway, the solitary streetlight flickering, and I shiver slightly, quickly zipping up my jacket.

‘Careful, don’t trip,’ my father says as we step over half-chewed plastic bags, open tuna cans and other contents spilling out. ‘Critters got into the trash. Remind me and I’ll get you some bear-resistant trash cans,’ he says to Jaxon.

Jaxon turns on the porch light and I take in the scene. I’m in a Hollywood movie again, but this is no rom-com. An American flag is draped unevenly over the rails, and cigarette butts and beer bottles are strewn around an old rocking chair. Opening the front door, the picture gets worse. It’s a real dump, more like where I expected my father to live, complete with a tall tower of empty pizza boxes.

‘You must love pizza,’ I say, trying to lighten the atmosphere.

‘Over it,’ Jaxon says, his eyes dim. He’s no longer the excited puppy dog, more like a pound dog, scared and sad.

We stand in the lounge and call out Doug’s name, but the house is eerily silent. Jaxon runs up the stairs two at a time, and reappears shrugging.

Adam goes to the kitchen where the sink is overflowing with dishes. He opens the fridge door, releasing a cloud of sour milk and rotting food.

‘Bud, let’s throw a few things out,’ my father calls, ‘so the place won’t stink when he gets home.’

Jaxon doesn’t answer. He’s back on the phone, holding a tattered address book that must be his father’s, repeating the story again and again, ending with a ‘Let me know if you hear anything’ each time.

My father hands me a milk carton and I try to stuff it in the bin, but there’s no space. I take out the garbage bag—it’s dripping from underneath with who knows what. I find a roll of bags under the sink, wet from a leak, tear one off and throw in the carton. ‘Should I do separate bags for recyclables?’ I ask.

‘Sure,’ my father says, and I rip off another bag. A large tub of strawberry yoghurt makes my nose wrinkle. I hold it as far from me as possible, trying to manoeuvre it into the bag without touching its contents.

The tub slips and falls to the floor, stinky pink glug splashing everywhere. I look for something to clean it up with, but there’s nothing.

I find the toilet and grab a roll of paper. As I start mopping under the freezer, I see a slip of paper peeking out. It has a piece of sticky tape on it.

‘Hey, Jaxon, is this something important?’

‘Must’ve fallen off the fridge,’ he says, taking the note.

‘What does it say?’ my father asks.

‘“Jax. Taking …” Um. His writing is impossible to read.’

‘Let me try,’ my father says, and Jaxon hands him the note. “‘Taking truck. Back when I’m … ruley”? That must be ready. “Money in the drawer for pizza.”’

Jaxon opens the kitchen drawer and takes out a fifty-dollar bill.

‘At least we know he was okay when he left,’ my father says. ‘That’s something.’

I notice Jaxon’s chin is quivering. It’s obvious from the handwriting that his father was drunk when he wrote it.

‘There were two boxes of beer over here.’ Jaxon points to the side of the fridge. ‘Now they’re gone. Didn’t notice that before.’

‘I’ll ring the police,’ my father says.

‘No!’ Jaxon says.

‘To report him missing and check if there’ve been any accidents. Just in case.’

‘Then we should call the hospital.’

‘Right,’ my father says. ‘I’ll call now.’

I sit down on the couch, giving Jaxon his privacy, as Adam makes the call. In the meantime, I try calling Melody. There’s no answer so I send another text. She’s not unknown to disappear to festivals and forget to look at or even charge her phone. But still, how can she not even check up on me? It was the same thing after Mum died. I wish she hadn’t come at all.

‘All clear,’ my father says. ‘No one named Douglas has been admitted in the last week.’

I’m relieved for Jaxon.

‘Why don’t you grab some clean clothes and other things you need, bud?’ my father says.

Jaxon walks back upstairs, this time taking each step very slowly.

Adam attacks the sink, squeezing out the last of the dishwashing detergent and getting to work. He hands me the wet dishes and I dry.

‘I can’t believe his dad’s done this to him,’ my father says. ‘I just hope he’s not drinking and driving again, that he’s okay. To lose one parent is one thing, but two of them …’ He wipes down all the surfaces until they’re shining, then lugs the rubbish bags to the front door. He obviously didn’t think of me when he said that—he abandoned us and then I lost Mum. But it’s different to Jaxon; I have Paula and Dave, of course. And now, my father too.

Jaxon returns with a canvas bag slung over his shoulder.

‘That’s it?’ my father asks.

‘My guitar’s in your trunk, so … yeah.’

‘Okay. And don’t worry, we’ll all hang out together until your dad’s back. It’ll be fun,’ my father says as Jaxon closes the front door behind us. Adam fills another bag with the mess by the rocking chair and the rubbish strewn in the snow, restores the garbage bins to an upright position, closing the lids firmly, then loads Jaxon’s bag into the boot.

‘Thanks, Adam, for everything.’ Jaxon bites his lip. ‘You’re the best.’

My father gives him one of those guy hugs, with one arm and a slap on the back. ‘It’ll be okay, bud, I promise.’

I want to hug him too, poor guy. I know what it feels like to freak out over a parent. But that might be awkward, so I get into the passenger seat instead. Jaxon probably doesn’t want me to see him now anyway, eyes stained red.

My teeth chatter. It’s weird. Jaxon’s dad is the ‘loser’ that my mum always accused my father of being. But really, Jaxon probably wishes my father was his. And my father likely feels the same about Jaxon. Meanwhile, I’m in the cold, figuratively and literally.

I take off my gloves and blow into my hands as my father starts the engine. ‘Where to now?’ I ask. ‘Donuts?’

‘You got it,’ he says, pressing play on his Mozart CD.

I put my hands to the hot-air vent as clarinets play, feeling sad for Jaxon but happy to be here, included in their world, and having the chance for my father– daughter dream to come true.

It’s my birthday tomorrow. We’re going out and, finally, we’ll have time to talk. Really talk. It’s only the beginning, but I hope soon I can agree with Jaxon that my father’s the best.

A whole evening, just me and my father. This is what I’ve been waiting for.


Chapter 7

I wake up, stretch and then—boom, I remember. Today’s my first birthday without Mum. Sixteen years old and she’s not with me. Not here to bake me a chocolate cake with my name on top in blue and white icing. To read my birthday card out loud, in the earnest voice she saves only for this one day. Not here to hug me tight, her long side-plait tickling my neck, or kiss me on the cheek so hard my face squashes into my teeth. We won’t drive to the beach in the south where the sand is the whitest, like we do every year once the burning sun’s cooled, and I won’t hear the crash of the waves or the tinkling of her Indian bracelets as we search for a unique shell or unusual pebble, shined by the sea. She always gives me hers. A too-familiar feeling bubbles in my stomach: the soup of sadness.

Rolling onto my side, I hold my knees for a while trying not to think. It doesn’t help.

I unplug my phone from the charger, turn off flight mode, which I use to save my brain from being roasted while I sleep—or so Mum told me—and go to check my messages. But I stop.

Instead, I open my videos. Before she passed away, Mum recorded a message for me, with some of her thoughts and advice. I recorded it onto my phone so I can watch it whenever I want.

‘Here’s some advice, Sunshine,’ she says after I press play. ‘I know it’s a bit cheesy, but give it a try, okay?’ I pause and kiss her face, frozen in its beauty. No, it’s not too cheesy, I want to say back to her.

‘These are the principles I’ve always tried to follow, and now you’re nearly a grown woman, it’s your turn. When you don’t know what to do, remember who you are. Our value of loving kindness.’ I’m saying the words with her now; I know them by heart.

‘Surround yourself with good people. People who love you for you. When you don’t know what to do, trust your heart, my love. It will never lead you astray. But most importantly, don’t let the world dent your spirit, Sky. There are good people and bad out there. And you will have good times and the toughest hardships. But keep your spirit strong. You are full of compassion and wonder. You are and have always been strong, creative and wise beyond your years. When you don’t know what to do, stay true to yourself. Okay, Sunshine? I love you so much.’

The video ends and I say, ‘I love you too.’

I wipe my eyes dry with the corner of the sheet and sit myself up. I open my messages, hoping I’ll have birthday wishes. A dozen notifications roll in, making me smile. Paula, Dave, Lucy, and yes … Oliver. Paula and Dave promise to call later, and Lucy has sent a beautiful card with my head on a pretty swallow she’s drawn herself. So talented. I reply, asking what happened with Malcolm at the antique fair; did he come? I hope it went well.

I’ve saved Oliver’s for last.

There’s no message, just a video.

I press play.

It’s a mashup. Snippets of my favourite pop songs, selfies we’ve taken together, heads smooshed as close as we can get, and clips from the places we like to hang. He’s filmed the small scribbly-bark tree we planted in memory of Mum and counted all the new leaves sprouting. I remember how Oliver and I had walked from our gala dance, after I’d taken off my uncomfortable heels, up the hill to the spot where you can see the whole valley. I knew he was special right then—how he’d managed to both respect my grief and make a romantic gesture was nothing short of perfection.

The video has titles and captions, and he’s even made short animations with words popping up and fizzling away like soda bubbles. The end is a time lapse of him writing ‘happy birthday’. The speed slows and he turns the camera to his face and blows me a kiss. He must have spent hours editing it, and it’s the coolest video I’ve ever seen.

As I take a shower, I think of Mum’s words: ‘Surround yourself with good people. People who love you for you.’ I think I’ve done that, haven’t I? I contemplate the people in my life, my father now included, as I hum the pop songs.
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‘After you, birthday girl.’ My father opens the restaurant door. We’re right on time for the birthday dinner he’s planned.

‘Can I take your coats?’ the hostess asks. It’s super toasty inside, and my father and I peel off our layers, passing a mountain of jackets, gloves, hats and scarfs to the hostess. I look around. Fancy. There’s a bar with hundreds of bottles lit from behind, and hanging lights illuminate the centres of dark mahogany tables. The light makes the cutlery shine and white linen serviettes glow orange. On the walls are a series of canvases painted with spring flowers. My mum would have liked them.

‘If you’ll follow me.’ The hostess leads us through the restaurant. A waiter walks past holding a plate with an abstract design made from swirly trails of orange dressing that circle a small green salad. I’m glad I dressed up. I’m wearing boots with heels, black high-waisted pants and a silky purple top tucked in. Mum’s necklace sits on my collarbone as always—I’m hoping it will bring me luck tonight. I also brushed on mascara and a smidge of lipstick.

The hostess seats us at a table next to the fire and hands us menus.

A moment later, a waitress appears. ‘Hi, my name is Lexie and I’ll be serving you tonight; can I get you some drinks to start?’

We order hot apple cider and I quickly scan the food choices. It’s nearly all meat and fish, and I don’t know what to order. The last thing I want is to offend my father when he’s taken me out for my birthday. Sometimes my diet and animal obsession are seriously impractical. My father whispers something to Lexie and she nods, taking the menus away.

‘I’ve prearranged a special banquet for us,’ he says. ‘All vegan.’

I’m taken aback by his thoughtfulness and how he’s included himself in the meal plan too. ‘Thank you,’ I say sincerely.

‘Finally we have time alone.’ He smiles. ‘And sorry again about Jaxon, that certainly wasn’t my plan. I hope you don’t mind too much having him around.’

I shake my head reassuringly. ‘Not at all.’ Which is partly true. Even though I’ve been in Alaska for the whole week, I don’t feel like I’ve gotten to know my man-of-mystery father as much as I want to. But Jaxon and I have been hanging out for the last couple of days and that’s been fun. I feel comfortable around him and he seems to feel the same. He’s practised all the songs he’ll be performing at the band competition, asking for my feedback on his lyrics and even changing a few words on my recommendations, which was flattering. His voice weirdly gives me goosebumps. I even met Trent and his other band mates when they came around to finalise the line-up for their show in a few days. Trent is good looking, part Japanese and grunge galore with an eyebrow piercing and one of those huge earrings that make your earlobe expand into a hole.

Jaxon wanted to know more about where I live, so we looked up West Creek on Google Earth. I zoomed out to the map of Australia and then the South Pacific after he insisted New Zealand was tropical. It turned into a world tour of all the places we both want to travel to.

‘Tell me everything.’ My father takes a sip of his cider. ‘Start from the beginning.’

‘That’s a lot!’ I laugh. ‘And I don’t really remember my babyhood.’

‘How about,’ he scratches his beard, ‘your favourite subjects? What do you want to be when you grow up?’

‘I’m pretty much grown up.’ I feel a millisecond of annoyance as I’m again reminded that he missed the part where I was growing up, but I let it go.

We start with the bread basket, and I tell him about my dreams to travel, to be a journalist and maybe work for National Geographic or the BBC or something, and how Mum had wanted us to go to Borneo to see the endangered orangutans, whose name actually comes from the words for ‘people of the forest’, and I hope to do it for her one day too. My throat gets a bit choked up talking about Mum.

‘Tell me about her,’ he says as the first course arrives. ‘I remember she always aced her exams, real smart. I can see you’re just like her in that department.’

I smile and continue talking. He again proves his listening skills, like with my Chirp story. I enjoy describing Mum’s personality and the ins and outs of our relationship. Soon my father and I are both laughing as I’m recounting funny stories of Mum and me together. I see real tears in his eyes as I tell him about the cancer and all the failed treatments.

Lexie brings yet another course of delicious dishes, and I take a short clip of the spread to send to Oliver; he’ll appreciate it.

I swallow the last of my cider. ‘Now it’s your turn,’ I say. ‘Tell me about you. What do you want to be when you grow up?’

‘Where to start.’ He scratches his chin again. ‘My father wanted me to get a law degree and join his firm. But when I didn’t agree to kill myself climbing the corporate ladder, working fifteen hours a day in an expensive suit and tie, stress levels off the scale, and my only contact with nature networking on the golf course, he was very disappointed.’

‘You studied biology at uni in Sydney, right? I ask. ‘And you left the degree halfway when Mum got pregnant? That’s what I heard, anyway.’ I cut into the baked eggplant, despite feeling full. Now’s the time to hear the full story.

‘Yep.’ He gazes towards the window. ‘That was the start of a bad patch for me.’

I put my fork down. You? I want to say. Knocking up my mum and then leaving was bad for you? I take a big breath and pick my fork back up. ‘And that’s when you started salmon fishing.’ I’ve never liked the thought of having a father as a fisherman, fish flopping and gasping for breath in big nets. I’m hoping he’s finished with that job.

‘Yeah, not highly recommended.’ He pulls up his sleeve to reveal a big red scar. ‘But it paid well.’

‘What happened?’

‘A faulty piece of equipment. But it is one of the most dangerous jobs in America. Statistically. They didn’t tell me that at the interview!’

‘And after that …?’ I ask, feeling like a detective again. ‘What do you do now?’

‘It’s complicated. Why don’t I tell you instead about—’

This is too much. ‘Complicated? I thought you said I was smart. You’re not telling me anything.’

‘I just don’t want to disappoint you—it’s hard to explain.’

Disappoint—how ironic. He did that sixteen years ago when he left.

‘Let’s just talk about something else,’ he says tenderly. ‘Please, Sky? I have a birthday present for you. I was going to wait until later but …’ He swivels around to reach into a backpack hanging from his chair.

‘Bro!’ Someone calls from the other side of the restaurant, and my father looks up.

‘Oh no,’ he says, putting his hand to his face. Must be someone he doesn’t like.

‘Yo! How insane. I was just thinking of you.’ A man walks up to our table, beaming. He wears a cowboy hat and a thin goatee. A young woman follows, orange lipstick and blonde hair sprayed high like a pageant girl’s.

My father plasters on a smile. ‘Ralph, nice to see you but—’

‘We have to go out together. Are you free this week? Tell me you have time for me?’

‘Sorry, can we talk another time? Just having a moment here with my daughter who’s visiting from Australia and—’

Ralph smiles at me. ‘She’s a beauty. And this here is my gorgeous wife, Barbara, just married last fall. Honey cakes,’ he turns to her, ‘wasn’t I just tellin’ you about this dude at the Lodge, and how I gotta call him? We only have a few days in town and no time to mess around. He’s like the best guide in the world. D’y’all hunt down under too?’ he asks me.

Lodge? Hunting? He must have got the wrong person. I study my father’s face. He’s turned pale.

‘That bear I bagged last year, Adam, how frickin’ awesome was that? Took us hours to track it.’ He looks at Barbara, eyes lit up. ‘The bastard gave us a run for our money, but this here Adam didn’t give up—best damn tracker in town. I took it by surprise in the end. Bam!’ He points his finger.

I jump slightly and my cutlery rattles.

‘Nice clean shot I made too. Didn’t I?’

‘Sure did,’ my father says.

‘Now he’s my living-room rug. And remember that deer? He was a beauty. What are they called again?’

‘Sitka black-tailed.’

‘Saw the little one run off into the woods, remember that? We gotta go again, I want a kick-ass moose head, mount it so it’s popping from my wall—there’s an empty spot over our fireplace that’s just beggin’ for it.’ He whacks my father on the back. ‘Beggin’ for it! Are we going to fill that wall? You always got my back; what do you say, Adam? Partners?’

A baby deer? I think of the fawns I saw on the documentary on the plane, born when the wildflowers bloom; small and spotty, weak and defenceless, they rely on their mothers for everything. My father’s shot one of their mums. That can’t be right. He’s an animal lover just like me.

I can’t seem to comprehend what I’m hearing.

‘Let’s talk business first thing tomorrow, okay, Ralph?’ my father says. ‘It’s Sky’s birthday and we’re just having a little celebration.’

‘Of course. Excuse the interruption, enjoy yourselves. Just let me get your number again.’ He takes out his phone.

I put my hand to my stomach. I’m feeling nauseous. Was this the secret conversation Adam and Jaxon were having? I remember my father whispering to Jaxon when I was on the stairs before we went camping, I don’t want her knowing yet. He’s been lying to me. Pretending. I can’t even …

‘Great to meet you.’ Ralph beams at me. ‘My niece is about your age—what are you, seventeen?’ He looks for something on his phone. ‘Here she is after a hunt. Looks a little like you, actually.’ He glances from the phone to me and back again. ‘Don’t you think, honey cakes?’ He shows his wife.

‘Y’know, I think you’re right.’ Now she beams at me too.

I look at the picture—a teen girl, long brown hair and fair skin, in camouflage gear, holding a bright pink gun. She’s smiling proudly. I can’t bear to linger on the huge dead boar by her feet, tongue hanging from his mouth.

‘You make sure to bring your dad down to visit us one day soon. Y’all can stay at our ranch. Your daddy’s the king of the woods, ha! Lucky girl.’

Bear. Rug. Bam. Baby deer. Orphaned. My head’s spinning. I’m going to be sick.

This can’t be happening. He’s deceived me. Coming across as this cool guy, good guy, nice guy, when he’s not. I have flashes in my head of gunshots, my father’s grinning face as the animal falls, red blood splattered in the snow. Talk business, he said. What kind of job is this? I hold my breath; the nausea’s getting worse.

Melody. I take out my phone. I have to tell Melody. She’ll come back. We have to go home.

As my father and Ralph exchange numbers, I turn away from them and try to call Melody, but the line doesn’t even ring, like it’s turned off. So I text and message on all my apps, hoping she’ll get it somehow. Why isn’t she answering? Why is she never around when I need her? I’m alone.

Ralph finally leaves with a slap on Adam’s back and a huge grin. Barbara follows.

‘Sky, this isn’t how I wanted it to come out—let me explain,’ my father says.

‘What has a bear ever done to you, ever done to deserve that? And to orphan a fawn, kill its mother? It’s disgusting.’

‘C’mon, Sky, let’s not overreact here. It’s the lifestyle.’

Overreact? My heart is beating double-time.

‘And what’s the difference to fishing?’ he continues. ‘I knew you’d be sensitive, that’s why I didn’t tell you yet. You love animals, I get it, so do I, but these ones aren’t endangered, they’re not chimpanzees or anything, you have to understand … They’re not like us, they’re just—’

‘What? Stupid animals who don’t deserve any better? No.’

‘That’s not what I meant. It’s part of nature, the life cycle, we’re the top predator. You were okay with the fishing?’

‘I didn’t like that you were a salmon fisher, but I could handle that. This, on the other hand …’ I can’t find the words. It’s like my body is going into nuclear meltdown; I feel blood rushing through my veins, my hands are shaking and there’s a distinct pounding, or maybe a buzzing, in my ears.

‘Lots of people love animals and still eat them,’ my father says. ‘And I totally agree with you that we treat chickens badly; we’re alike in that way, especially those hens in cages that—’

‘We’re nothing alike.’ My voice sounds small above the noise in my head. ‘You don’t understand me at all.’ I think of my idol, Jane Goodall. She’s not just a scientist, she’s an animal activist too and has dedicated her life, sacrificed everything, to saving all creatures. I know she’s against hunting. What would she do? She is brave. Determined. Courageous. She’d never …

‘Please, Sky. You’re letting your emotions take over, just like you said you do. It’s your birthday, there’s a special cake waiting and I haven’t given you your present yet. I thought we—’

‘No.’ I grab my bag. He wants to see impulsive? I jump to my feet and quickly weave through tables towards the door. People are looking. But there’s no other choice; I feel like I’m going to burst. I can’t even look at him, let alone sit down with him again.

Miraculously, I see my coat on a hook peeking out from the cloakroom just behind the front door.

The cold hits me like a hard slap as I step outside. I look at my phone in my hand. Jaxon’s at my father’s house so there’s no use calling him. I could go straight to the airport but the last time I saw my passport was in Melody’s bag. I need to find her. She said she was going to a festival; how many of those can there be? She also said she found the festival online, so I’ll just retrace her steps and get the address.

‘Sky.’ I hear my father’s voice from the restaurant door as I’m deciding which way to turn. ‘It’s freezing, come back in and we can talk at home.’

I start running towards the main street. It’s Saturday night, there must be a taxi somewhere. I have American dollars in my bag; I can make it to wherever Melody is. Good guy. Father–daughter. Nothing has meaning anymore.

The road’s empty. I run across, not looking back, and continue for as long as my lungs hold up and then start to walk. But it’s too cold; my fingers are ice and so is my face—I left my gloves and hat in the cloakroom. I run again, my chest burning. Meanwhile, I’m holding my phone trying to find signs of a festival on the internet. My fingers are struggling to work, the screen’s jiggling, and I’m not having any luck. Where is she? Maybe a taxi driver would know. Melody said ‘south’, that’s something. I turn right onto a busier road and look out for a passing taxi. Nothing. I don’t want my father to find me so I keep going. At least the running is keeping my body warm-ish.

My phone rings—it’s him. I flick it to silent so I don’t have to hear it.

About five minutes later, I see a bus stop. I scan both ways, still no sign of a taxi. Guess I’ll wait for a bus. There’s a bar behind me, a neon sign flickering with Mug Shot Saloon, and suddenly I hear shouting and loud laughter. A big group of lumberjack-looking men spill out, and a few seem to be arguing drunkenly. The street is otherwise deserted. One of the men spots me, points, slaps the other on the back and then they all turn to look. I feel their eyes bore into me, predator-like, and my skin prickles.

A big vehicle approaches and, in the dark, I can’t tell what it is.

It pulls up next to me and I see it’s a large freight truck. The passenger door opens wide.

‘Where are you headed?’ The driver peers down at me. He has longish blond hair sticking out from under a baseball cap, and looks to be in his fifties or maybe sixties.

‘No, it’s okay,’ I say, my teeth chattering again. ‘I’m just waiting for a cab.’

‘Sorry, hun. Not too many of those around this time of year.’ He looks me up and down. ‘You should really get out of this cold. Want me to give you a lift somewhere? I don’t bite, promise.’

I scan the empty street for any signs of buses or taxis. The men are still staring at me and I feel like prey.

‘Are you going south?’

‘Sure am.’

He sounds genuine, the men are freaking me out, and I’m shaking too much to think anymore, so I jump in. He closes the door with a lever. ‘You look frozen.’ He leans towards me, arm stretched out.

Suddenly, all my nerves go on high alert and my skin erupts in even bigger goosebumps. What have I done? It’s ten at night and I’m alone in a truck with a strange man.

My shoulders tense as he rummages behind my head where there’s a small storage area. I imagine a knife, a gun, a …

‘Put this on.’ He hands me a beanie.

I put it on, breathing through my mouth in case it stinks. My bag on my lap, I fold my arms across my chest as he pulls onto the road.

Now I’m stuck.


Chapter 8

Once I warm up, I take off the beanie although it only smells a little like engine oil. We travel along the dark road and I look around the inside of the truck—a dashboard with lots of switches and buttons, walkietalkie hanging low, enormous wood-panelled steering wheel and oversized rear-view mirror with a glass eagle hanging down on a string. Behind us is a black curtain; who knows what’s behind it.

I cross my legs, relieved I didn’t wear a dress, and start biting my nails. My mind flits to my aeroplane image of God sitting on a sunbeam, promising me my life would be easier from now on. Tonight is pitch-dark, and there’s not a sunbeam in sight.

‘What’s your name?’ the driver asks.

‘Rebecca,’ is the first lie that comes to mind.

‘Pretty name. I’m Ted, delivering some food cargo down south. Is that the direction you want to go, Rebecca?’

‘Sure.’ I peer at him out of the corner of my eye. He seems okay enough. ‘Maybe you know where … There’s a thing, a winter festival that I want to find, somewhere south of here. Is there a place you think it would be?’

‘Festival, ha.’ He chuckles. ‘Tree huggers out in this cold? No, hun, no idea.’

I take out my phone again. At least with the heat blasting through the vents, my fingers are warm enough to move. I try searching for every possible combination of terms. Alaska. Winter. Festival. Forest. South of Anchorage. But I get no leads. I try calling Melody again and again, but her phone is still not ringing.

My father’s called and texted ten times asking where I am, that he’s worried, and can I please come back?

I have no idea what to do. Tears have welled in my eyes and I’m trying to stop myself from becoming a waterfall.

I send a message to Oliver, my fingers racing over the letters at super-speed.

My father’s a major loser after all. We were out having dinner and I couldn’t stand another second. Going to find Melody in the forest, don’t know how exactly, but I will. Getting my passport, then heading to the airport and coming home … Can’t wait to see you.

Ted puts up the heat. ‘You warm enough?’

I nod.

If I survive this weirdo truck driver, I add to the message, and press send.

‘Beef jerky?’ He passes a bag to me.

‘It’s okay, I’ve just eaten.’

‘Want to tell me what’s going on then? I’m not a bad listener, so my wife says anyway.’

I feel slightly relieved at the mention of a wife.

‘Did you have a fight with someone?’

I’m not sure what to say.

‘Maybe I can help?’

I look at him again out of the corner of my eye. He seems nice enough. ‘My father,’ I say. ‘I came here to meet him and I just found out he’s totally different to what I thought. He’s lied to me, well …’ I want to keep it real. ‘Not lied, exactly, but didn’t tell me stuff. I thought he was one way and now I’ve found out he’s another.’

This guy may be a hunter too, so I choose my words carefully. I definitely don’t want to get into an argument.

Ted doesn’t answer for a while, and I stare out the window. It’s just blackness.

‘Sounds like my old man,’ he says eventually. ‘We never got on well. Opposites, you’d say.’

He stops and I wait.

‘I was a righteous, angry dude when I was younger, and we never stopped fighting,’ he says quietly. ‘Now, I’d give the skin off my back to see my father again, make amends.’

‘Why don’t you?’ I ask.

‘He’s gone now. Watching me from heaven.’

‘Oh. Sorry.’

I wonder if Mum’s watching me too. She would not approve of the crazy situation I’ve got myself into here. Even though I’m positive she wouldn’t approve of my father either—she and Melody have been part of huge protests to save forests and they, unlike my father, truly love nature and all its creatures. But I can imagine her telling me to go back, that what I’m doing is crazy, and that I’ve overreacted.

‘If there’s anything I learnt, it’s that people aren’t perfect,’ Ted says.

‘My father’s a long way from that.’

‘Hun. Even if he’s a good-for-nothing criminal like my old man was, who does nothing but gamble, drink and curse, you know what? Most everyone has love in their hearts even if they’re a little broken. And that’s where we gotta start. Just sharing the love.’

‘I guess,’ I say.

We listen to corny country music for a long while, and I focus on the words, my mind blank.

Suddenly, Ted puts on the indicators and veers the truck off the highway, snapping my attention back to my present situation.

Where is he taking me? How did I get myself into this mess?

I bring up my father’s number on my phone and hover my finger over the call button.

All my muscles tighten as I stare out the window. Even my toes are clenched.

‘Been driving this damn truck nonstop for hours. Need a hot coffee, if that’s okay with you?’ Ted says.

I see the glow of a neon sign and allow myself to take a breath. It makes sense. Long-distance driver. Coffee. He’s not pulling the truck into the forest to attack me. Phew doesn’t quite express my relief.

We pass the gas station and pull up behind Jo’s Truck Stop. ‘Go on inside,’ Ted says, yanking on the handbrake. ‘I’ll be there in a minute. Save a donut for me.’

Donuts. Makes me think of a few days ago when my father, despite me insisting he didn’t need to, drove across the city to find me a vegan one. He didn’t succeed, so instead we ended up in the only organic cafe in town where they had a suitable fudge brownie. He bought me three.

What a contradiction—a hunter looking for vegan food. And why would he care about me, when he’s clearly an uncaring person? You can’t watch a fawn’s mother die knowing you caused it horrible pain, and still be caring.

I jump out of the truck, my boots hitting the snow with a thud. With Ted’s beanie still pulled over my ears, I run into the truck stop.

I stomp my boots free of snow in the doorway and rub my nose—which has turned into an ice statue in the ten seconds I was outdoors—back to life.

The place is empty except for an old man filling a mug at the coffee station.

The girl at the cashier is on her phone. She’s not much older than me, and pimply with a shot of pink through her hair. I ask if she’s heard of a winter festival and if she knows where it is. No luck. I even try the old man but he just stirs his coffee and gives me a weird look. I feel utterly alone.

I use the bathroom and when I come out Ted buys me a tea. At the counter, I pick up a weird-looking candy bar and ask him what it is. He thinks it’s hysterical I don’t know and insists I try it.

The pink-haired girl manages to ring up the bill while still tapping away on her phone. Serious skill.

I try to pay, but Ted insists.

My phone shows another eight missed calls from my father, and messages from Jaxon asking where I am and to please call. Nothing from Melody.

For a moment I deliberate if I should tell them I’m safe. I don’t want Adam to worry. That wasn’t the point. But just as I begin to write, I imagine the fawn again. He’s lost his mother and she’ll never come back. I put my phone in my bag. I’ll stick to my plan: find Melody, get my passport, return to my life and pretend this stupid trip never happened.

Ted and I sit down at a table, fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, and sip our hot drinks. The candy is goopy inside, and tingles of sugar flood my body. Delicious. I wouldn’t mind another.

Ted asks if I want to use his phone to call anyone to let them know where I am. I say no and he raises his eyebrows. I hadn’t noticed how bushy they are until now. Thankfully he doesn’t push the matter and changes the topic, asking where I’m from.

‘You’re not Scottish? I have a tin ear,’ he says and then chuckles as I try to put on a Scottish accent to demonstrate the difference. He soon gets me talking about West Creek and is full of questions about life in Australia. It’s making me homesick. He can’t get over the fact that kangaroos don’t box and there’s even a species that live in trees. When I throw in a platypus, it totally freaks him out—a furry creature who swims underwater, has a bill like a duck’s, and who keeps its babies in a pouch but also lays eggs. He takes out a pen and paper and insists I try to draw one for him. His horrified face when I show him my sketch makes me laugh. I feel like I’m having a little break from my crazy day, chatting to Ted happily. I pull out my phone to search for a real platypus picture.

I find such a cute one on Instagram that I send it to Lucy too, despite the circumstances. She’s obsessed with platypuses, and when she’s not drawing birds she has a sketchbook full of them. I also remind her to tell me what’s happened with Malcolm.

Another message from my father pops up just as I’m about to put my phone away, pleading with me to let him know I’m okay. I can feel his desperation, so I write a quick text: I’m safe, don’t worry. Don’t want to talk. Finding Melody and then I’ll get my stuff and fly home.

Just as I’m about to press send, I hear the automatic doors open and see two police officers walk in. They look around and walk straight towards us. Did my father call the cops?

‘Ted Craw?’ the female officer asks.

Ted nods.

‘This the girl?’

‘Sorry, hun.’ Ted turns to me. ‘I called the state troopers from the truck. Hitchhiking can be dangerous—lucky it was me who picked you up. If I had a daughter, I’d want to know she was okay.’

I swallow my tea. I’ve never spoken to a police officer before, and I want to look older and sure of myself.

‘Miss, I’m Officer Hickie,’ the officer indicates the name on her pin, ‘and this is Officer Scott. Do you have any identification on you? Where are you headed to this evening?’

My heart’s beating fast as I look to Ted to help me out, but he just shrugs apologetically.

I take out my wallet and search for something, anything, that looks like ID. ‘I don’t have my passport with me, but here’s my library card if that helps. I’m heading south to see a friend.’

She inspects the card. ‘Sky Lawson.’

Now it’s my turn to give Ted a sorry look for giving him a fake name.

‘It’s your birthday today?’ the officer says. ‘Well happy birthday, Sky Lawson.’

‘You should have told me,’ Ted says. ‘I would have added a candle to that chocolate bar!’

‘And where are you sleeping tonight?’ Officer Hickie asks. ‘Do you have accommodation arranged?’

‘Accommodation?’ I ask, trying to buy time, but I can’t think of a single town or a single lie. ‘My mum’s friend is at a festival and I’m going to find her. I’ll stay with her in a cabin or something.’

‘And the address of the festival is?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Her name?’ She takes out a notepad.

‘Melody Ramp.’

‘Melody. Right. Let’s get this straight, Miss Lawson. You’re sixteen years old, hitchhiking alone, on your birthday, to a festival in the “forest”’—she air quotes— ‘location unknown. You do know it’s nearly 11pm and thirty degrees out?’

‘Yes, officer,’ I say.

‘And your mother is where? At the festival too?’

‘No. She’s in Australia.’ I swallow. ‘She was. She’s not alive anymore.’

‘Sorry to hear that,’ says Officer Hickie. ‘Do you have another guardian, a father perhaps?’

‘He’s in Anchorage. I was staying with him. But now I’m on my way to Melody.’

I give her my father’s name and address, and she tells me to wait. She returns to the entrance with Officer Scott and they talk. She picks up her walkie-talkie and starts speaking into it.

‘Miss Lawson,’ she says as she returns, ‘you have two choices here. Either come with us to the station or we can call your father to pick you up right now. Unless you have another relative or legal guardian.’

‘What happens at the station?’ I ask. ‘Can I sleep the night and keep going tomorrow morning to the festival?’

She stares at me like I’m a nutter.

‘It’s not a hotel,’ Officer Scott says. ‘I’d highly recommend the other option. Have you seen a police cell before, Miss Lawson? It’s hardly the Hilton.’ He looks at Officer Hickie and stifles a chuckle. ‘Stay the night. That’s a first. We should start offering room service too.’

But Officer Hickie isn’t finding it funny. She pulls up a chair next to me and leans close. ‘Unless you would like to make a complaint against someone, Sky. Would you like to talk to me in private? If you’re in trouble, someone tried to hurt you …’ She puts her hand on my arm. ‘We can talk.’

‘No,’ I say. ‘It’s okay. I just had a fight with my father, but I’ll call him now.’

She watches as I pick up my phone.

‘Put it on loud speaker, please,’ Officer Scott says.

My father answers after one ring.

‘It’s me,’ I say.

‘Oh my God, Sky, I’m so relieved to hear your voice. Are you okay? Where are you?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Thank God. I was about to get in the car and start driving, anywhere. Half the restaurant staff are out looking for you. Jaxon, too—he borrowed the neighbour’s car and drove to the restaurant to help search. We’ve called all the bus companies, the taxi depot …’ He’s breathless and talking faster than I’ve ever heard him. ‘We tried every restaurant and diner. You disappeared into thin air. I was freaking out, Sky. Are you sure you’re okay? Where are you? Are you really okay?’ It’s like he’s reaching through the phone, needing, wanting me to be okay. But I’m not. I feel bad for scaring him, but nothing’s okay between him and me.

‘It’s just that I need you to pick me up. There are police here with me.’

‘Police? Yes. Of course. Pick you up. Yes, yes.’

I can hear voices in the background. Shouting. I can just make out Jaxon’s voice saying, ‘Is it her?’

‘Shush,’ my father says. ‘Yes, it’s her. She’s okay. Hold on.’ He returns to me. ‘Where are you? I’m coming now.’

After I give him all the details, the officers settle at a table next to me with a couple of bear claws—donuts shaped like a paw and covered in icing and cinnamon. They’ll wait with me until Adam arrives. Cops and donuts, it’s like a real-life Simpsons episode.

Ted insists on buying me another snack before he goes. He has to get back on the road. We go to the cashier together and he tells me my father sounds like a good dude.

‘Nobody’s perfect,’ he says. ‘You’ll realise that one day.’ He gives me a pat on the back. ‘You have to take the good with the bad.’

I try to give the beanie back to him, but he insists I keep it.

‘A reminder to never hitchhike again,’ he says, before leaving me with a story he heard when he was a kid of a serial killer who used to prey on backpackers. Yikes.

I open my packet of chips, stuff a few in my mouth, and am about to return to my table when the cashier waves me over. ‘Did you say festival before? So freaky. I just saw this picture of someone I know at some festival. Looks pretty awesome.’ She turns her phone around to show me. It’s on Facebook. I zoom in on the image— there’s a bunch of people sitting around a blazing fire, snow everywhere, drumming. It’s captioned, New Moon Women’s Gathering.

This must be it.

I ask the cashier if I can use her phone for a second to check the address.

‘Take it for as long as you want,’ she says, surprising me and disappearing into the storage room out back. So generous.

The festival is marked by a red pin in a big white space. I zoom in and out, looking for a location until I find it. South, just like Melody said. I take a picture of the location with my phone.

Next, I search for Melody and pull up her profile. There are no new status updates since we landed. I go back to the photo and click on the tags. Everyone who has checked into the festival on Facebook is there. I scroll down. One picture catches my eye. Eight women grouped together with the caption, New friends from faraway places. Melody’s name is among them.

Bingo.

I’m this close to finding Melody and getting out of this icebox to return home.

The cashier is still out back. I return to the table, grab my bag and let the officers know I’m using the bathroom.

‘Hey, thanks for your phone,’ I call out, but there’s no answer. I peek around the counter and see a storeroom. I slip behind the counter. ‘Here’s your phone back,’ I say, walking into the large storage space. Still, no answer.

The back door’s ajar and I hear a rustle of boxes outside. I walk through, wrapping my jacket around me tight. I see a streak of pink by the dumpster. The cashier is throwing a cardboard box into a large heap, a cigarette dangling from her lips.

She’s surprised to see me there.

‘Are the buses still running?’ I ask, giving back her phone. ‘South?’

She looks at her watch. ‘Last one going south to Homer in, like, three minutes. Are you leaving now? What about the police?’

‘Where from?’ I ask, ignoring her questions. Three minutes. If I go now, I can get to Melody after all. No waiting for my father. The thought of the long drive back with him, forced to talk to him, no way to get home, is too much. And Jaxon too. He lied to me. He knows everything. How can he explain himself? Pretending to love wolves while his wannabe dad kills them. The whole thing is a bad joke.

The cashier looks at me for a moment, takes another drag on her cigarette, smiles slightly like she would do the same if she could, and points to the road just after the car park. ‘Better run.’

[image: image]

I make it to the road when I hear the roar of a bus. I run alongside it until it pulls into the bus stop a hundred metres away, letting out two people. I’m panting by the time I get on. I show the driver the picture of the map I took on my phone. He says the last stop is about a twenty-minute drive from the festival location. It will have to do. I’m hoping someone will get my message. Or I can find a ride from there; they can’t all be serial killers.

For a second, I think of aborting my mission—I’m being crazy impulsive, just like Mum told me, and probably super immature. I’m sixteen, not six. But I can’t just return, tail between my legs, to the truck stop.

It’s not hard to find a seat on the bus; they’re all empty.

I download the Facebook app and quickly create an account. My phone has only a quarter battery left, but there’s no other choice.

I send a message to Melody just in case, and then to the woman who posted the photo. Her name’s Autumn and she seems to be a local. Her profile pic shows her in a purple Greenpeace shirt. Mum used to have one similar so Autumn’s an obvious Melody-friend. I tell her I’m looking for Melody and I’m finding my way to the festival now. I copy the message to the eight other women tagged in the picture.

I wonder what my father will do when he finds me gone. And how long the police will wait for me to come back from the bathroom. Will they come looking for me? Will the cashier tell them where I went? I tune my ears to the sounds of a siren, but everything’s quiet except for the rumbling of the bus.

I send my father a message: Going to see Melody, no need to pick me up.

Our relationship may be over, but I don’t want him to worry again.

With hot air blowing from the vents above me, I rest my eyelids for just a minute.

I’m awoken by a shout. ‘Miss? This is the last stop.’ The bus pulls into a small terminal and I get off.

I inspect the standing map, trying to work out where I am. Bright lights flicker overhead in stark contrast to the black night. I turn the corner hoping to find someone to help, but the ticket booth’s closed and all’s silent except for a buzzing snack machine. I look around for the driver but he’s disappeared.

‘Hello?’ I call.

Not a soul. I start shivering. This was crazy; I am crazy. If I don’t die from cold, I’m going to get myself killed or worse. The horror film I feared for Melody has become mine.

If Mum could see me now … I can’t even think. I miss her so much. I’d give everything to have her back. Everything and anything.

Melody mustn’t have got the message. My teeth start chattering and before my fingers fall off, I take out my phone to call my father. I can’t stay out here all night; I’ll be dead by morning.

But the battery’s dead and my screen, black.

I hear a bang and I jump about two feet high. It happens again and I peer into the darkness outside the terminal. Nobody’s there. I hope.

Running around the terminal, I start searching for a payphone. But when I find one, it’s out of service. I check the door of the ticket booth; I could use the phone inside, but the booth is locked.

I start doing star jumps to keep myself warm. Should I break the ticket booth window with a rock and turn on the heater? Or start walking? Find the highway, hitch a ride back with a truck? Didn’t Melody say it’s illegal for someone not to pick up a hitchhiker in winter?

There’s the sound of an engine. A van pulls into the parking area, skidding slightly as it swerves towards me.

I stop jumping and squeeze my arms across my chest as tightly as possible. If this isn’t Melody, I have nowhere to run or hide.

The headlights are blinding.

A car door opens and slams shut.

All I can see is a dark silhouette, and it’s coming towards me.

Fast.


Chapter 9

‘Sky!’ someone yells.

I squint. I know that voice.

And then I’m enveloped in Melody’s strong hug.

‘You’re here.’ She pulls away to look at me. ‘I can’t believe you’re here. Thank goodness you’re okay.’ She squeezes me again so tightly it hurts. Then we hurry towards the van, she pulls open the sliding back door and I enter.

A campervan cocoon. Incense wafts and melodies flow from harps and flutes. Purple velvet fabric drapes the windows and covers the seat, which is long and soft, more like a sofa. The floor is hidden under a dozen pillows. Crystals hang overhead, and the walls are lined with yoga posters and quotes. One is from Bette Davis: When a man gives his opinion, he’s a man. When a woman gives her opinion, she’s a bitch.

‘I found her, oh my goodness, I found her,’ Melody says to the woman behind the wheel. I recognise her from her profile pic—straight ash-blonde hair down to her hips, tie-dye scarf and a wide friendly face clean of make-up. Autumn.

Melody sits me down next to her, not releasing me from her arms. ‘Are you all right?’ she asks, and I nod. I feel like I’m barely holding myself together and if I speak, my numbness will fade and I’ll crumble.

Autumn turns off the engine and squeezes between the two front seats towards us. ‘Poor little thing.’ She takes out a thick blanket from the cupboard and drapes it around my shoulders. She puts the kettle on, gets out three cups, scoops tea-leaves into a glass pot, and sits down on my other side.

Melody hugs me tight. ‘Thank goodness Paula found you and called me. If she hadn’t … Well, I just don’t know. Eli would never have forgiven me.’

‘Paula?’ I ask, completely puzzled. ‘How did she know where I was?’

‘She said Oliver worked it out.’

‘Oliver? But how? I didn’t tell him anything.’

Melody scratches her neck. ‘To be honest, I don’t know.’

‘Everyone in the camp was so worried about you,’ Autumn says. ‘We figured, hoped, you’d taken the last bus. Drove here as fast as I could. Lotus saved the day, didn’t you, girl?’ She taps the side of the van lovingly.

‘What happened, Sky?’ Melody turns to me. ‘Did someone hurt you? That guy, Jaxon, or … it wasn’t Adam, was it? Should we call the police?’

I shake my head. I want to say thank you and tell them how scared I was, but it’s like my brain’s frozen.

‘Maybe she’s in shock.’ Autumn puts her hand on Melody’s shoulder. The kettle whistles, and Autumn fills up the pot. ‘All these herbs come from the Alaskan woods,’ she says, mixing in fresh leaves.

My hand shakes slightly as I hold the cup, making the tea splash. Melody takes the cup and puts it to the side. ‘It’s going to be okay, you’re safe now.’ She rubs my hands between hers. ‘Let’s get you warm and find out what’s happened. Do you have something sweet?’ she asks Autumn. ‘Maybe her blood sugar’s dropped.’

Autumn rustles in one of the cupboards to find a packet of biscuits. I take a bite, not bothering to check the ingredients, and force myself to chew. In a second, I’ve finished the whole thing and then two more. I drink some tea; it’s sour.

As the rush of sugar surges through me, I rest my head in my hands. ‘I want to go home,’ I say through my fingers as my eyes start to brim. ‘And I need my passport.’

‘Passport? Don’t worry, I have it right here.’ Melody reaches into her handbag and shows me. ‘I’m sorry, Sky. My phone went dead and couldn’t be revived. Must be the weather, everyone says. I guess the newer phones manage the cold better. I’m so sorry.’

And then I’m crying, chest heaving, like a wounded animal, totally out of control.

‘Let it all out, honey,’ I hear Autumn say as Melody takes my hand.

I don’t know how long it is until I stop.

Autumn gives me a handful of tissues and gets up to light a tea candle, sprinkling the ceramic stand with lavender oil from a small bottle. ‘We’ll set up here in the parking station for the night,’ she says as I wipe my face dry.

Autumn moves the car to the far side of the lot and turns off the engine.

I whisper to Melody that I need to go to the toilet, and she points out the door.

The all-in-one bathroom, toilet and shower is smaller than a shoebox and, sitting down, my knees touch the sink.

Autumn and Melody release the back of the long seat so it lies flat and then connect it to the mattress behind. Soon a double bed takes shape, and Autumn tucks in sheets and shakes out three large blankets. I drink a little more of my tea and lie down next to the window. I hear the swish of messages from Autumn’s phone. Melody lies beside me, stroking my hair, and I hear myself sigh.

‘When you’re ready, and only if you’re ready, tell me what happened,’ Melody says.

‘You don’t need to call the police,’ I say quietly. ‘It’s just that …’

‘Yes?’ Melody says, her hand stopping.

‘He’s a hunter.’

‘Who?’

‘My father. I hate him. I want to go home.’

Her stroking continues, even softer now, as my eyelids close.

Feels nice … if only my mum were here … I see her smiling face and, for just a moment, it’s her beside me.

[image: image]

When I open my eyes, sunlight is streaking through the purple curtains. It takes me a second to remember where I am. Melody and Autumn are talking quietly in the front seat. I lift my body up slightly and see they’re holding hands.

I’m still tired and I lie back down. I hear Autumn say, ‘She ran away at night, in the snow, isn’t it …’ Her voice fades out.

They’re talking about me. I quietly take the blanket off my ears and focus on hearing.

Melody says, ‘Dangerous, I know …’ but I lose the rest of the sentence, only picking up the words, ‘… sometimes rash …’

‘How old is she again?’ Autumn asks clearly. Melody answers and Autumn continues, her voice slightly louder, ‘Just a little dramatic, that’s all. Spirited. I like it.’

Spirited. I like that word too.

I fall back asleep and when I wake again, stretching and yawning, soft folk music flows from the speakers, and Melody and Autumn are bustling around the campervan, opening and closing cupboards.

Out the window, the parking lot is filling with cars and the bus station has come to life, the ticket booth now open. I curl onto my side to watch, not ready to get up yet.

Melody leans over to kiss me on the cheek. ‘Happy birthday for yesterday, love.’

‘I hope that’s the worst birthday I’ll ever have. I miss Mum,’ I say, tears welling.

‘I know, love. I know.’ She rubs my back. ‘Let’s eat something and we’ll get back to camp.’

‘But I want to go to the airport,’ I say, sitting up.

‘We will. I promise I will get you home. But first, you need some clothes, right? All my stuff is at camp, so you can have a hot shower there, and I’ll give you something warm and comfortable to change into. And anyway, it’s an amazing place—I want to show it to you. Maybe we can save this birthday, just a little bit.’

A hot shower does sound nice. Although I hope Melody doesn’t let me down and disappear again.

After bowls of oats and almond milk, sprinkled with coconut and chia seeds, we pack away the bed.

I sit up front in the seat next to Melody by the window. She asks questions but I promise to tell her everything that happened later, I don’t feel like it yet. She squeezes my hand and I squeeze it back, telepathising with her—please don’t leave me. Autumn connects my phone to the car charger and I rest my head on the window.

More forest and snow. It’s lost its excitement, and as the scenery swishes past, instead of rose-coloured glasses, I see it through a lens of sadness.

Tears start falling again. My fantasy is destroyed. My father is not who I thought he was. The trip, the dream, a failure.

Finally, we pull into a small snowy path, and the van bumps up and down, making dishes clank in the cupboards. Bursts of colour appear behind snow-covered tents, flags and clothes hanging outside. From behind the trees, I hear the buzz of generators and see parked vans and people tramping trails through the forest in furry boots, knitted beanies pulled over their ears, and layers of colourful clothes.

Music floats from different directions, and I hear a beat of drums, deep and primitive.

Autumn tells me the camp is an annual women-only event established by the landowner who bought the homestead and 120 acres of private land ten years ago, and moved here from Portland, Oregon. She wanted to create an alternative, empowering, female community. The freezing weather and deep snow bring an intimacy between the women brave enough to make the trip, and keep away the tourists. Women come from across the state and even from other parts of the country, some suffering from deep loss and needing to heal, others bringing inspiring stories to share. Melody, the landowner thinks, is the first Aussie they’ve had in the five years the camp’s been going. There are talks on women’s issues, healing rituals, storytelling, poetry, music and art. Doesn’t sound too bad.

We park behind a huge triangular teepee and Autumn cuts the engine. She hands me my phone, kisses Melody on the cheek, and arranges to meet us later.

I follow Melody towards the women’s tent and she holds its flaps open for me while I go inside.

I stop to take it all in: about fifty mattresses cover the floor, with sleeping-bags, blankets, colourful clothes. I see a banjo and several teddy bears. A small dog sleeps in a corner nestled next to a woman reading.

Melody finds her mattress and pulls some sweatpants and a few layers of tops and jumpers from her bag.

‘Where did you get this?’ She points to my beanie.

‘The truck driver,’ I say.

She furrows her brow, waiting for more.

‘I kinda … Hitchhiked.’

‘You didn’t.’

I nod.

‘Sky, I thought you’d just taken a bus. That was more than dangerous enough by yourself, in the middle of winter. I mean, it was mad what you did, running off. I know you were upset, but you’re old enough to know better now, to try and think before you act. But hitchhiking, that’s a new level, even for you. I can’t believe you did that.’

‘I’m really sorry,’ I say. It’s true; spirited or not, I know I went over the top. ‘The truck driver ended up being a nice guy, if that makes you feel better. Maybe we’ll keep in touch.’ I try to laugh.

Melody shakes her head and hugs me again. ‘It’s okay, just never do it again, please? You must have been scared, all alone.’

‘Yeah, I was.’ I relax my head on her shoulder, my face in her spirals of jasmine-infused red hair. For weeks I’ve held on to resentment about her secret one-night stand with my father. Betraying my mother and me. But it doesn’t seem so important now.

Melody gathers shower supplies and a towel, and leads me down a windy, snowy path to a series of tiny tents. Each one is a shower. Inside, there’s a small plastic chair, wooden platform, hooks for clothes, and a bucket hanging above with a pulley system to fill it with hot water from a small tap.

After Melody leaves, I turn on my phone and it starts beeping with messages.

Lucy’s heard from Oliver that I’ve disappeared and she’s freaking out.

I quickly message back telling her I’m okay, everything’s totally fine, I’ll tell her all about it another time, and I insist she tell me if she saw Malcolm.

She replies immediately: I did, it was good, but weird.

What happened?

So, we were standing and talking in the line for the toilets.

Romantic.

I know. She sends a laughing face and continues. It was really easy to chat to him, he was asking me all about the bird sanctuary and seemed genuinely interested. Well, he didn’t roll his eyes like most people.

And? I ask.

I came out of the bathroom and hung around for a bit to see if he was coming out too. When I saw him, I waved and pointed towards the book section, like, ‘let’s go there’. But he just waved and walked the other way. I guess he didn’t want to hang out anymore.

Maybe he didn’t get what the wave and point meant?

I don’t think so. I even wore my cut-off shorts and singlet with the sunflowers.

Nobody can resist your sunflower top. I’m sure he just didn’t understand.

Haha. Whatever. His loss, right?

Totally.

Poor Lucy. I really wanted it to work out for her.

Next, there’s a bunch of messages from Oliver, spread out over a few hours. The last ones arrived late last night.

Are you okay? What happened?

Please message or call me!

I’m trying to get through but your phone’s not ringing or anything.

Should I call your aunt?

Sky? Are you there?

There are three missed video chat calls from him too.

My father’s messaged and called, freaking out that I’m not at the truck stop. Jaxon, obviously fed up with texting me and not getting an answer, has instead sent YouTube clips. YouTube I can handle, so I press play and watch as I’m stripping off.

It’s not quite the luxurious shower I was hoping for but washing myself feels good, bucket or not. Listening to ‘Running Away’ by Bob Marley and then some eighties song called ‘I Ran (So Far Away)’, I can’t help but smile. Even though I’m mad at him, Jaxon’s funny.

As I’m drying off, I message Paula that all’s well and she immediately calls. I know I can’t ignore it, and even though I don’t feel like talking at all, I pick up. I tell her how sorry I am to have stressed her out. She tells me how she was in touch with Melody and my father all day, tracking my movements—she was so worried, she missed her doctor’s appointment—and to never ever do that to her again. Never. She sounds tired, more relieved than angry.

After I hang up I reply to Oliver, telling him I’m fine now and not to worry. And my father, well, he knows I’m safe and there’s nothing more to say.

My phone rings again. Oliver. I plonk myself down on the chair, the towel on my lap—may as well get comfortable.

‘Sky, I was so worried,’ he says before I can even say hello.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. I’m saying this so much lately I should just print it on a T-shirt or something. ‘I’m okay, really.’

‘But what happened?’

I fiddle with the corner of the towel. ‘My father isn’t who I thought he was.’

‘That bad?’ he asks.

‘Yep,’ I say, raising my left leg and drying between my toes.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

‘Maybe later?’ I start on my right foot. ‘If that’s okay.’ I don’t have the energy to go into it all. Not ready to explain.

‘Sure.’

‘How did you find me, by the way?’

‘The platypus.’

‘What?’ I laugh. ‘What platypus?’

‘The one you sent to Lucy. The message was marked with your location.’

‘Really? I didn’t see that.’ I return the towel to my lap, concentrating now.

‘Yeah, you have to go to your privacy settings to turn it off.’

‘Wow.’

‘I know.’

‘But …’ I bite my lip, pondering. ‘I sent it to Lucy, not you, no offence.’

‘Your message freaked me out, Sky. Seriously. You can’t just send someone a message like that. And I tried calling you as soon as I saw it, like a million times, and your phone wasn’t even on.’

‘Battery ran out.’

‘So I called Lucy to see if she’d heard from you. And she said she’d only got this picture. So I went to her place—’

‘With your mum?’

‘No, she was working, so I borrowed the neighbour’s car and—’

‘But you don’t have your full licence yet.’

‘They don’t know that. Anyway—’

Something doesn’t make sense and I butt in again. ‘But if you saw the picture was from the truck stop, how did you know where I went next?’

‘Well, I was sitting with Lucy and her dad and trying to figure it out. We assumed you must have taken a bus rather than hitchhiking. You’re not stupid enough to do that again—’

‘Thanks a lot,’ I interrupt.

‘You deserve it. I mean, seriously. Anyway, we found the bus schedule online for that area and when we saw the last bus was heading south, we figured you must be on it.’

Unbelievable. ‘But how did you know where I got off?’

‘Obviously you were going to the closest stop to the festival, the last stop.’

‘But how did you know where the festival was?’

‘The website? The address on the festival website?’ he says, confused.

‘Oh.’ They have a website. Embarrassing. ‘Thanks, Oliver,’ I say. ‘Really.’

And I mean it. Without him, who knows what would have happened to me? On my account, he broke the law and could have gotten into huge trouble. And Paula missed her doctor’s appointment, and I know how nervous she is about her pregnancy. I made a lot of people worried, good people who I care about, and I have a lot more apologising to do.

I get dressed. When I come out, Melody’s waiting for me, shivering slightly, with an extra towel for my wet hair and a spare beanie. The opposite of selfish.

‘Come see the circle,’ she says. ‘If you feel like it, we can stay; if not, we’ll go somewhere else.’

A middle-sized tent this time. Fifteen women sit cross-legged on the floor. On their laps, balls of wool, and in their hands, knitting needles.

Click, clack. Swoop of wool. Repeat.

It’s a crazy scene, surreal. I’m used to hippies, but this is next level.

‘Just finished another.’ A woman wearing a poncho and feathers in her hair holds up a pink beanie with triangular ears on top. She puts it in the centre, increasing the pile of finished beanies. Why the beanies all have cat ears, I have no idea.

Autumn waves at us and shuffles the other women over to make space. She introduces me to the knitting-tent organiser, Bonnie, and to the other women sitting close by. One has a long side-plait that reminds me of Mum; another is a touch punk rock with bright purple hair-ends and black fingernails. There’s a pretty blonde girl who looks like she’s straight out of a TV sitcom, the only giveaway a tattoo peeking from under her sleeve.

They welcome me, saying how relieved they are I was found. I tell them I’m sorry, remembering again how my impulsive actions created a chain of reactions causing those I care about, and even strangers, to worry.

Melody finds some extra needles and gets my first row started, showing me how to knit. I find it hard to concentrate. Just twelve hours ago, I was having a special dinner with my father, and we were finally getting to know each other. My fingers are jittery and I drop stitches as a zillion thoughts race around my head, flashes of our restaurant dinner on replay. When Bonnie sees how distracted I am, she asks if I want to help prepare the yarn or attach the tags. I go for the tags and soon, with the repetition of tying the small strips with Women’s Rights are Human Rights #pussycat project on them to the inside of every completed hat, along with the sound of women chatting and the mellow atmosphere, my brain slows. With Melody and Autumn on either side, my shoulders relax, breaths deepen.

A flask of hot herbal tea is passed around, and someone puts on music. One of Mum’s favourites, Joni Mitchell.

The women start humming, their voices disorganised but harmonious, and I can’t help but join in. Weirdly, it feels like home.

‘How are you feeling, love?’ Melody asks.

‘All over the place,’ I say.

‘Like how? Try to name the emotions, one by one.’

I look at Melody, so see-through with her Dr Phil, self-help, meditation-camp techniques again. But for now, I don’t mind. I stop tying on tags and think.

‘I feel bad, for one. I left Adam stranded after he drove for two hours to pick me up. And I feel guilty. The restaurant staff went out searching for me. That’s crazy. Who was even there? The chefs, the waitresses, the guests? The restaurant was really posh and full when I left—it’s embarrassing.’

I’d never have done something like that before Mum died. And if she were here, she’d make me apologise. Just like when I went wandering, following a dragonfly down a hill, during Year Four school camp and got lost for an hour. Mum always insisted I do the right thing.

My eyes sting as I raise them to Melody. ‘I didn’t mean for that to happen. I was just furious and things spiralled.’

She leans over to hug me.

‘I guess I’m still in shock about it …’ I say. ‘My father. A hunter. It’s just, terrible.’

‘Sky,’ Melody says, looking into my eyes. ‘Hunter or not, you know I had to tell him where you are, right?’

‘You’re not going to make me go back with him, are you?’ I ask, a lump forming in my throat. ‘You promised to take me to the airport, Melody. And I want to stay with you. Please.’

‘I’m not leaving you,’ she says, looking at me, surprised. ‘He just wants to see you.’

‘But I don’t want to talk to him. Tell him not to come. Please, Melody.’

‘Can’t do that, love, even if I wanted to. He’s on his way now.’


Chapter 10

It doesn’t take long for my father to appear at the tent door. He’s wearing the same clothes as last night, but his hair’s sticking up and dark rings have appeared under his eyes, which dart around as if he’s been abducted into an alien spaceship. He quickly spots me in the circle.

‘Tell him to leave,’ I hiss at Melody. I’m desperate to go home and pretend this whole father–daughter disaster never happened.

I want to drink tea with Paula and eat her cookies. I want to joke around with Dave. I want my dog Bella, my bed, my favourite long-sleeved T-shirt of Mum’s in soft, worn cotton—it’s lost her scent, but still … and I want Oliver.

I imagine us in the back room of his mum’s organic store, lips pressed together, his hand on my neck and mine on his shoulder. I feel the muscles under his T-shirt and the calluses on his hands from building stuff in the woodworking shed at school. They scrape my skin, in a good way. The crook of his neck, soft like a cotton pillowslip straight out of the dryer, is my favourite place to rest my head. We huddle over funny videos, laughing at everything. He’s never afraid to be goofy, doing anything to make me and his sister Sabine laugh. One time, he put her tutu on his head and pretended … Well, most guys couldn’t pull that off with their dignity intact. But most of all, I imagine him telling me it’s all going to be okay.

‘I feel bad Adam’s come all the way,’ I whisper to Melody, ‘but really. There’s nothing to talk about. Please?’

She puts down her knitting and walks over to Adam. I watch as he listens to her, then he looks at me and shakes his head. Melody waves Autumn over and the three of them continue talking at the tent door, their voices low so I can’t hear.

The women in the circle soon begin talking among themselves. I hear murmurs from them that men are not supposed to be here. I feel bad about breaking the rules, making a scene, but what can I do? I don’t want to talk to him and it seems he’s refusing to go.

Within a few minutes, more women have joined Melody and Autumn circling my father. Everyone keeps looking back at me, and my face is growing hot.

‘Thank you so much,’ I hear Melody finally say as she hugs Bonnie.

Bonnie turns to face us. ‘Women. Attention, please. We’re going to convene in a circle in the tent corner. I know we’re breaking the women-only rules here, but there are extenuating circumstances. Our young sister here,’ she looks at me, ‘needs our help. Our gathering protocols allow for that. All are welcome to join.’

Melody catches my eye, shrugs and smiles like there’s nothing she can do.

I’m trapped.

Chatter fills the room as some women put away their needles and a new group forms in the tent corner. Someone turns the music off, and Melody leads my father over. If I wasn’t feeling so uncomfortable, I’d be laughing. The poor guy looks terrified as he takes in the dreamcatchers made from sticks and threaded with multicoloured beads, crystals and eagle feathers, the pile of knitting, the scented candles, and the women with their flowing skirts, tattoos and different shades of hair, like he’ll be eaten alive by girl cooties.

Pillows are arranged into another circle. I sit cross-legged again and start biting my nails. Out comes a large conch shell, a feather and a clear quartz crystal. Bonnie lights an aromatherapy oil candle.

My father sits down next to me in the circle, and I shift away slightly. He tries to sit cross-legged but ends up kneeling awkwardly, a pillow wedged between his heels and bum. Melody is on my other side and Autumn next to her.

The feeling circle has strict rules, Bonnie explains. Number one: this is a safe place to share. Two: if you’re going to talk, you need to hold one of the three objects. She lifts each one up to show us. We must pick the one that speaks to us most. No talking while someone else is. Three: we begin with the words, I’m feeling. And four: we are united together with the purpose of truth, equality, justice and freedom for women.

‘And for you too.’ She looks at Adam. ‘Just for today.’

She sounds a gong and I can’t help but roll my eyes.

Everyone sits silently for a minute as the sound from the gong reverberates before fading out, then Bonnie looks at me. No. There’s no way I’m going to talk.

‘I’m feeling gratitude.’ A dark-skinned woman with dreadlocks has picked up the crystal to speak. ‘Grateful to the higher power, the Goddess, that I am here today. That I’m healthy again, that I beat the disease.’

She puts down the crystal. More silence.

Another woman picks up the feather. ‘I’m feeling a lot of grief. But I’m sitting with it, today. Welcoming it.’ She wipes her eyes and places the feather back down carefully.

A few more women share, one angry at her boyfriend, another free for the first time in her life. Autumn says she’s grateful to the universe they found me in time.

Then my father reaches for the feather.

Oh no.

‘I’m feeling sad,’ he says, turning to face me, ‘because I know you’re upset with me, Sky. But, please, please try to be open-minded. Not everyone has the same views as you and, as you get older, you realise people are different. That’s part of the beauty of the world, don’t you think?’

‘True, that.’ The grieving woman sniffs. ‘Diversity is life.’

‘Shhh!’ Bonnie puts her finger to her lips.

‘I’m feeling …’ I pick up the shell, already breaking my no-talking rule, ‘surprised to learn killing animals is beautiful. Is that the dictionary definition?’ My anger is rising fast. ‘How beautifully diverse we are that some people kill innocent creatures, and others like to be kind and compassionate. How kind. Bang.’ I shoot him in the head with my finger as my face boils.

Melody nudges me and mouths, Give him a chance.

A youngish woman with grey-streaked hair reaches for the crystal. ‘My brother is a hunter and he says it’s better to—’

‘Please, everyone, remember to start with I’m feeling,’ Bonnie says.

‘Sorry, Bonnie. I’m feeling …’ The woman starts again, but then stops. ‘I don’t know how to begin with that. Anyway, my brother said it’s better to know who you’re killing, respect them, and know they’ve had a good life, been free. And the meat, of course, is organic, no pesticides or hormones. Way better than those bloated toxic bodies you buy at Walmart. I went hunting with him once to see what he was talking about. Not my style. But still, I get what he’s saying.’

‘I used to eat the meat,’ my father replies.

The punk-rock girl takes the shell and points it at him. ‘I’m feeling like, if you’re a hunter, you have some kind of mental problem—you’re a threat to society or something. Hunting is murder.’

I nod my agreement at her.

‘Now let’s all take a breath,’ Bonnie suggests. ‘This is a safe space.’

But the breathing doesn’t help cool my cheeks. I’m feeling … argh!

Adam picks up the feather again and looks at me. ‘We don’t see it the same way, I get it.’

Bonnie catches his eye and he starts again.

‘I’m feeling … like I need to explain myself. Hunting’s not evil. I eat meat like millions of other decent people, and I’d prefer to kill food for myself than buy it wrapped in plastic. And I believe we are animals. Humans have always hunted. We’re part of the food chain, and animals eat other animals. That’s just the way of nature. The cycle of life.’

‘So you eat wolves too, do you?’ I ask.

‘I don’t kill wolves. They are apex predators and extremely important to the ecosystem.’

‘Lucky them. And the bears?’

Bonnie sighs. ‘Feelings, please. Remember the rules.’

‘I’m feeling like …’ Adam says. ‘I don’t eat everything I kill, you’re right. And I do take money from some rich folk who are only into it for the sport, who don’t live by the values I believe in. But the law here ensures no animal is wasted; we’re not allowed to take just the trophies. I teach my clients how to use the whole animal, from top to toe, but even if the hunter doesn’t listen, the remains are given to other families. And when I hunt, I only do it in the most humane way. And I take conservation very seriously, just like Jane Goodall.’

No! I want to shout. Jane respects animals and she would never agree with this.

‘I’m feeling frustrated,’ I reply, my voice rising again. ‘Why do you have to do it at all? For money so you can have your fancy house?’

So much for me and him ever going to see the orangutans in Borneo—he’d probably shoot them too. I know it’s not the same situation, but right now, it seems like we don’t see animals the same way at all. He sees them as just another part of an ecosystem, like rocks, mountains or trees, and not as real, living creatures with thoughts and feelings.

He replies, ‘It’s a different culture here, Sky. It’s not the city. Hunting is a part of life—there’s a long, rich, history with Native Americans, remember. Animals are a huge part of their lives. One moose can provide meat for a family for months at a time. I know many people who feel like it’s their connection to nature. And me too. You asked me before if I love animals. I do. And I don’t think it’s contradictory that I can love them and hunt at the same time. I know you’ve grown up with a very different experience, but part of growing up is accepting differences.’

Bonnie is glaring at him again, mouthing the word feelings, her face flushed.

I ignore her and say, ‘You mean I grew up far away from you. What would you know about how I grew up anyway? You left.’

‘You’re right, I did,’ he says. ‘But I’m never doing that again.’

He can say that now, but being together, having a relationship, is not just his choice anymore. It’s mine.

‘My brother says that too,’ the grey-haired woman says, then gives Bonnie a sheepish look and starts again. ‘I’m feeling like … it’s better to kill it yourself than pay someone to do it for you. More honest that way.’

‘It’s gross,’ interjects Punk Rock, picking up the crystal and throwing it in the air like a ball before catching it.

‘Put that down,’ Bonnie whispers angrily. ‘And that’s a judgement statement.’

‘That’s just my truth.’ Punk glares, rolling the crystal towards my father.

‘I’m feeling exhausted.’ Adam watches the crystal stop and then looks at me. ‘I spent the entire night searching for you, driving to the truck stop to pick you up, only to find you’d gone, explaining to the police and begging the cashier girl to tell me where you went. And after Jaxon finally convinced her, I drove the rest of the night to get here.’

I stare at my feet and the circle is silent.

‘Jaxon’s waiting in the car, by the way,’ he finishes.

I look up at him, unsure how that makes me feel.

‘This is more debating than sharing.’ Bonnie slaps her knees. ‘But would anyone else like to say something?’

No answer.

She gets up, brushes off her cargo pants, mutters something under her breath, and sounds the gong.

The women all get up. Our circle, broken.


Chapter 11

It’s lunchtime and we pack up the tent, stacking pillows, blowing out candles and layering on clothes. Adam tells me how Jaxon begged him to bring him along, he was so worried about me. They’d shared the driving through the night. Melody insists they both stay and rest a little before driving back. With permission from the women, Jaxon comes inside too, so he can have a quick sleep and something to eat.

I’ve had enough talking. And I don’t know what to say to Jaxon—my feelings are all muddled. Is he also at fault for not telling me? Does he hunt too? I don’t know. Anyway, I leave Melody to handle it and follow the women to the food tent.

Melody joins me after a few minutes, and we fill our plates at the salad table and sit on a mat to eat.

‘Cutting people out of your life is easy,’ she says, chewing grated carrots and sultanas. ‘Keeping them in is hard.’

‘That’s very Dr Phil of you, as always,’ I say, and her face falls.

‘Being sarcastic is just a front for your hurt. It’s better to be vulnerable, Sky. That’s how you connect with people, really connect. And how you heal.’

I take a bite of my rice-paper spring roll. I have no comeback to that.

My phone buzzes in my pocket; it’s Oliver. I press reject—it’s impossible to talk to him now.

‘There’s no perfect parent,’ Autumn adds. ‘Gosh. You should have met my father. He had so many demons they were coming out of his ears.’

No perfect parent. It reminds me of what Ted said about his dad.

‘But I still loved him,’ Autumn continues. ‘I had to. And in his own crazy way, he loved me back.’ Melody squeezes Autumn’s leg and she smiles back at her sadly.

‘Why can’t there be a perfect one?’ I ask.

‘We are all flawed. I know I am, aren’t I?’ Melody says.

I don’t answer.

‘I should have been there for you in the months after Eli died. I know I should.’

‘It’s okay,’ I say.

‘No, it’s not. When I’m needed, sometimes, I run. My therapist says I have unresolved issues with my mother that have made me afraid of the pressure, the responsibility, of caring for someone because I’m sure I’ll screw it up. On some level I thought I was doing you a favour, that I’d spare you. I know I have to work on that.’

She moves a lock of hair off my face. I don’t move away as I did before.

‘It’s just …’ I swallow my carrot salad with difficulty. ‘I keep seeing the little fawn, crying for his mum, like me. Why can’t we just be kind and peaceful? Why do we have to be violent, treat animals so badly? You wouldn’t believe how horrible it was in that farm where I found Chirp. What’s wrong with people?’ I turn to Melody and then Autumn, genuinely hoping for an explanation. ‘Why is there so much cruelty? I can’t understand how people can do it.’ I bite my lips as tears well. ‘Do they not know animals feel? How can they not? Why would people feel but not animals?’

Melody puts her arm around me. ‘People aren’t all sensitive like that. And sadly, you can’t abracadabra the world the way you want it.’

‘I wish I could,’ I say.

‘Me too.’

‘Everyone would wear tie-dye in my world,’ Autumn says. ‘There’s way too little of that, and it’s so pretty, each piece unique like a fingerprint. And you can make it yourself.’ Her face is so sincere that Melody and I burst out laughing, and Melody nearly chokes on a carrot. Autumn whacks her on the back and they continue giggling together as I walk to the fruit bar to fetch us oranges for dessert.

‘Sky!’ Jaxon calls from the tent door and runs towards me as I’m standing by the fruit bowl. This time there’s no fist bump and his hug is so strong, I knock over the bowl.

As we scurry to pick up the oranges, I quickly ask, ‘Do you hunt too?’

‘No,’ he says, putting an orange back in the bowl. ‘I tried it once with Dad, but it wasn’t for me. Too gruesome. I prefer to watch the critters through binoculars rather than the barrel of a gun.’

Good answer.

‘But I just wanted to say I’m sorry about keeping the secret and all.’ He returns the last orange to the bowl and when I notice his cheeks are flushed pink, I realise I’m not angry with him at all.

Adam doesn’t wait to be invited in this time. He walks straight to me, eyes bloodshot. ‘I can’t sleep. I’m sorry, Sky. So sorry. I just can’t tell you how sorry I am.’

He looks so bereft as he hands me the beanie and gloves I left at the restaurant, I can’t help but soften. We sit together on the corner mat as Melody and Autumn make tea.

Jaxon asks me a hundred questions, between mouthfuls of food, about what I did after I ran from the restaurant. I tell him and my father everything just as it happened. They move between worry and relief as I recount the truck driver, police and bus ride, and my final freak-out at the bus terminal, cold and alone, before Melody arrived. I can tell from the spark in his eyes that Jaxon is a little bit impressed.

‘All that just to get away from me.’ My father sighs and puts down his fork, his plate of food untouched. ‘All I wanted was to get close to you. To have you in my life. And now I’ve ruined everything.’

I don’t know what to say.

‘Jaxon, bud,’ my father puts his hand on Jaxon’s shoulder, ‘would you give us a minute?’

Jaxon gets up and goes to join Melody and Autumn by the hot water.

‘I feel bad I made you drive all night,’ I say, wanting to take some small responsibility. ‘And, for the record, I don’t really think you’re evil.’ That’s all I’ve got, the only concessions I can make.

‘I brought something for you.’ He pulls a large box out of his backpack, wrapped in silver paper and tied with a pink ribbon. ‘I wanted to make sure you got it now, just in case, you know … I was going to give it to you in the restaurant, but then …’ He hands me the box.

I carefully unwrap it to find a photo album. Weird. He doesn’t have any pictures of me; I know Mum wasn’t in touch with him. Is he sharing photos of himself and his life before?

I slowly open the book. The first page holds a pastel pink card with a little baby and You’re One! in loopy writing. I take the card out of its sleeve and read.

Happy Birthday to my baby girl. Wishing you a wonderful year. I know you can’t read this yet, but soon we’ll be able to write to each other.

Inside the card is a photograph of my father by the ocean, clean shaven, hair windswept, young and fresh. This is me, it says. I return the card to the album and turn the page. The next card plays a song when I open it: It’s your second birthday, and you’re a big girl!

My stomach is starting to twist as I read. Two years old! A huge Happy Birthday hug from your dad, Adam. PS. I hope to have your address very soon so I can send this to you with your present.

I keep flipping the pages, taking out and returning the Hallmark cards. Fifteen in all. Each one has a short, sweet message. I close the album and look at him. Tears have wet my cheeks but I leave them there. All these years he’s been thinking of me, writing to me, waiting to see me. It’s true what he said. He did try.

‘I had no idea …’ I say.

‘Eli had her reasons, I’m sure. I just wanted to show you that you were always on my mind, always with me.’

‘And you’ve always been on my mind,’ I say.

Father–daughter. I wipe away my tears.

He puts his hand on my shoulder. ‘Can we move forward from this?’

But my feelings are chaos again and my face is burning. ‘The deer, now …’ But the words can’t get out. ‘The baby …’ Tears are flooding my eyes. I’m determined to finish saying, he has no mother, but I can’t.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Adam says. ‘We’ll work it out.’

‘How?’ I ask between sobs.

‘We just will. I promise.’


Chapter 12

We drive back from the festival, and the trip goes well considering how mad I had been. A good night’s rest helped everyone calm down, I guess. I haven’t accepted the hunting, but I’m trying to let it go for now.

In the car, Jaxon and I ask Adam about the music he liked as a teen. His taste was typical teenage boy—hard rock with lots of drums. As soon as he mentions one of his favourite songs from the nineties, Jaxon finds it on YouTube and connects to the speakers, and my father goes bananas. It’s hilarious. He remembers every word to one Metallica song, starts playing air guitar like a crazy man, and I have to grab the steering wheel. And that’s before the head banging begins.

We get home, shower and change out of the clothes we’ve all been wearing for nearly two days straight. Then Adam puts on the gas fire, and orders a takeaway Chinese feast. I make myself tea and join him and Jaxon, who are now sprawled on the couch, TV on, waiting for the food to arrive.

Adam’s phone pings with a message.

‘Good news, they’re coming!’ my father says.

‘Who?’

‘My parents. Your grandparents,’ he says. ‘They’ve booked a red-eye from Chicago, arriving tomorrow morning.’

‘Seriously?’ I put my tea down.

In my total meltdown, I’d completely forgotten he’d said they might come. Now I feel relieved I hadn’t caught an early plane home.

‘I can’t wait to meet them!’ I say genuinely.

‘So, you need my room back?’ Jaxon asks, reaching for the remote. ‘I—I guess Sky and I can bunk.’

‘Um, no!’ My father laughs as I feel my face flush. ‘Jaxon. You and I can share, and my parents can take mine.’

‘I don’t want to be any trouble,’ I say, realising the irony of that statement given the last twenty-four hours. ‘I can sleep on the couch.’

‘I’ll sleep here,’ Jaxon says, bouncing his fist on the couch. ‘Soft but not too soft. I insist. It’s right next to the TV, after all!’

Our takeout arrives, and when I open the door it’s already dark, snow falling heavily, my dad’s car sleeping under a white blanket. We choose a comedy and my father passes me the Chinese boxes, one by one, chopsticks sticking out. His eyes are smiling like he can’t believe I am still here.

I return the smile, but it’s not like before; my perfect-father-fantasy bubble has officially burst.

I check my phone where messages from Oliver wait unanswered. He’s sent a few asking how I am, asking to video chat, and then another video compilation he made yesterday after visiting Chirp at Lucy’s place. He’s taken clips of Chirp from different angles, from under her beak, and a bird’s-eye view, excuse the pun, and timed the cuts to an R&B song. It’s hilarious. In between mouthfuls of fried rice, I text him back but don’t have the energy to send a video. He feels planets away, and if he and his soft pillowslip neck are on Earth, I’m on icy Pluto. What I’ve been through the last few days is too big, too supersized, to explain to him in a text or over a video call.

Lucy tells me how Malcolm is still liking her posts and commenting with emojis on her Instagram.

Ask him out! I tell her.

She replies straight away: No way. He’s not into me, remember?

There’s a chance he didn’t get what you meant, I say. You were just waving, after all.

But what would I say?

Tell him there’s a good movie playing and see what he says.

Maybe.

Do it!

What movie?

I don’t know—just look online and find one that looks halfway decent.

OMG fine! Just so you’ll stop harassing me.

I send a laughing cat face.

Melody checks in on me too. We’ll see each other in a few days when the festival ends, but even though I’m not planning to use it, I have my passport in my bag just in case.

Adam makes up the couch for Jaxon and changes the sheets in his room, and we go to bed early. I change into my pyjamas, realising how excited and nervous I am about meeting my grandparents for the first time.

Curled up in bed, I try to imagine what they will be like. The perfect grandparents come into focus— kind, attentive, loving, sweet. No. I can’t allow myself to be swept up into another daydream only to wake up, disappointed. I turn abruptly to my other side and let my mind wander to worst-case scenarios, flashes of fairytale witches circulating in my head. But that’s the opposite extreme. So, I imagine the dullest, most unappealing people—bland, emotionless and vacant. Could it be possible they’re like that? New worries buzz; what if they take one look at me and I’m rejected? What will I do then?

Eventually, I sleep.

[image: image]

It’s still dark outside when we arrive at the airport. Adam spots his parents coming through the arrivals gate straight away.

My grandmother, Miriam, power walks ahead leaving her husband pushing the trolley. She makes a beeline for me. My heart’s beating fast.

‘I’m so happy to meet you.’ She hugs me first and takes my hands in hers. She’s certainly not bland. I notice her long slender fingers and manicured nails in a glossy charcoal. ‘My very own granddaughter, finally. Now that I have you, I’m never letting you go.’ She gives my hands a squeeze.

She’s not emotionless either. A mocktail of warmth gushes into my heart and it comes with a splash of pure optimism. I have nothing to worry about.

Miriam has an easy smile with pearl-white teeth and is still young, maybe mid-sixties, with streaks of platinum-blonde hair. Pretty. She’s dressed well—black pants, cream turtleneck and small gold hoop earrings.

Mike hugs me next, his knitted sweater soft as a bunny. His hair is wavy and grey, not too long, not too short. Celebrity doppelganger, George Clooney.

‘Isn’t she lovely?’ Miriam looks at Adam, stroking my hair, before giving my father’s beard a yank. ‘Adam, for heaven’s sake,’ she says. ‘Can’t you shave? But let’s talk about that over breakfast; how about that place we had lunch last time?’

My father doesn’t acknowledge the insult, but strokes his beard like he’s comforting it. ‘Uh, we had a little incident there the other night.’ He gives me a funny grimace. ‘Long story. How about that other restaurant you like?’

‘With all the gaudy artwork? This town. Heavens. Well, if it’s the only option,’ Miriam says. I adapt my quick appraisal—she’s lovely but feisty.

We drive to the restaurant as light fills the sky. True to Miriam’s warning, sculptures of moose heads are mounted on the walls, splashed in gold. Chandeliers are made from antlers instead of crystals. Creepy. I ask the waitress to take a picture of all of us in front of the moose and quickly send it to Aunt Paula, Lucy and Oliver with the caption, Lunch with my very own grandparents. Check this out, crazy Alaskans!

‘Gluten-free options?’ Miriam asks the waitress, who shakes her head. ‘Adam, I can’t believe it,’ Miriam huffs. ‘What decade are they living in?’ She settles on a fruit salad.

‘What’s a Yak Burger?’ I ask.

‘You probably don’t want to know,’ my father says. I order the same as Miriam but ask them to hold the yoghurt.

‘So Adam tells me you’re a vegan,’ Miriam says. ‘Well, good for you, dear. I just read an article in The New York Times that it’s the new fashion for Generation Z and meant to be the best thing you can do for the environment. Something about climate change and cow digestion, isn’t that right, Mike?’

My phone starts vibrating—it’s Oliver on video chat. Must be the middle of the night there; why is he up? But I can’t talk now, so I quickly press reject and put my phone away.

‘Yes, very admirable.’ Mike spreads a serviette on his lap. ‘Have you travelled before, Sky? Is this your first time in the US?’

‘My first time out of Australia,’ I say. ‘And first time seeing snow, too.’ I won’t tell them my whole list of firsts.

‘Once you have a taste for it,’ Miriam says, ‘travel, not snow, of course—you can’t go back, can you, Mike? We were in Paris last June and Berlin the summer before. Now that Mike’s retired—’

‘Not quite,’ he says.

‘In any case. Next trip, you’ll have to join us,’ she says.

‘Yes, you must,’ Mike says.

‘Sounds amazing,’ I say. European trip with my grandparents? Sign me up!

Our food arrives, and I feel Miriam staring at me.

‘Look at her gorgeous thick hair and her skin, porcelain like a doll,’ she says.

I touch my face without thinking. I have pale skin with smatterings of freckles. Never thought of it as gorgeous—just easily sunburnt.

‘Sadly, I never met your mother, Sky. But I can see from looking at you that she must have been a beauty.’

I bite my lip. My mum was beautiful, it’s true.

‘Now, Sky, you protect that gorgeous skin of yours. Did you know that even snow can bounce UV rays? Hopefully by the time you’re—’

She stops talking as my father’s phone rings loudly. He’s mid-bite, and maple syrup drips from his pancake onto his shirt. He looks at the number and presses reject.

‘Take the call outside if you need to,’ my grandfather says. The diversion gives me a second to check my phone again. Oliver’s sent more messages. What’s happening? You haven’t sent any clips and you’re not answering me! What was the drama with your dad? That’s awesome about grandparents—what are they like?

I see he’s sent a clip—I’ll watch it and reply to him later.

‘And use a napkin, for goodness sake, Adam,’ Miriam says.

‘It’s just a client, nothing important,’ he replies.

‘A client isn’t important? Who is important if not a client?’ Mike asks.

‘It’s fine. I’ll worry about it later.’ The phone rings again, and Adam puts it on silent and turns it face down.

My grandmother continues. ‘As I was saying, hopefully when you’re my age, some new remarkable skin technology will exist.’ She pats her cheek. ‘I think she looks a little like me, don’t you, Adam?’

‘We have the same nose,’ he says. ‘And I have yours, Mom, so yes.’

‘Well, yours is a little larger,’ she says, her brows furrowing.

Adam, Miriam and Mike stare at my nose while I stare at my grandmother’s. It’s true.

‘And my eye is just like his.’ I point to the brown one. ‘I always wondered where this colour came from since Mum’s were green.’

‘Perfect match.’ Miriam looks from Adam’s face to mine. ‘Like father like daughter.’

Father–daughter. I thought that too not long ago, but not so much anymore, I want to say, but don’t.

‘If only I had known you before, Sky—so many wasted years. It’s ridiculous that we’re meeting for the first time. Just ridiculous.’ Miriam looks at Adam pointedly.

I look between them, trying to work out what’s going on. She knew about me? Did Adam not want to find me? But he did—the cards prove it. Then why is she angry with him? Did she think he could have tried harder? Maybe she wanted to find me herself and he said no.

‘Although two different eye colours is called heterochromia,’ Mike says, bringing the conversation back to the previous point. ‘A friend in college had it. It’s usually genetic, so maybe one of your grandparents on your mother’s side had the condition. It’s not from our side.’

‘Oh,’ I say, feeling a bit stupid and disappointed too. I’d had the wrong idea my entire life—my eye didn’t link me to my father, but apparently my nose did. I can’t ask my mum where it came from, obviously, and her parents aren’t alive either. Maybe Paula would know.

‘For the millionth time, I do wish you’d shave off that beard,’ Miriam says to my father, sighing dramatically.

‘And I’ve told you a billion times, Mom. It’s part of Alaskan culture, going all the way back to the pioneering days, even before it was a state. Men didn’t have time to shave in those days; it was a subsistence lifestyle.’

‘Well, I’m not subsisting with this racoon on your face—get rid of it, dear.’

Maybe my optimism was misplaced.

‘Sky, do you like classical music as well?’ she asks.

I’m still digesting the eye-colour news. Why had no one told me that before? ‘I don’t really know much about it,’ I answer.

‘But, the Sydney Opera House? You must have been to see the symphony orchestra? Ballet? Opera? I hear the acoustics are just fabulous.’

‘I’ve never been to a concert there, actually. We went there on a school trip once, though.’

‘Never?’ She looks at Mike. ‘Well, you must come to Chicago then.’ Miriam claps her hands. ‘We’ll show you everything. A tour of the conservatorium where I still work a little; we’ll go to the ballet—oh, and my new favourite restaurant. Have you ever been to a hyper-local restaurant? Talk about saving the planet; they grow everything on their roof. Fabulous. The food in Alaska, well …’ She looks around the restaurant, frowning. ‘Let’s just say it’s not noted in Gourmet magazine.’

‘Life isn’t all fancy restaurants and tickets to the opera.’ My father sighs, like they’ve had this conversation before. Now I get why he said ‘snobby’. ‘Alaska is alive with—’

She chuckles. ‘Snakes? Rednecks?’

‘Very funny. I was going to say, nature. Wilderness where you can walk for days and not see a single soul. Walking on earth that, just maybe, no single other living human being has ever trodden on before you. And that’s what I showed Sky when we went snow camping.’

‘In the actual ice?’ Miriam asks. ‘Was it alive and beautiful, Sky?’

I feel the table vibrate as my father’s phone rings again silently.

‘I don’t know about alive,’ I say, putting the image of an orphaned deer out of my head. ‘But it was definitely beautiful.’

We finish lunch and return to Adam’s place. Oliver’s sent me a message with a sad-face emoji. Why don’t you want to talk to me? I miss you.

I open the clip he sent earlier. He has Bella and Tiger running laps around the park while he’s jogging alongside, panting as hard as they are—and they’re all smiling. Oliver with a huge grin and Bella doing her crazy tail-wag that looks like a helicopter. I almost expect to see her take off. Halfway through, Oliver falls to the grass, the camera goes haywire, and I see the dogs pounce on him with licks. Too cute.

I reply, Thank you for taking her out again! And I miss you too! Let’s talk tomorrow! I may have overdone the exclamation marks.

It’s the first time my grandparents have seen my father’s new house. My grandmother doesn’t seem too impressed, commenting on the unfortunate choice of bathroom fittings and carpet colour, and I feel bad for my father. After the grand tour, Miriam bustles about in the kitchen fixing a tray of coffee for everyone and tea for me.

Trent picked up Jaxon for band practice earlier, and my father and grandfather sit together discussing Mike’s latest legal case on the couch. Something about corporate tax evasion—beyond boring. Miriam waves me over to the kitchen and we sit opposite each other at the island.

I’m still nervous about making a good impression. Ask questions, my mother always told me, that’s the best way to win people over.

‘What’s Chicago like?’ I ask. ‘I don’t really know anything about it. I mean, I know New York from all the movies and TV shows, but Chicago … It’s also a big city, right?’

‘Best city in the world.’ Her eyes light up. ‘Lake Michigan. The stunning views from the sky deck of the second tallest building in the whole of the USA, Sears Tower. But it’s not called “the windy city” for nothing; you have to know how to dress for the winter, much like here. Summer, however, is a delight. And the changing of the leaves … a piece of performance art. What trees do you have in Australia?’

‘Eucalyptus and wattles.’ I can almost smell their sweet yellow blossoms. ‘And bottlebrush, grevilleas and tea-tree.’ I’ve learnt a lot about nature since moving in with my aunt and uncle. Paula’s a pharmacist but she spends all her free time gardening—she’s great at it too—and Dave’s a landscaper. Between them, they know every plant and seed imaginable.

‘Wish I had visited when Adam was there, missed that opportunity, but now that I have found you, there’s time. Do you want to see some pictures of Chicago? Or, you know what, let’s do it tomorrow at the spa. I booked online yesterday.’

Wow. The woman can talk. ‘Spa?’ I ask.

‘Manicures and pedicures. You know, girl time. What do you think?’ She takes my hand to inspect my nails.

Hell yeah, is what I think. I have a grandmother and she’s spoiling me already.

‘They’re a bit of a mess,’ I say, looking at my chewed-up nails.

‘They’ll fix them up for you in no time,’ she says, giving me a peck on the cheek.


Chapter 13

‘How’s the water?’ the beautician asks. ‘Not too hot?’

‘Perfect,’ I say.

‘Tell me if it gets cool and I’ll refill it.’

My fingernails look glam in OPI Freedom of Peach and now my feet are soaking in a tub. No one will see my new nails until I’m back home as they’ll be hidden under layers of socks and gloves. I take a short clip of my toes splashing around in the bubbles and then blow a kiss at the camera. I’m trying to make up for neglecting Oliver—he feels so far away.

When I’ve finished soaking, the beautician drains the water, dries my feet, and furrows her eyebrows as she inspects them. I suppose there’s a lot of work to be done. The last time someone took such an intimate interest in my toenails was Mum when she was poised over them with a clipper. It makes me miss her. We never did this together, never had the spare cash, and she deserved it more than most.

From the window, I see the main street of Anchorage, quiet, icy and white, shops packed with souvenirs. There are no tourists and a closed street stall advertises reindeer sausages. Beyond, snowy mountains rise and fall.

My grandmother is in the massage chair beside me and we’ve been chatting about life in West Creek. So far, I’ve told her about Mum, Melody (minus the cheating), Lucy and Oliver. I wonder if Lucy sent the message to Malcolm about seeing a movie. I take out my phone and ask her for an update while telling my grandmother all about Lucy’s cute-boy situation. Then I scroll through my photos and show her a video of Chirp, sitting in Lucy’s backyard under the big tree, just past the pens for the bird sanctuary, eating banana, pieces sticking to and falling from her beak. I’m laughing out loud, but my grandmother clearly doesn’t find her as entertaining. I show Miriam Lucy’s illustrations of birds done in fine felt-tip pen, and we agree she’s beyond talented. And I show her a thousand photos of Oliver—including the most recent dog-park escapade—and she agrees, it’s a no-brainer, he’s super cute and has skin that literally looks Photoshopped. In return, she shows me pictures of her fluffy Tzu named Peanut who loves smoked-salmon treats. He also wears a bow tie on occasion. And she tells me about her first love who she met at ski school in Switzerland. And did I know she and Mike lived in Italy for a year when Adam was a kid? She’s fluent in Italian, and Adam can even speak a little.

‘Adam hasn’t told me much about anything,’ I can’t help but say. I don’t mean to criticise him in front of her, even though she does it all the time.

‘Yes, he told me how he kept his job from you,’ she says.

I hadn’t wanted to bring up the hunting thing, not sure what and how much he’d told them, and wanting to make a good impression on her. But I’m glad she did. I’m sick of secrets.

‘Silly decision to start off your relationship like that, immature. But not surprising, really,’ she says. ‘In his often-hard-to-understand mind, he was probably trying to protect you.’

‘From what, his personality?’ That came across more harshly than I meant.

The beautician starts nipping my cuticles with tweezers.

‘Sorry, I mean—’ I try again.

‘It’s okay to feel hurt,’ she interrupts. ‘You’ve been through so much, dear. Losing your mother, and I can’t imagine how stressful it has been for you coming here to meet Adam. And in mid-winter to boot, another inappropriate decision on his part.’

‘Well, it’s summer holidays at home, and the best time to—’

‘Yes, yes, I know. Anyway, he didn’t do it maliciously, keeping his job from you. He assumed you’d be dead against it. Excuse the pun. He just wanted a chance for you to get to know each other before you made up your mind about him … He wanted to make a good impression.’

‘I guess.’ I hadn’t thought of it like that exactly.

‘To be honest, I’m not impressed. Ouch!’ She looks down at the beautician with a frown before continuing. ‘I avoid talking about it with my friends at bridge—some of them don’t even know what my own son does for a living. All their children are in respectable careers— lawyers, doctors, bankers, and the like. The whole picture,’ she waves her hands towards the glass doors, fingernails buffed with a French polish, ‘his lifestyle, well, how do I put this? It’s not the way we raised him. At first Mike and I thought it was pure rebellion. But he’s a little old to behave like a teenager at thirty-six, don’t you think?’

The beautician squeezes moisturiser from a tube and starts to massage my feet. I take a breath as I enjoy the sensation.

‘Did you know his ex-wife?’ I’m not sure if it’s appropriate to ask, but finally I have some way to find out more about my father and his past.

‘Yes, we met Stephanie many times. She wouldn’t have been my choice. A real salt-of-the-earth girl, not like anyone we know. But that seems to be a pattern with him. What I’ve done to deserve it,’ she sighs dramatically, ‘I don’t know. Stephanie lived in raggedy jeans and oversized T-shirts, and had a seemingly endless supply of hideous flannels. She drew Adam into this wilderness lifestyle. He was lost after he returned from Australia. But I suppose we have to credit her for getting him out of his depression.’

‘Depression?’ I furrow my brows, trying to imagine my father depressed.

‘Yes. He went really low,’ she says. ‘After he dropped out of Sydney University, and left the fishing job, he enrolled in law school in Chicago and worked with Mike. He hated it. But the real depression began after he received your mother’s letter after you were born, insisting she would raise the baby—you—alone. That he was not wanted or needed. And when he tried to call and write, wanting to return to Sydney and be a part of your life, she had changed numbers and addresses, cut off all contact. To this day, I don’t understand why a woman would do that—I mean, he is the father and a child deserves …’ She stops.

My stomach’s in my throat. She’s angry at my mum. And I have nothing to say in Mum’s defence—I don’t know why she cut him out of our lives like that.

‘Anyway, Sky dear. Sorry, I’m not blaming anyone. I did try to ask Adam, talk to him about finding you over the years, asking what he’d done, making suggestions, but he just shut down, Adam-style. If I’d pressed him anymore, I would have lost not only my granddaughter but my son too.’

In my whole life, I’ve never thought about how my father felt, only focusing on his betrayal of me and my mother, and then Melody’s betrayal of my mother and ultimately me. So much betrayal. I thought my father must not be interested, hadn’t wanted me. Suddenly, I’m seeing things from his eyes. And even though I don’t want to blame Mum, I won’t blame her, just thinking that she also had a part to play, that she wasn’t totally an innocent victim, is helping me understand him more, lessen my anger.

Miriam reaches across the massage chair to give my hand a pat. I can see she’s feeling pulled between loyalty to her son and not wanting to offend me by criticising my mum. Although that snow has fallen already.

She inspects the colour being applied to her toenails and takes a purposeful breath. ‘He made his mistakes. He should have stayed in Australia until you were born, of course, or just flown back there anyway, and tried harder to be a part of your life. He gave up too easily. But he was immature at twenty. Really, men do take much longer than women to get their acts together, don’t you think?’

I nod, staring at the beautician carefully applying the colour to my pinkie toe, too full of emotions to talk.

‘Those were the days,’ Miriam continues, ‘before all this Twittering and smartphone nonsense. You had to pick up a real telephone to call someone. And, if they didn’t answer—well, that was that. Adam dropped out of law school, left Mike’s firm and the prosperous career ahead of him, and holed himself up like some hibernating, beer-guzzling bear. Grew his hair and beard. We were mortified. Mike introduced him to colleagues to get career advice, even went out of his way to find one of those so-called life coaches. Heavens, there was one blind date with my hairdresser’s niece that was truly a disaster, and I couldn’t go back to my salon after that! Of course, we thought of serious help, pills and so forth. My dearest friend is a psychoanalyst and …’ She trails off. ‘I’m babbling. The point is, he didn’t want us interfering. Then he met a young man in a bar who had just returned from Alaska. It obviously triggered Adam’s adventurous spirit once again and he just picked up and left; he called us from the airport. We thought it would be the same story—he’d clear his head and come back to Chicago—but he met Stephanie and fell head over heels. But I suppose we were relieved he’d found something, someone, to bring back his smile. Didn’t imagine he’d marry her or live here so long.’

I’m letting all this new information settle as the massage chair beats a rhythm on my lower back. Just as I start formulating more questions, my grandmother asks the beautician to check if her fingernails are dry and then takes an iPad from her handbag.

‘I was going to show you Chicago, wasn’t I?’ She turns on her tablet and trawls through lots of folders. ‘I finally got all my photographs organised. What a project that was. Here.’ She hands me the iPad and I start scrolling. Picture after picture shows soaring skyscrapers and stunning architecture. Unusual angles and closeups reveal shafts of light piercing the space between buildings and weird details, like an old shoe caught in the branch of an enormous tree, leaves burnt orange by the season—things that no one would normally notice but somehow look like art.

‘These are beautiful!’ I say.

‘Adam’s the photographer.’

‘Adam?’ I’m in shock.

‘Do you call him Adam all the time? Not Dad?’

I shrug. Now it feels awkward.

But my grandmother doesn’t seem to notice. ‘He doesn’t even know I kept them, let alone uploaded them. When he was supposed to be working at the law firm, he spent all his evenings at a photography course, lunchtimes wandering around the city, camera in hand, and all his earnings on fancy equipment. Mike wasn’t impressed, of course. But I can’t believe he didn’t continue with his photography. Isn’t he talented? All my friends think so.’

‘Super talented,’ I say. ‘So he’s not just a hunter, he’s a photographer, too.’


Chapter 14

‘How are the house payments going?’ I hear my grandfather ask. ‘Are you in the red?’

‘I’m fine,’ my father replies.

I’m padding downstairs in a fresh pair of thermal socks, rubbing my eyes after a twelve-hour sleep. I so needed that. The knots in my shoulders unravelled into the pillow, and I feel ready for the day. There’s a shower going upstairs, which must be Jaxon.

From the stairs, I can hear my father and grandfather talking as dishes clink in the kitchen sink. I stop on the third-last stair, out of sight once again, curious if they will talk about me.

‘If you need a low-interest loan, it’s still on the table.’

‘No, Dad. I’m handling it.’

‘Don’t get huffy. I’m just worried about the debt, that’s all, and the rising rates. The number of foreclosures my firm’s been dealing with lately, it’s a tough time in property. Lots of clients at the moment?’

‘I’m taking a little break, with Sky being here and everything.’

‘Can you afford that?’

‘I’ll make it up later.’

I hear the familiar tone of my father’s phone. It stops after a second.

‘I assume that’s your client again, the one you’re avoiding,’ Mike says, his voice stern.

‘Please.’

‘For Christ’s sake, Adam,’ my grandfather barks. ‘One of your clients is calling; aren’t you going to answer? I simply don’t understand this lackadaisical approach to business. Alaska or not, this certainly isn’t the example I set.’

‘Okay, already, if it will make you happy,’ my father says, accepting the call. ‘Hello, Adam Black here.’ Pause. ‘Ralph. Bud. Sorry I haven’t picked up, been focused on my daughter, and now my parents are in town and …’

Ralph? Oh no, it’s that horrible hunter we met at the restaurant. So much for feeling better about the day. I sit down on the stairs and continue eavesdropping, which seems to be becoming my new norm.

‘I understand, but …’ Adam stops to listen. ‘How much? … That’s very generous of you, but like I said, I can’t. I can refer you to a colleague at the Lodge, who—’ He stops again. ‘You already tried him? … Did you say double it?’

How much money is Ralph offering my father? He won’t take it, he can’t, not when we’ve just made up. This would be the opposite of ‘working it out’ like he promised.

‘Triple? For one day? That’s some figure, Ralph.’ My father’s tone has changed. It must be hundreds of dollars, or even thousands. And he just told my grandfather he has to make house payments. I notice I’m biting my nails and stop.

‘Let me get back to you.’

Back to him? He’s actually considering it, after everything we went through?

‘Who wants coffee?’ I hear my grandmother call from the kitchen. ‘Is Sky up yet? Shall I go wake her?’

Adam finishes his call. ‘Within the hour, yes.’

I walk back up the stairs as quietly as possible, and then, to give it a natural feel, skip down the stairs so when I appear in the living room I don’t look like I’ve been eavesdropping.

My father jumps up, looking guilty. ‘Morning, Sky!’

‘Oh good,’ Miriam says. ‘Sleeping beauty. Would you like some tea, dear?’

‘Yes please.’

My grandfather smiles at me. ‘How did you sleep? Come sit down.’ He moves up the couch, patting the space next to him. I plonk myself down in between him and my father.

‘Amazing,’ I say. ‘How about you?’

‘Me too.’ He pats my shoulder warmly. ‘Must be the clean air. I always sleep like a baby when I’m out of the big city. How’s the air in Sydney? I imagine the Pacific must blow some of the smog off the coast.’

We compare notes about Chicago versus Sydney air pollution, and he asks me about West Creek and what it was like to move to a small town. It’s small talk, but it feels good to talk to him and I’m happy he’s interested.

My grandmother swans in, elegant in cream pants and a grey silk blouse, with a tray of coffee and tea. I offer to help, but she insists I stay seated. I add some sugar to my cup and stir.

‘What did he offer?’ my grandfather asks my father, and I feel the room go still.

‘Not now, Dad.’

Miriam returns to the kitchen.

‘Sky is old enough to be part of this discussion,’ Mike says. ‘You understand, don’t you, doll? Your father makes a living doing something you don’t agree with, I get it. But that’s not new. How many kids don’t like what their parents do? Think I liked my father being a janitor at my own school? That it wasn’t humiliating as a kid? Them’s the breaks, so they say. Can’t choose your family. Your father here, well, he had some words about my business dealings. Didn’t you, Adam? That was before he quit without notice, leaving my team in the high and dry.’

My father sighs.

‘We had one development due to clear a few fields. Adam almost ruined it during the meeting with partners, started talking about some endangered lizard; what was it, a skink?’

I’m not sure what to say. Ironic that Adam disagreed with his father about animals too. But this is totally different. I’m an animal lover and my father’s a hunter. Slightly more extreme than what he’s talking about. The chasm is massive, not small.

‘So, what did he offer?’ Mike presses.

‘He started with ten,’ my father says, clearly defeated.

‘And?’

‘Ended with fifty.’

‘Fifty what?’ I ask.

‘Fifty grand.’ My father stares into his coffee cup.

I feel my jaw drop.

‘To do what?’ Geez. Mike’s a veritable bulldozer.

‘Take him out for a day hunting. Says he doesn’t have the time or energy to start with a new lodge, and no one else’s available, and he liked me, we got along well. His wife has a massage or facial or something tomorrow, and it’s his only day alone before he goes home.’

‘That’s a helluva lot of money to give up,’ my grandfather says. ‘Nobody in their right mind—’

‘Who’s giving up which money?’ Miriam sets a tray of cut fruit, yoghurt, toast, peanut butter and jam on the table.

‘Adam’s been offered fifty thousand dollars for a single day’s work,’ my grandfather says.

‘Fifty?’ Jaxon chimes in, appearing at the bottom of the stairs, drying his hair with a towel. ‘You can’t be serious. Who is this dude? Hello Mr Black, Mrs Black.’

‘For goodness sake, I’m not an old headmistress, call me Miriam.’ Her tone is curt.

My father answers Jaxon. ‘He’s a big deal down south, oil money, too much to know what to do with.’

‘When are you going, Adam?’ Miriam passes me a plate. ‘I can take Sky to the museum—we’ll have another girls’ day out, won’t we, dear?’

‘I’m not taking it,’ my father says into his cup, ‘the job.’

Jaxon’s hand stops mid-motion, and with the towel still on his head he looks at me, and then back to Adam.

‘Fifty grand for one day’s work and you’re saying no?’ My grandfather’s face is going red. ‘I’ve honestly never heard of such a thing. I thought your irresponsible days were in the past, Adam. In all my years, and I mean years, of business, I have—’

‘Adam, dear,’ my grandmother says, ‘you’re going to give your father a heart attack. You know he’s on those high-dose pills; his cholesterol’s through the roof. Go. Sky will be fine. I have so many things I want to do with her. Give your mother a chance to get to know her granddaughter, won’t you?’

My father looks at me. ‘But Sky and I have just reconciled, and—’

‘She knows what you do for a living,’ Mike says firmly.

‘She doesn’t like it,’ my grandmother adds, ‘but she’s not expecting you to suddenly stop, are you, dear?’ She looks at me.

‘Sky? You don’t have to agree,’ my father says. ‘Really, just say the word.’

Jaxon looks at me. And so does everyone else.

For a moment, the world stops.

‘I have to go to the toilet,’ I say and feel myself running upstairs.

My face is red and I splash water on it. I stare into my eyes, blinking. I have no idea what to say to them, what to feel.

That’s not true. I know exactly how I feel. Terrible.

What should I do? I take a breath and sit down on the toilet seat. I see the scene in Bambi where he and his mother are running from the hunter. There’s a gunshot. Bambi calls his mum, thinking they made it, they’re safe, but she’s gone.

But that’s childish. This is the real world, not a kid’s movie. Life doesn’t have happy endings; I’ve learnt that too many times recently. A happy ending would have Mum beating cancer. A happy ending would be my father fulfilling the fantasy I imagined. A happy ending would not be this. But fantasy and reality are oil and water. Fifty grand. I bite my nails. I can’t let my father piss off Mike, lose more of his respect, and give up so much money just because I don’t agree with his job. Isn’t that immature? And wouldn’t he just end up resenting me?

I walk slowly back downstairs, and all conversation stops. Everyone watches me. I can’t meet my father’s eyes.

‘Sky,’ he says, ‘it’s okay, really, I don’t have to go. Your feelings are more important.’

I take a breath and look at him directly. ‘Adam, it’s your work, and a lot of money. I’ve thought about it and … you should go. I’ll survive.’

The irony.


Chapter 15

My father, grandparents, Jaxon and I pack into the car and head to town for lunch, and afterwards wander around the shops. We walk past the fur store and I pray my grandmother won’t go in. That would be the straw that broke the camel’s back—no, the icing on a cake that’s so gross, I’d have to throw the cake away.

We go into a large store and I find souvenir oven mitts and tea towels, and an apron for Paula in a retro design even my grandmother thinks is cute. Paula and I have been sending voicemails back and forth ever since the ‘incident’ as she calls it, and I am really missing her. A Love Alaska penknife seems a perfect match for Dave as he’s always got ropes to cut (must remember to put it in my big bag so it doesn’t get confiscated). I see a crotcheted scarf Melody would go crazy over, and even if she can be super selfish and I still have moments of feeling angry at her, she did have my back at the festival. Months after I needed her, but she was there in the end. And I haven’t actually thanked her for flying across the world with me.

My father tries to keep by my side, but I ignore him. He does point out a book on birds of prey that I know Lucy will appreciate. She’s replied to my message with a happy snap of Chirp pecking on a piece of watermelon. Her favourite treat. Lucy’s the best!

Did you mention the movie? I ask her.

Yep—told him there was an old film I like playing next week.

And?

He said he hasn’t seen it.

And?

That was it!

OMG Lucy! Ask him if he wants to go!

No!

Yes!

If he wanted to, he would have said so. Lucy adds a sad face.

Maybe he’s shy?

Argh!

I smile and put away my phone. My father flips through the bird book, explaining the local species, and I don’t think he notices I’m still avoiding his eyes. When he gets back from the trip, I’m sure I’ll feel better. It’s just knowing he’s about to go that’s stressing me out.

I pick out a hoodie with a cool graphic of mountains that will look hot on Oliver. Wish I could wrap myself up in his arms. At this thought, I feel bad once again for not mentioning Jaxon to him, but it’s too late now and it will seem way too weird to bring it up now. We’ll talk when I get home.

My father offers to pay, but I refuse, whipping out some American bills before he has a chance. I carry the big bag out of the store.

Jaxon’s waiting for us outside, on the phone, and he gives me a wave. We continue down Main Street and I pause at a trendy shop window, surprisingly hipster for Nowhere-Ville.

‘Sky dear, my feet are killing me,’ Miriam says. ‘You continue on and we’ll stop for a hot chocolate.’ She points to the cafe across the road.

‘No, it’s okay, I don’t need to,’ I say with a longing glance at the store.

‘Don’t be silly. We’ll meet you there.’

‘Yes, come on, Sky, let’s go in.’ My father opens the door for me.

We leave Jaxon still on the phone, waving his arms excitedly as he discusses speaker quality with Trent for their show.

Inside the store, I run my fingers over the racks of shirts and jackets, pausing to take a few out. The shopkeeper comes over to explain that it’s a local brand, eco fabrics, made in the USA, now selling in ten cities across the country. She points to a framed article on the wall. The New York Times: Alaskan sisters take their coffee-table designs to the world. They’ve moved to LA now, of course.

‘Is this leather?’ I ask, pulling out a worn-looking brown jacket.

‘Recycled rubber. Wouldn’t believe it, would you? The entire line is vegan friendly.’ She points to a leafy symbol on the windowpane.

Unbelievable.

I put on the jacket; it’s lined and slips on easily. I do up the zippers and dig my hands into the pockets. Nothing I’d usually wear, or that I could find anywhere in West Creek. I could return to town looking like a hipster or an MTV star; how awesome would that be? But seriously, I do need a slight wardrobe update; I’ve been wearing the same cut-off jeans in summer, long jeans in winter and various T-shirts my entire life. I’ve never been interested in fashion—luckily, since Mum never had the extra money. And then, after she died and I moved in with Paula and Dave, I found out that they were broke and struggling to support me. But now, all the kids in my year are upping their fashion game and it feels like all the girls, minus Lucy, are obsessed. They even take the bus to Sydney, which is hours away, just to go to the mall.

I play with the collar, putting it up and down. Looks good both ways. It’s summer in Australia now, but still.

I swivel around, checking myself out from all angles. This may be the coolest thing I’ve ever worn.

‘Do you like it?’ my father says.

‘It’s okay.’

‘Sky!’ He takes off his beanie and runs a hand through his hair in frustration.

‘What?’ I fiddle with the zip.

‘You haven’t looked at me the whole day.’

‘Yes, I have.’

‘No. You haven’t. I thought you were okay with the trip tomorrow?’

‘I am. I said I am, didn’t I?’

‘Well, the facts on the ground seem to be pointing in a different direction.’

‘That doesn’t even make sense. Facts can’t point.’

‘Sky.’

‘What?’

‘You’ve completely closed up. Tell me what’s going on.’

‘Nothing.’

I take off the jacket, take a look at the tag and return it to its hanger. Where do they get off, asking for hundreds of bucks for some stupid jacket? I put the hanger back on the rack, but the jacket slips off.

Before I can pick it up, my father does. ‘You like it, right?’ he says, holding it up.

‘It’s stupid expensive. This is friggin’ Alaska not Manhattan.’

‘Do you like it or not?’

‘What do you think?’ I open my eyes wide and stare at him. I know I’m being rude. But, whatever.

Next thing, he’s passing his credit card to the checkout girl and I have a recycled tote bag in my hand.

‘Thanks,’ I say grudgingly, but I’m secretly pleased.

He puts his hand on my shoulder. ‘When you’re ready to talk, I’m waiting.’

We meet up with the others at the cafe and then all head home.
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My father makes one last attempt to wrangle information out of me before he goes to pack for his hunting trip. Tomorrow he’s leaving pre-dawn.

There’s a snowstorm on the horizon, and it’s unclear if it’s going to come this way or not.

Jaxon watches TV and Mike takes a conference call. My grandmother and I go to the market to pick up groceries. I want to call Oliver, but by the time we’re home it’s late already, Jaxon’s lingering around, and my grandmother wants to cook with me. And how am I going to tell Oliver everything that’s happened in the last week? It feels impossible. So I text him, Sorry, let’s try tomorrow.

My grandmother shows me how to steam asparagus while I make a garlic soy marinade for the tofu. We listen to Mozart and she takes out a bottle of wine; I sneak a few sips straight from the bottle but feel tipsy almost immediately. By the time I plonk down onto the couch to join Jaxon for a movie, I’m not thinking about Oliver or my father carrying guns to the car— not at all.
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The next morning Jaxon and I are up before Miriam.

‘Snowman?’ He looks out the window. ‘Check out the fresh powder! Have you ever made one?’

‘No, no more snow!’ I laugh, although it does sound fun. I’ve seen a million movies of people making snowmen, but freezing my fingers off again? Just no. ‘Where’s the museum we’re going to? Downtown again?’

‘Yeah. And we can check out a few of the back-alley galleries too.’

My grandmother appears, elegant as usual, and smacks a kiss on my cheek. She ties on a fresh apron—she must have brought a stash of her own—and together we make the vegan pancakes I told her about yesterday. Before I take a bite, I send a picture to Paula. She’ll be impressed.

Miriam tells me Mike isn’t coming; he has board papers to go through and a conference call later on.

‘Are you going out like that?’ My grandmother looks at Jaxon—and it’s true, he’s pretty dishevelled.

‘I can go home first and get clean clothes.’ He sniffs his armpits, making a horrified face.

‘Gross!’ I laugh as my grandmother turns away, unimpressed. I think Jaxon’s been wearing the same black T-shirt and hoodie for three days.

We take a taxi and ask the driver to stop at Jaxon’s house on the way to the museum. As we pull up, I see the postbox has been knocked over and there’s a truck parked on the lawn, totally missing the driveway.

‘My dad’s back,’ Jaxon says, flying out the taxi door and breaking into a jog.

‘Hold on,’ I say to Miriam. I run after him and catch him lingering by the front door.

It’s ajar and we go inside.

‘Dad?’

No answer.

Something crashes overhead. Jaxon runs up the stairs, two at a time, while I wait by the door. I hear talking but can’t make out the words.

‘I told you to go, stupid,’ someone screams. It must be Jaxon’s father, Doug. ‘Take the damn car and get out of here. Now. Are you deaf?’

Jaxon walks downstairs, car keys in one hand and a wad of cash in the other.

Out the front door, I see my grandmother walking towards the house, rubbing her arms to keep warm.

We meet her on the front path. ‘Sorry, Mrs—I mean Miriam, my dad’s home. I need to go.’ Jaxon’s voice sounds dead.

‘Is everything okay?’ she asks.

‘Totally.’

‘Sky?’ She turns to me.

But I don’t answer, instead following Jaxon to the truck. He ignores me, expression blank, hard, no twinkle in his eyes, and no smile. Without a word, he starts the engine, slams the door, reverses out and drives off, skidding slightly on the turn.

I’m feeling sick with worry as Miriam and I get back in the taxi. Where’s Jaxon going? What did his father tell him? Will he be okay?

Miriam digs for information, but I don’t feel right about telling her. Instead, I reassure her it’s just one of his father’s bad moods.

‘I’ve heard about his father,’ she says. ‘Are you sure I can’t help?’

I shake my head.

I try calling my father, but the line doesn’t even ring, going straight to voicemail. If only he were here to make sure Jaxon’s all right.

I have a hard time concentrating at the museum. My grandmother knows a lot about art history and she’s great at explaining everything. The oil paintings of Alaska are beautiful, and there is a room of photographs with foxes, jackals, African wild dogs, and even dingoes in Australia. There’s one that looks like the wolf we saw. If Adam had his camera from Chicago, he could have taken it.

I check my phone constantly to see if Jaxon’s replied to my messages, and I call him again and again. I even ignore a video message from Oliver, I’m that stressed out. In between trying Jaxon, I call my father repeatedly, hoping he might wander onto a hill that has reception. I wonder if he has the satellite phone—but I’d need to get hold of Jaxon to find out the number.

Back in the taxi, I ask my grandmother, ‘Do you mind if we stop so I can make sure Jaxon’s okay?’

‘I’ll come in with you, dear.’

‘No, that’s okay.’

‘I insist.’

It’s dark by the time we arrive back at Jaxon’s. As I knock on the door, I’m nervous at the thought of meeting his drunk angry father, or my grandmother seeing him, but no one answers.
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The taxi drops us back at my father’s house and I’m happy to see Jaxon’s coat by the front door, boots kicked off in the corridor, splatters of snow melting on the carpet. But there’s no sign of him in the kitchen or living room. I run up and knock on my father’s door. No answer.

I inch it open and see Jaxon sitting on the floor, his back resting on the bed, head in his hands.

He looks up.

‘What happened?’ I ask.

‘The usual, vodka.’ He slumps down further. ‘He told me to pick up two more bottles from his buddy at the liquor store. I’ve done it a million times before; his friend doesn’t even care I’m underage—they have an arrangement or something weird. But this time, I couldn’t. Stood in front of the store, his friend waved me in, but I left. This time I just couldn’t.’

I sit next to him on the bed, not knowing what to say.

‘I got back and told him I didn’t buy it,’ Jaxon continues. ‘Asked him to please go to AA. That fired him up worse, not surprisingly. He wanted the car keys, but I wouldn’t give them to him. So he marched outside and started knocking on all the neighbours’ doors, swaying, asking nicely at first—but when they refused, he literally started screaming at them to give him their booze. Someone called the—’

The door swings open and Miriam peeks through. ‘How are you, Jaxon? Is everything okay at home? Do you want me to call someone?’

‘Everything’s fine. I’ll go back home in the morning, if that’s okay? Thanks for asking.’ He smiles, and I can tell it’s an effort for him to fake it.

She raises her eyebrows. ‘Is your father …?’

‘He’s just had one too many,’ Jaxon says.

‘Oh.’

‘He’s sleeping it off. Be good as new tomorrow.’

She looks him up and down. ‘I thought you were picking up some clothes?’

‘They were all in the laundry. My dad did a big load when he got back.’

‘Did he really?’ She looks at me but I stare at my feet, giving nothing away. Then she closes the door with a hmmph.

‘They called the police,’ Jaxon says as soon as we hear her footsteps going downstairs. ‘Put Dad in handcuffs with a crowd forming on the street, watching and whispering. I just took his car and left.’

‘Wow.’

‘I don’t know what to do … Adam would know. He always does.’ Jaxon takes his phone out and puts the call through, but it goes straight to voicemail.

‘I tried him already,’ I say. ‘A hundred times. No luck.’

‘Yep, the valley around the hunting lodge is a dead zone.’

‘You know where he is?’ I ask.

He shakes his head.

‘Can you call someone else?’ I say.

‘Last time Dad was arrested, nobody helped out. Seriously.’ He mumbles into his hands before raising his head to look at me. ‘Trent tried to ask his father, but he just gave him a lecture. Then Adam sweet-talked the police, got him out, and next thing my dad was crying into a cup of black coffee, apologising …’

‘Wow. So we need Adam.’

Jaxon sighs. ‘Yep.’

‘Well, let’s find him,’ I say. ‘Screw the fifty grand. This is more important.’

‘But that’s a lot of money. I don’t want to ruin it for him.’

‘Adam will be super pissed if you don’t tell him. Don’t you think helping you and your dad is more important to him than killing a grizzly bear with some stupid Southern hick?’ I hope so, anyway, I don’t add.

‘Not all Southerners are hicks, FYI. Or hunters. And they’re after a bull moose, anyway,’ Jaxon says. ‘Can’t hunt bears now, wrong season.’

‘If there are moose in the city, why does he have to drive so far away?’

‘You can’t hunt in the city. They’re driving to a preserve now where it’s legal.’

My phone beeps—another message from Oliver. I put it on silent; there’s only so much I can deal with at once.

‘You don’t need to come, Sky.’ Jaxon stares at me. ‘It’ll totally freak you out.’

‘I’ll be okay,’ I say, not sure if I mean it.

He gets up and puts his hand on my shoulder. ‘It’s my stupid dad and my stupid problem—you stay here.’

Jaxon, Melody, Autumn, Oliver, Lucy and her dad … I think of all the people who helped me, rescued me, when I had my stupid problem with my stupid father, and wonder what to do. I can’t leave Jaxon to handle this alone.
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Over dinner, Jaxon tells my grandparents his father is asleep and will be fine by morning. Really, he’s planning to leave at midnight and get to the Lodge, catching Adam and Ralph before they leave pre-dawn. I divert my grandmother’s attention, asking her about the conservatorium, and soon she’s draining the last of her rosé, chuckling with memories.

If they really knew what was happening, Mike would be pissed we’re messing with Adam’s income and my grandmother may think gaol would do Jaxon’s father good. And they’d be worried about the whole Jaxon-driving-in-the-sub-zero-snow-to-find-Adam situation. Better they don’t know.

My grandparents go to bed at about ten, leaving Jaxon and me watching TV. He’s banging his knee frantically, clearly not concentrating. After a while, he tells me he’s going to try and catch an hour of sleep before leaving. When I go upstairs, there’s a noise coming from my father’s room. When I press my ear to the door, I hear crying.


Chapter 16

I don’t bother trying to sleep. Instead, I gather my warmest clothes, write a note to my grandmother explaining—I have to help out Jaxon, don’t worry, I’ll call later—and tiptoe downstairs to raid the cupboards for snacks. I even throw a first-aid kit that I found in the pantry into my bag. By the time Jaxon comes down, I’m ready.

‘I’ll grab the other snowshoes,’ I whisper. ‘For me.’

He rubs his eyes, clearly too distraught to argue about me coming along.

The sky is coal black as we use sticks to push off the snow that almost buried the car overnight. We work silently, our breath billowing smoke like dragons, not wanting to wake the neighbourhood dogs and cause my grandparents to stir. With the engine barely warm, Jaxon backs out of the driveway slowly, headlights off. Stealthy. There’s no music or singing as we head towards the wilderness. With the heat on full blast his father’s car smells horrible, and I make space for my feet among the mountain of beer cans, chip packets and empty packs of cigarettes. We pass the now-familiar signs—Target, Walgreens, Carl’s Jr., Subway and Taco Bell—but lit up in the dark they look spooky. The beauty of the landscape is lost, all romance gone. Half of me hopes we don’t find Adam; I don’t want to see him hunting.

Why does everything suck so badly right now? Jaxon got a father who’s a drunk. My father may be Jaxon’s saviour, but he’s hardly who I hoped for. If my mum were here … I just want to see her, hug her. Why was she taken from me when I still need her?

I rest my head on the dirty, cold glass and feel myself deflate, like my spirit’s tired. It’s the same feeling I had after Mum died and before I trusted Paula with my feelings. Alone.

‘Sky?’ Jaxon breaks the silence. ‘Let’s play a game. Gotta keep my mind alert, it’s so dark and I’m really tired. How about truth and lies? Know that one?’

‘You mean truth or dare?’

‘Yeah, because that’d be smart. We’re out in the middle of the woods, in winter. What am I going to dare you to do? Dig an ice hole?’

‘Ha ha.’

‘Truth and lies. We each have to say four things about ourselves, something the other person wouldn’t know. And one of those things is a lie. But don’t make it all melodramatic and suspicious sounding. Something small, but just not true.’

‘Okay.’ My mind starts racing as we come to a halt at a stop sign. ‘But you go first.’

‘Hmm …’ He pauses to think. ‘All right. I once had a drink from my dad’s vodka but then regretted it and spat it out. As a kid, I was obsessed with Ernie from Sesame Street, and even had his poster on my bedroom wall. My first crush was this girl in sixth grade; I passed her a love note but she just laughed at me. Last one— sometimes I wear eyeliner at my music gigs.’

I contemplate all the options. Spitting out vodka sounds valid given his father’s history. Ernie sounds reasonable, and although he was never my thing he does have a high, squeaky voice that kids like. Trent wears eyeliner, and with Jaxon’s emo style I can see it happening. The girl? That must be the lie.

‘The love note is the lie,’ I say.

‘Wrong!’ He smiles.

‘Really? Which one?’

‘I lied about the vodka. Well, half lied. I did drink it, but I didn’t spit it out. It actually tasted okay with Sprite. But I ended up freaking out that I liked it too much and would get a taste for it. So I made a vow, like a monk or something, never to touch it, or any alcohol, again. Ever.’

‘And the girl? Did she really laugh at you? That’s mean.’

He takes a left turn onto a highway and we pass an enormous fireworks store, the only thing to see out the window. ‘Sure did. I passed her a note that said, I like you. Tick yes or no if you like me back. And I drew two little boxes. She showed it to her friends and they all laughed. She never even gave me the note back, I was worth that little to her! Broke my poor eleven-year-old heart. I had a serious girlfriend at the end of high school. But I never quite recovered from Candy.’ He glances at me for a second.

‘Her name’s Candy?’

‘Yes.’ He sighs. ‘I stalked her a couple times on Facebook. She still looks the same, minus the pigtails. But seriously, that’s a secret you have to take to your grave. Okay, your turn.’

‘My mum once tied herself to a tree and—’

‘About yourself. Not your mum or anyone else. Those are the rules.’

I pause again to think. ‘My favourite animals are pandas. I’m terrified of snakes. I once ate chicken, just to fit into a popular group at school. And …’ I think. ‘My first crush was a boy on the bus—I was obsessed with him but never said a word.’

‘The chicken one. You’re way too perfect, I mean, authentic, to do something just to fit in.’

‘Wrong!’

‘Really? You did that?’

‘Not my finest moment.’

‘Wow.’ He shakes his head like he doesn’t believe it. ‘So what’s the lie? The boy?’

‘Nope. That’s real. His name was Evan and we never spoke to each other. But every day I waited for him to get on the bus, three stops after mine. There was almost always an empty spot next to me, but he always sat second row from the front. So I watched the back of his head and dreamed.’

‘Okay, the pandas then.’

‘Seriously? No, it’s the snakes. Not scared at all. I actually quite like them.’

‘Me too. Never met a girl who does, though.’

Eventually we pass through a gate and pull up to a large wood-panelled building.

‘This is it,’ Jaxon says. ‘Adam’s a guide at this lodge. But since it’s winter, most of the guides have gone to soak up the sun down south. Summer is high tourist season here—you can hunt, like, twenty-four hours a day. But in winter, obviously, it’s a bit harder and there are no bears around either.’

I stay in the car, heat on high, as Jaxon goes inside. After about ten minutes, he returns.

‘They’re not here—not answering the radio either,’ he says, his brow creased with worry. ‘I told the manager we’ll go back home—we’re not allowed to drive around looking for them, it’s too dangerous. Should we go back?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘We’ve come this far. We need to find him.’

Jaxon nods and turns the car around, and we drive away from the Lodge. After a few minutes, when we are well out of sight, he stops. The headlights illuminate a grove of trees ahead but, apart from their tall ghostly trunks, the world is blacked out, erased from sight. No signs of a rising sun. He opens the huge paper map. ‘Where the hell would they be?’ He stares at the map for a while, turning it this way and that, and then seems to make a decision.

He turns right going east, then left, west, then doubles back, apparently deciding he was wrong. He checks and rechecks the map. West it is. Every so often, the headlights flicker slightly, and after more changes of direction I can no longer tell left from right or up from down. I have a crawling feeling inside of danger, fear. We are in a junk of a car, in the middle of nowhere, and who could even find us if we didn’t return? I check my phone: no signal. At least the battery is three quarters full, not that it would help.

Eventually, Jaxon points out the front windscreen. ‘There it is! His truck. Behind that tree.’

Unbelievable. My hands unclench as the headlights reflect off a bumper. Behind it, I see another large truck with roof racks, spotlights and a rental sticker on its back window.

‘We have to be careful—don’t want to surprise them and end up shot in the face,’ Jaxon says casually, making my heart leap.

‘Stop freaking me out,’ I say.

‘Sorry.’

We layer on clothes, put on snowshoes, turn on our torches and start following their tracks. The snow is deep and it’s slow going. Jaxon calls out, whistles and calls out again, but there’s no response. I see a glow of light on the horizon—dawn. We walk through a valley, up and down a hill, and lose the footprints for a while in a cluster of trees. The sky is brightening, and soon we turn off the torch beams and with them, my fears of the dark. We find the tracks again. My head is spinning from lack of sleep and the cold.

‘I hear something.’ Jaxon stops dead and when I hold my breath, I can hear it too. A metallic sound, something shutting and clicking. ‘Let’s go to the top of the hill and try to get a better view,’ Jaxon whispers.

At the top of the small mountain, my breathing is rapid. Jaxon squints through his binoculars and suddenly freezes. He puts his hand out, pointing.

The light is still low, but I see them clearly, my father and Ralph crouched behind a tree in full camouflage gear. Adam is wearing a big backpack and Ralph holds a large gun. I follow their line of sight and see the head of a moose.

He’s absolutely huge, chocolate brown, long legs, shoulder hump and long snout—twice the size of a cow. A beard hangs from under his chin, and his antlers look like giant tree branches. The early morning sunlight makes his fur glow. He’s bent over, nibbling on the twigs of a small bush. A bird calls out.

I need to shout out. Tell them not to shoot. But for a moment, I just watch the moose, mesmerised.

Bang!


Chapter 17

‘No!’ I shout, but my voice is drowned out by another bang! As the noise explodes, the moose falls onto his front legs.

‘Damn!’ Ralph yells. ‘Where did I get him? I still don’t think I got the neck; this snow is too damn deep, can’t keep steady.’

I wave frantically at my father and Ralph, but they don’t see us. The moose exhales a groan, deep as buried bones.

And then I’m running, my legs moving so fast I trip over myself, lose my snowshoes and roll down the hill.

‘No!’ I hear myself scream again, jumping back up. Despite the knee-deep snow, I’m next to the moose in seconds as he slowly falls to his side like a felled tree. Snow sprays up around him.

‘Sky!’ my father cries. ‘Get out of there!’

But his voice is a dream. A nightmare. I’m crouched beside the moose and all I hear is the sounds of his breath and my own. His eyes are open, but he’s not moving. There’s a pool of red on the white snow. I put my hand out to try and stop the flow. It’s hot and I pull back in fright.

‘Get the hell away from that damn bull, girl!’ Ralph screams. ‘I need one more shot; it’s not dead yet!’

‘Sky!’ my father yells, running towards me. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Come here, Sky,’ Jaxon shouts. ‘Let’s wait up the hill while they finish.’

‘No,’ I shout back. ‘I’m staying here.’

Ralph marches over, face flushed crimson. ‘Now listen here, young lady. This is my friggin’ day. I paid through my teeth to have your father with me. Dang it. I’m going to take that trophy home. Then we have a list to complete.’

‘No,’ I say again. My hand’s back on the moose’s chest. If only I had a bandage, I could stop the blood running through my fingers. But wait, we do.

‘Bring my bag!’ I yell to Jaxon, who’s still halfway up the hill. ‘There’s a first-aid kit with medical supplies.’ I look up at my father, who’s standing over me. ‘Please don’t kill him, please,’ I say. ‘Please.’

‘It wasn’t a clean shot, Sky,’ he says. ‘Give Ralph a minute to finish the animal off.’

The blood isn’t stopping, the pool of red now staining my pants. I see Jaxon returning with the kit and get up to walk towards him. I look at my father as I pass. ‘Please. Don’t kill him, Adam.’

He sighs and turns to Ralph. ‘Buddy, hold on.’

‘I’m finishing this animal off and continuing with our day, then we’ll see if we’re buddies or not,’ Ralph says angrily.

‘I can’t … She’s my daughter. I just can’t.’

‘You’re an idiot. And, anyway, it’s not humane,’ Ralph says. ‘You taught me that: The objective of every conscientious hunter is to kill the animal as quickly as possible.’ Then he kneels down on one leg and raises the rifle to his armpit.

‘No!’ I lurch towards the moose’s body, but Adam grabs my shoulder just in time.

Bang!

‘Sky!’ My father swivels me around and screams into my face. ‘Are you insane? You could have been killed.’ He’s looking at me like I’ve turned into a lunatic. And maybe I have.

Ralph lowers his gun and looks at Adam. He’s shaking with anger, his face turning a deeper red. ‘I could have shot her. Do you know what that means, Adam? You are over.’

‘We can still get him help,’ I say to my father. ‘I’ll bandage him. Jaxon, do you have the bandage? And we’ll get a vet and … and …’ I’m stuttering, tears choking my words. ‘We can save him. He’s scared. Look at him, he’s freaking out.’

It’s not entirely true, as the moose’s eyes have closed and he isn’t moving at all. I feel my father’s gaze on me, and Jaxon is sitting down on the hill, watching the scene like we’re actors in a show.

‘Leave the animal here,’ Adam tells Ralph. ‘I’ll call the Lodge and make arrangements to pick it up on their ATV and process it. We’re not butchering it or packing the meat, Ralph.’

‘I’ll take the antlers then,’ he says.

‘That’s illegal here; you can’t bring the antlers out before the meat.’

‘I’ll take the antlers now, for Christ’s sake, and the Lodge will pick up the rest later,’ Ralph says.

‘Ralph, we’re done for the day, forget about the fee, you can go home.’

He stands up, brushing the snow from his pants, and takes a menacing step towards my father. ‘I’m really pissed, Adam. Leaving with nothing? Your daughter throwing herself in my line of fire? You’ve ruined my trip and your reputation is finished.’ He glares at me and then at the moose. ‘All for this. Wait till the Lodge hears about it.’

He stomps away, snow flying from his feet, his gun clanking against his binoculars, knives and other equipment, huffing up the hill until we can’t hear him anymore.

‘You could have been killed,’ Adam repeats. ‘How could you do that?’

I don’t answer.

Jaxon leaves too, saying he’s going for a walk.

That leaves me, my father and the moose, together in the reddening snow. The moose is alive but barely, his eyes closed and breathing shallow. The forest is quiet except for our inhales and exhales and the occasional shrill bird whistle. The sun has banished all signs of the night, and it’s turning into a warmer day, freezing but less freezing. Clouds brush the sky like watercolours in a painting and fresh powdered snow glistens like diamonds. There’s no wind, no sign of a storm. The surrounding beauty clashes with the ugly reality, like a pretty melody sung out of tune.

I shiver, although I’m not cold, as I kneel and stroke the moose’s fur, thick and coarse. It reminds me of my dog, Bella, sleeping beside me, and my chicken, Chirp. Despite the outward differences, all animals feel and breathe, like us.

‘He can’t be saved, can he?’ I hear myself say.

‘No.’

‘Do you have to shoot him again?’

‘He doesn’t have long now,’ my father says.

I feel the fur run between my fingers. ‘Can we stay with him?’

‘Yes, we’ll stay.’

Several minutes pass, or it could be longer.

‘Will you lose your job?’ I ask. ‘I’m sorry I embarrassed you. Do you want me to tell your boss that it was my fault? I can write a letter or something.’

‘I don’t think it’s such a big deal, but thanks. The manager’s a buddy, he’ll be okay. May need to compensate the Lodge a bit, loss of future income and all.’

I hear my teeth chattering.

‘You could have been killed,’ Adam says again, with a sigh. ‘Sky, if you were so against me going, you should have told me at the start. Or even in town yesterday. I gave you plenty of time to tell me. What were you thinking coming out here to sabotage the hunt, and putting your life—all our lives—in danger? I told you how dangerous moose are; a grown moose can kill you in an instant. Or a misdirected bullet from an inexperienced hunter like Ralph. Happens all the time. All the time.’

‘I didn’t come to sabotage you,’ I say. ‘Jaxon needs your help with his dad and we thought we should come get you.’

‘Doug’s back?’ Adam turns to look at me.

‘Yeah, he’s really drunk and the police took him.’

My right hand’s getting tired and I switch to my left, continuing with the rhythmic stroking. The moose doesn’t react.

Adam digs his gloves into the snow, letting the flakes pour from his hand like dust. ‘Still seems like something that could have waited until I was back.’

I think about this. Did I subconsciously want to disrupt the hunt? Was I being impulsive, again? Maybe, on both counts.

‘Sorry,’ I say.

‘It’s okay, what’s done is done. I’ll deal with it, with Doug.’

We listen to the rustle of the wind in the trees.

‘How’s it even a fair fight if someone has a gun?’ I say, more to myself than him.

‘For God’s sake, Sky. You could have been killed.’

‘Stop saying that already. I know, okay, I’m sorry.’

He sighs again and moves to sit closer to me. ‘When I started hunting with Steph, she and her family would use the entire animal. It was always a way of life for them, never a sport, but now she’s gone … I guess …’ He pats the snow down next to him. ‘I don’t know if you know, but hunters actually help conserve animals, giving hundreds of millions of dollars through taxes on equipment, fees, licences and whatnot. Recently, the Department of Fish and Game helped reintroduce wood bison. And Steph told me that hunting in the US really saved species like elk and deer and …’ He stops and looks at the moose. ‘Anyway, it’s a huge responsibility. I try to educate all my clients about conservation and ethics, of course, and I’m extremely careful—I only hunt bulls, never cow moose, because that has too big an effect on the population.’

His words feel like they’re flying over me like leaves in a breeze.

I watch the moose. When I glance over to my dad, I realise he’s doing the same. We are transfixed.

‘How old do you think he is?’ I ask.

‘About eight to ten years.’

‘How can you tell?’

‘The antlers are around five feet … they have a butterfly shape.’

‘Oh.’ I touch them—they feel like bone, or teeth, each enormous, half the size of my body. If I stretched out my arms as wide as they can go, I wouldn’t be able to touch both sides.

The clouds drift, making patterns over the moose’s head. I stroke his long snout softly. I wonder what he’s thinking about. If he’s dreaming or feeling angry at us.

My father takes off his beanie and runs his hand through his hair. I smell apple.

I think of the yoga meditation I used to do with Mum. And how, when she went, I’d wondered if she was practising the special breathing techniques and mind-focusing mantras. She seemed at peace, but that may have been the drugs.

My father takes my other hand in his. ‘I don’t think it’s suffering.’

‘He’s not an it,’ I retort, looking at my father for the first time. ‘Animals aren’t things … just stuff for us to use. Their lives are …’ I stop to think. ‘They are just as meaningful to them as our lives are to us. Don’t you get it?’ I shake my head. ‘Don’t you believe they have souls?’

A shaft of light appears between the clouds and illuminates the moose’s face. And, just then, like a sign from above, his eyes open.

I gasp without meaning to, and my father grips my hand tighter.

The sunlight moves and suddenly the moose’s eyes close.

‘Did you look into his eyes?’ I say. ‘There’s a whole world in there. Just like us. I know there is.’

A big exhale deflates the moose’s body. He seems to shrink on the spot.

‘See?’ I whisper, half crying. ‘His spirit is gone. Now there’s just a body. This is why it’s wrong. You killed somebody, not something.’

We sit together, quietly, watching. I wonder if the moose’s life flashed before his eyes in that final moment, or if he, if any animal, had thoughts about an afterlife. We would never know.

‘Let’s say a prayer,’ my father says, surprising me. He puts his hands on the animal’s body and I do the same. He whispers something, and at the end I join him with Amen.

‘I’m sorry, Sky, really, I’m sorry.’ He puts his hand back on mine.

But I pull mine away and stand up, brushing the snow from my pants. This time, I don’t know if I can accept it.


Chapter 18

My forehead rests against the cold car window as the hot air slowly heats the icebox. The truck driver Ted’s, Melody’s and Autumn’s words bang around my brain like clothes in a dryer.

If there’s anything I learnt, it’s that people aren’t perfect, I hear Ted say.

There’s no perfect parent, Autumn said.

We are all flawed, Melody told me.

I touch the dry blood on my pants. Hunting is against everything I believe in. Everything. And once you’re dead, there’s no returning. Life is over, forever. And what about your family? Those left behind. Like me without Mum or the moose’s calf calling for her dad tonight in the woods. She’ll soon realise he’ll never answer. I don’t care if I’m mixing animals with humans, anthropomorphising as they say, but losing Mum is making this loss too real, unbearable. And I know animals have super-complex social structures, I’ve watched enough National Geographic documentaries—it’s a fact.

Outside, it’s snowing again. I’m sitting in the car with my father while Jaxon follows in his dad’s car. Before we left, he filled Adam in on what’s happened with his dad, the truth this time. Adam promised he’ll get Doug out of prison first thing tomorrow—not exactly berating Jaxon, but he did say we could have waited twelve hours longer to let him finish his job; Doug wasn’t going anywhere and it isn’t the worst idea for him to spend a night there and think about what he’s done.

‘What will happen to the moose?’ I ask my father after he’s called to tell Miriam all’s well. She wasn’t happy I lied but wasn’t worried either; it’s only 9am and she hadn’t found my note yet and didn’t even know we had gone. ‘Will he be eaten by a bear or something? No, they’re hibernating, aren’t they?’

‘The Lodge will pick it up—him up—’ Adam corrects himself, ‘on their trailer, process him and donate the meat to one of the charities in town who’ll distribute it to people in need, the elderly, homeless folk … That’s what we often do with meat not taken home by the hunters. They appreciate it and make it into stews, chillis, meatballs, stuff like that.’

The fact that I’m not grossed out by the thought of moose meatballs surprises me. But it may be on the top-ten list of the strangest things I’ve ever heard.

It seems like neither of us feels like talking anymore, both lost in our own thoughts. Not mad, exactly—I think we’re just sad, bummed. This day has sucked beyond measure, for both of us in different ways. My father puts on the radio, not music this time, a talkback show. His hands grip the steering wheel and he rubs it with his thumb.

When we get back home, Jaxon following close behind, I say hi to my grandparents and excuse myself to run my snowpants and thermals under hot water, scouring out all traces of blood. Then I scrub myself clean in the shower and curl into bed with a sandwich. For the rest of the day, I do nothing but read and journal, my grandmother occasionally popping her head in to see if I’m okay. I also watch Mum’s video, but only once, just to relax me.
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The next morning, I drag myself out of bed and join Jaxon and Adam to go the police station—I want to support Jaxon.

When we arrive, I follow him and my father to the reception desk.

Adam says he wants to speak to an officer about Doug’s charges, and we’re told to sit and wait. I leave my phone in my pocket—for once—and pick up an old magazine, Horse and Style, and mindlessly flip through it.

Jaxon’s head is in his hands and his foot is tapping fast, like it’s been possessed by a demon. My father scratches his beard, watching the desk.

At last a police officer appears, and Adam and Jaxon follow her. They sit at another desk just outside my view.

I look at the pictures of the plaited horse tails, only able to hear snippets of what they’re saying. My father’s talking mostly.

‘Doug’s wife … not long ago … still grieving.’

When the police officer speaks, I can’t hear her. I debate moving a few seats closer, but that would look awkward, like I’m eavesdropping, which seems to be a common pastime of mine these days.

‘No officer … I know … it’s the second time,’ my father continues. ‘Not regularly … I can vouch for his character.’

I hear Jaxon say something, but his voice is also too soft for me to make out whole words. I strain my ears as Adam and the officer continue talking. Only Adam’s voice reaches me.

‘His son needs him home … Take all my details … Why not? … I’ll check on him … But … No … Can’t you have them dropped? … That’s not fair … He didn’t do … Please, Officer …’

I bite my nails.

‘I’m happy to pay for the damages to the neighbour’s postbox he sideswiped, and as for the other complaints … I’ll be back,’ Adam says finally. It doesn’t sound like it’s gone well.

I jump up as my father and Jaxon walk away from the desk, and follow them back to the car. Neither is particularly interested in me at the moment.

‘We’re going to Doug’s neighbour’s,’ my father says as he pulls out of the parking lot. ‘I can drop you home first.’

‘No, it’s okay,’ I say. ‘I’ll come.’

‘You sure?’

I nod.

‘I’ll stop for some supplies first; the usual should do the trick.’

‘You don’t have to,’ Jaxon mumbles from the back seat.

‘I promised, didn’t I?’ Adam says. ‘You’ll have your dad back by evening, bud, sober and sorry as hell, I’ll make sure of it.’

We stop outside a small grocery store, and Jaxon and I wait in the car as Adam runs in, leaving the heater on. I peek around to the back seat, not sure what to say. But Jaxon’s got his earbuds in, fingers tapping on his knees to some silent soundtrack, eyes closed. I’m not offended; he needs his own space. He’s the kind of person who freezes up when things get tough, like a computer with too many programs open at one time. I wouldn’t want to talk either.

My father’s back in a minute, carrying two shopping bags. Boxes of fancy-looking chocolates stick out the top—there must be at least ten or so.

We continue on to Doug’s house and pull into the driveway.

‘You sure I can’t call my mom to pick you up in a taxi?’ my father says, turning to me.

‘No, it’s okay, I’ll wait here.’

‘Okay. I’ll leave the keys in the ignition so you can listen to music.’

I recline my seat, take off my shoes, wiggle my toes in my socks and stretch my legs, my feet up on the dashboard. I remember I still have the snacks I packed for our last trip and pull out a chip packet.

I watch out the window as Adam and Jaxon walk to the first neighbour’s door and knock. My father has a box of chocolates in one hand, and his other grips Jaxon’s shoulder.

A young woman opens the door only to disappear, replaced by an older man. I can’t hear what my father says, but he smiles brightly, squeezes Jaxon close, and gives a longish speech. The neighbour’s face is impassive at first, but soon Adam’s words must be having an effect as the man takes the chocolates and says a few words, nodding. My father shakes his hand and when the door closes, smiles at Jaxon.

I make my way through the chip packet, licking my salty fingers, as the pattern repeats at more front doors, some still showing off their Christmas decorations. There are three houses on one side of the street, and two on the other. Each time my father seems to sweet-talk the neighbour, Jaxon standing solemnly by his side, head down, only nodding when needed. The encounters end with the giving of chocolates and a brief shaking of hands. A few people aren’t home, and Adam and Jaxon return with the leftover chocolate boxes.

‘That’s five people promising to call the station now to retract their complaints and vouch for your father’s usual good character,’ Adam says, looking at Jaxon in the rear-view mirror and starting the engine. ‘Let’s hope that will do the trick.’

My father does a U-turn and soon we’re back at the station. Again, I wait on the chairs as Adam and Jaxon speak to the officer. They return and we wait silently. Jaxon’s leg bounces, making a dull tapping sound on the concrete floor, and my father holds his chin in his hands, rubbing his beard. I’m not sure what’s happening but don’t want to pester them.

While we’re waiting, I have messages to reply to. Lucy updated me on Malcolm and how she ended up asking him to the movie—she says if he rejects her, it’s all on me. I want to write back and tell her how proud I am that she did it, but my head’s all over the place. I don’t feel like looking at everyone’s happy snaps of their summer holidays in Australia; seeing their beach selfies while I’m freezing in a police station. Instead, I try to zone out by reading a year’s worth of local papers, getting acquainted with mayoral candidates, scandals and new businesses.

Jaxon’s leg is still bouncing erratically, my stomach’s rumbling, my father’s pacing, and I’m just about to ask if there’s a snack machine when a door bangs shut and Jaxon looks up. A man is standing at the front desk, tall, pale and lanky, hair dishevelled and lips cracked. It’s my first time meeting Jaxon’s dad, even though I heard his voice shouting at Jaxon when I was in their house. He barely looks like the man in the photograph Jaxon was showing around the bars when he was searching for him. Jaxon jumps up and they embrace with a slap on the back. Doug puts his hand on his son’s shoulder as he signs the forms.

Then Adam and Doug slap each other’s backs. ‘This is Sky,’ my father says and Doug nods at me.

I can smell his body odour as we walk back to the car, and it’s a long way from rosebuds.

We drop Doug home, and my father and I wait in the car as Jaxon grabs some clean clothes. It was agreed he’ll sleep at Adam’s again, just until Doug’s back on his feet and Jaxon’s finished his concert tomorrow night.

‘Sorry, I’ve been so preoccupied,’ Adam says to me. ‘I want to continue working through all of this together. Can we talk later tonight? I’ll pick up some of those fudge brownies you liked.’

I look at my father. He’s done as he promised and reunited father and son. He’s been Jaxon’s saviour, totally stepping up when he was needed. He is a good guy. Can I really have expected him to be exactly like I’d hoped? Isn’t it enough that he’s here, making an effort, trying his best to be my dad?

More words circle my head.

You can’t abracadabra the world.

I’d give the skin off my back to have my father back, make amends.

There’s no perfect parent.

But how imperfect is acceptable?


Chapter 19

‘Oliver?’ I say, as the video call connects.

‘Sky!’ He beams back at me. ‘Is it really you? My long-lost girlfriend?’

‘I’m super sorry. I have totally sucked at keeping in touch lately.’ I feel my eyes pricking and hope it’s not showing up on the screen.

‘Lucy says you haven’t replied to her either. Everything okay?’

‘Kind of,’ I say. ‘I have a lot to tell you.’

‘Like why you ran off to a festival and I had to track you down using a platypus?’

‘And a stolen car,’ I add with a smirk.

‘Borrowed.’ But then his grin falters. ‘And, like, how your dad is a …?’ He doesn’t finish the sentence.

‘How did you know?’

‘Paula came by Mum’s store to pick up some tofu and other stuff—she wanted to stock up before you get back. She filled me in.’

‘She was out?’ Paula’s meant to be on bed rest.

‘Dave was pushing her around in a wheelchair, said she’s going stir-crazy in the house.’

Poor Paula. I feel bad I’m not there helping out.

‘Is it all right that I know your dad’s a hunter?’ Oliver asks. ‘Or was it private …?’

‘No, I want you to know. When we spoke before, I was still freaking out and … I just didn’t know how to, like, summarise everything that’s been going on in a text.’

‘You could have called. I’ve been here. Even now, in the middle of the night.’

‘I know.’ I clear my throat.

‘Have you met anyone else interesting over there?’ he asks suddenly.

My mind whizzes—I haven’t mentioned Jaxon to Paula so there’s no way Oliver can know. ‘It’s Alaska, remember?’ I decide I can’t handle telling him about Jaxon now.

He nods and there’s an awkward silence.

‘So we’re still good?’ His voice is tentative.

‘For sure.’ I give him a weak smile. Everything is getting to me. I’m starting to feel overwhelmed.

‘Because,’ Oliver says slowly, ‘I’d be kinda heartbroken if anything happened to you …’

‘Me too,’ I say.

‘Because, well, the thing is …’

‘What?’ I ask, wiping a tear off my cheek.

‘Since you’ve been away, I’ve kinda realised … I am,’ he takes a breath, ‘in love with you.’

I soak in the words, tears now streaming down my face. When I wipe them away, I see my mascara smeared everywhere.

‘Sky?’ he says.

‘Hold on.’ I jump up to grab some toilet paper from the bathroom.

‘Sorry, Sky … was that too much too soon? I know we haven’t been going out long but—’

‘No, it’s not too much.’ I wipe my eyes. ‘I love you too. And all I want to do is come home and be with you. That’s all I want.’

His smile is huge. ‘We don’t have to wait too long, I’ll see you in a few days. And then I’m not letting you go. Literally. I’m bringing superglue.’

I smile back, wishing I could reach through the screen and be wrapped in his strong arms.

‘Can you tell me about your dad?’ he asks gently.

‘It’s so complicated,’ I say. ‘I just don’t know how I feel. I mean …’ I search for the right words. ‘He’s a good guy.’

‘Well, that’s a start.’

‘And he’s been really thoughtful about everything … getting me veggie food and … but—’

‘He’s a hunter,’ Oliver says. ‘That’s a tough one.’

‘Yeah. And I just don’t know if I can handle it.’

‘But he’s your dad, your actual dad, flesh and blood. I would kill to see mine and have him actually want to hang out with me and … it doesn’t matter so much what he does as long as—’

‘It does matter,’ I say. ‘How can I have a relationship with a father who I don’t even respect?’

‘But, Sky, don’t you think—’

‘Look,’ I say with a sigh. ‘Let’s talk about it when I’m back. Only four sleeps to go. I hate this video thing, it’s so weird seeing you on a screen when—’

‘I know, I just want to touch you and I can’t,’ Oliver says.

‘We’ll be able to soon.’

‘Can’t wait. What are you up to today?’ he asks.

‘Lunch with my grandparents and then going to a band competition.’

‘That’s cool. Wish I could be there with you.’

‘Me too.’ I think of my worlds colliding, Pluto and Earth. Yikes.

‘Who’s playing?’

‘Just some local bands.’ Argh, I hate what I’m doing, skirting around the truth. But I’m just protecting Oliver’s feelings, aren’t I? There’s really no point telling him about Jaxon. What good would it do?

‘Any good tracks I should download?’

‘I’ll let you know.’

He blows me a kiss and I blow him one back.
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My grandparents take me to a nice diner where I devour the most delicious veggie burgers I’ve ever eaten in my life. Now I know it’s all about the fried onion, pickles and mustard. Yum.

I hear more about my grandfather’s work, reaffirming my lack of desire to ever study law, and my grandmother shows me clips of her favourite solo violinists on her iPad. I ask to see videos of her own performances but she swears they aren’t available online. When I come to Chicago, she promises she’ll show me the archives.

A few hours later, sunlight faded, I’m all dressed up and standing in the performing arts centre. Alcohol-free zone. Teen mecca.

‘No,’ the lead singer of the band currently on stage sing-speaks. ‘That’s. Not. It.’ He repeats the words randomly in different orders like, ‘It. Not. That’s. No.’

The club is packed and I’ve heard two performances while waiting for Jaxon to begin. The first one was death metal and consisted of mostly screeching and drum solos. The second was okay, folksy and a little boring but nothing offensive to my ears.

Why is it so crowded in here? I thought it would be empty, it being Alaska in winter and all.

‘Not. No. That’s. It.’

These guys. Yawn.

Two people talk loudly in front of me, not even pretending to listen to the music. The girl’s right hand has a trillion bracelets and she touches the guy’s shoulder as she speaks. She has bright orange lips punctured by a piercing and is wearing a brimmed hat that’s blocking my view of the stage. She’s not short either. He’s laughing at everything she says, and I wonder if he can even hear what she’s saying over the music.

My feet are aching and I shift my weight. I’m more dressed up than I’ve been since my birthday dinner— high-heeled boots, new jacket, hair washed and pulled into a messy bun, and I even put on lipstick. But I can’t get my thoughts straight, don’t know what to think or feel about my father, and I’m leaving in a few days. He didn’t end up buying the brownies and we didn’t end up talking. We arrived at the concert hall together, but just as we were parking Doug called. So instead of me having a night out with my father, he dropped me off at the entrance and said he’d be back after talking Doug off a ledge, so to speak. Meanwhile, Melody is on her way back, hitching a ride with one of the festival women. She said she’ll meet me at the house later.

This is Jaxon’s big moment, but I can’t concentrate on anything.

‘To hell and back. No. That’s. Not. It.’ What does that even mean?

The singer and lead guitarist are twinning in black skinny jeans, chunky black Doc Martens, and blue-black hair. The electric guitar is jarring and I can’t help but put my hands over my ears.

Now the lovebirds are kissing, her eyes open and his closed, and they’re seriously right in my face.

I could find an exit but going outside wouldn’t be a good idea. It’s so cold my eyelashes formed ice sculptures as I walked in from the car. The toilets would be quieter but they’re across the room with a crowd of people blocking the way.

Someone bumps into me from behind, and I turn around angrily, but they apologise and give me a bucktoothed smile.

I join the clapping as the singer screams ‘NO’, the guitar completes a final screech and the band leaves the stage.

They announce Jaxon’s band coming up next and I push through the crowd to get closer.

I’m halfway to the stage. Is that Jaxon? I see his shape by the backstage curtains.

He peeks out from behind a curtain, scanning the audience. I wave but he doesn’t see me. We’ve barely spoken since the police station, even though he’s been staying in the house. I get it. If I were in his position, I’d be pretty upset too. He was so worried about his dad, and when Doug finally got home he was so drunk he ended up in the police station. And then, instead of his dad making it up to him, Doug’s spent all his time crying to my father on the phone and begging him to come over to talk to him. Doug doesn’t want to be alone, Jaxon doesn’t want to be with him while he’s in this state, and Adam doesn’t want Jaxon to be with Doug and get caught in the firing line as he sobers. I heard them talking about it.

So, instead of me spending my final three days with my father and trying to work out our Mount Denali— the tallest land mountain on Earth—sized problems, he’s hanging with Jaxon’s dad. And even though I know it’s good to take care of someone in need, neither I nor Jaxon have fathers to talk to.

To make things worse, I’ve been dreaming about the moose every night, each time managing to save him, stop Ralph in time, or make a noise to drive the moose away. Once I woke mid-dream just as he was about to die, and then imagined a new way he could have survived and wove it into the ending of my dream. When I woke, I remembered the blood-streaked snow and realised it was all a lie.

Jaxon’s excitable puppy-dog spirit has disappeared. I miss seeing the spark in his eyes. He’s been lower key, working on his music, speaking to his band members, making last-minute changes, and I even heard talk of a new song he wrote. He kept asking if I was coming tonight so I guess he’s feeling insecure and stuff. But I’ve seen a dozen people around him, clearly good mates, so it’s not like he’s alone or anything.

People rush back and forth on stage, moving cords and plugging and unplugging instruments. The crowd’s even noisier.

I see an opening to my right as someone pushes through the crowd, going to the bar. I follow their tailwind and then cut left towards the stage where there’s a tiny space I can squeeze into to see the band properly. I make it to the empty spot, and the crowd closes around me so we’re elbow to elbow.

Trent’s now on stage, plugging in his guitar and tuning it, biting his bottom lip. Jaxon spots me from behind the curtain and waves. I can see his eyes from here, finally sparkling again—the puppy is back, and he looks beyond excited. I wave again, mouthing, Good luck.

The crowd quietens a little as Jaxon and three others walk on stage. He takes the centre microphone, adjusting it so it’s in line with his mouth.

The drums start. One deep beat at a time, they begin slowly and speed up until they’re in time with my heartbeat. The rest of the band keep their heads down, and Jaxon’s hair is flopped over his eyes. He looks cute. But it’s hard not to look cool when you’re the lead singer in a band.

Jaxon lifts his head, presses his lips to the mic and starts to sing, words flowing one into the other like rivulets forming a stream. Trent joins in as backup, his guitar chords accentuating the rhythm and pace. After a minute, the keyboard and saxophone (or is it a clarinet?) have joined in and the crowd has gone silent, nodding their heads to the music.

It feels like forever since I last smiled this much.

The band plays song after song, each as good as the last, and the crowd is engrossed, arms above their heads, bodies moving, and I’m swaying my hips to the beat. The drummer’s awesome. Can’t see his face, though, with his hoodie pulled over his head, covering everything except his nose. Jaxon’s a natural, not nervous at all like Trent, who’s either had his eyes mostly closed or has been staring at his strings, only peeking out at the audience briefly before closing his eyes again.

‘This final song,’ Jaxon says once the drummer finishes his riff, ‘is dedicated to someone I met just a couple of weeks ago but feel like I’ve known way, way longer …’ He takes a breath and looks straight at me. ‘Someone complicated, courageous, a little crazy, and not from around here. You know who you are.’

Hold on.

The song begins. His voice is out of this world, and some of the girls in the crowd start screaming like groupies. When he hits the chorus, it’s clear. This is a love song.

Oh no.


Chapter 20

Jaxon’s band wins the competition, and as he holds the trophy on stage I’ve never seen him so happy. Trent shakes the judge’s hand and takes the cheque for $500. They also get a bunch of other freebies from various shops in town.

As the crowd slowly thins, I find a spot on the floor and sit down with my back to the wall. I have no idea how I’m going to handle this. And to make things worse, my father never even showed up—I text him, but there’s no answer. Now I have to rely on a lift with Jaxon or Trent to get back home.

Just as my bum is getting sore from the hard wooden floor, I see Jaxon appear from behind the curtain. My heartbeat accelerates as I get to my feet and go to meet him at the bottom of the stage. He’s holding his trophy and carrying a huge smile.

‘You were awesome!’ I say, hoping we can just ignore the whole song-dedication situation. Maybe I misunderstood; he didn’t exactly say my name. ‘You totally deserved to win. What is that instrument anyway, a clarinet?’

‘Soprano saxophone.’

‘Right. And the other bands, I mean … Yikes. Didn’t love most of them …’ I’m rambling as I study the miniature guitar on his trophy. I lift my eyes and peer into his face. ‘Is that eyeliner?’

‘Told you so.’ He’s smiling at me strangely. ‘What do you think? Good look?’

‘Sure. Very eighties rock star. What are you going to do with the money?’ I ask, still speaking too quickly. ‘Shopping spree or what?’

‘Yeah … no …’ he starts. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Hey, would you mind giving me a lift back? I don’t know what happened to Adam. Are you driving with Trent?’

‘No. What I wanted to …’ He stops, suddenly fascinated with scraping a piece of gum off the floor with his shoe.

Okay, this is officially awkward. ‘Or are you going out now to celebrate or something?’ I say. ‘That’s okay, I can find a lift or catch a cab.’

‘Sky.’ He puts his hand on my arm. ‘Hold on. I want to tell you something.’

Uh-oh.

He looks at me intently. ‘It’s just that …’

Is this really happening?

‘Ever since the first moment I saw you—I mean …’ He takes a big breath. ‘You are weird, like, you love snakes, and your mismatched eyes … you know how incredible they are …’

He looks so earnest and sweet as he babbles that I find myself smiling.

‘You’re awesome. I just wanted to get it out there. And I like you.’ He’s speaking fast now. ‘Really like you. You’re brave and a bit crazy, but in a good way, and pretty …’

It isn’t the worst feeling in the world being enveloped in compliments. No boy had ever expressed much interest, until Oliver. And now here’s another one, and he’s super cool. But at the same time, I don’t know how to react.

Jaxon continues. ‘Not that that is so important, but you are, and inside too, not just outside. You’ve been so supportive with my dad and everything. You didn’t have to do all that, come with me to his house and then go looking for him, and to the police station. You’re just a kind person. And you do like me too?’

Suddenly he’s moving closer to me, his hand coming to the back of my neck. His eyes close, and I feel the brush of his lips on mine.

Soft and smooth.

For a fraction of a second, I lose myself to the sensation.

No. No. No.

‘Jaxon, I can’t.’ I step back.

‘Why?’ His face falls.

‘I have a boyfriend and—’

‘A boyfriend?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Seriously? Are you messing with me?’ His face scrunches into confusion.

‘His name’s Oliver. And I could never do anything to—’

‘You never said anything about a boyfriend,’ he interrupts.

‘I know, I’m sorry.’ I bite my lip, feeling terrible.

Redness is creeping up from his neck to his cheeks. ‘Why did you keep it from me? You literally haven’t spoken about him once, or even called him when I’ve been around, and I’ve been living with you and …’ He stops. ‘Right, I remember, there was that one call I asked you about and you said it was no one.’

‘I didn’t mean to keep it a secret. There’s been a lot going on …’

‘Nope. I’m not buying it, Sky. You had plenty of chances to mention it. I mean, I’ve heard about your aunt and her pregnancy, and your friend Lucy and how she likes some guy who likes rocks, your dog who spoons and snores, and even your pet chicken and her health issues—’

‘I’m really sorry.’

He gives an exasperated sigh and studies the floor.

‘I do like you too. But …’

‘But what?’ He looks at me.

‘Just not like that.’ My voice has gone horribly whiny. Like I’m pleading with him.

‘Dude,’ Trent shouts, peering out from behind the curtain, ‘you coming? There’s a guy from the Alaskan Gazette here wanting to talk to us.’

‘Coming,’ Jaxon yells back. He returns to studying the piece of gum, concentrating so hard he might end up with a PhD. Finally he looks at me, his face saying all the words he can’t—sad, embarrassed, disappointed— then he runs up the stage steps and disappears behind the curtain.

I can’t move. I watch the curtain for any movement, not sure if I should go back there to try and explain. To try and make him feel better. But there’s a journalist backstage, so that would be weird for everyone. I feel terrible, knowing I should have said something. Why did I wait? He must feel so embarrassed.

When I get outside, luckily there’s a line of taxis and I zip up my jacket and jump in the first one.


Chapter 21

‘Melody?’ I open my bedroom door and prod her sleeping figure. She’s cocooned in the duvet.

She wasn’t at home last night when I returned from the show. Skipping dinner, and with barely a greeting to my grandparents, I fell asleep immediately.

‘You awake? It’s nearly lunch already.’

‘Hi, love.’ Melody yawns, stretching her arms above her head and opening one eye. ‘How are you? What’s been happening the last few days?’

‘Everything’s okay.’ I plonk down on the foot of the bed. ‘I suppose.’

‘Suppose?’ She arches into a backbend and then curls her shoulders forward.

‘I kinda nearly got shot,’ I say, realising how ridiculous it sounds.

‘What?’ She sits up abruptly, abandoning the yoga stretches. ‘What the hell are you talking about? Seriously, Sky, I leave you for one minute.’

‘It’s fine. I was just trying to save a moose.’

‘Saving a moose?’ She snorts a laugh.

I feel my lips spreading into a smile. It does sound quite funny when I say it now. ‘Yep, just a regular day in my life.’

‘First a chicken, then a moose.’

We are both giggling now.

‘And how are things with your dad?’ she asks, piling her wavy red hair on top of her head and pinning it with a clip.

‘Let’s not talk about it,’ I say.

‘You sure? Talking is helpful and—’

‘I know … Later, maybe.’

‘Where is Adam, anyway? I didn’t see anyone when I got back last night and you were curled up on the side of the bed, peaceful like a kitten.’

‘I guess I fell asleep early … and I haven’t seen my father for ages. I think he was helping Jaxon’s dad, once again.’ I sigh.

‘Oh, they found him?’ Melody asks.

‘Totally wasted,’ I say. ‘Adam got him out of the police station, but now he’s babysitting him. He didn’t even come to Jaxon’s concert last night, which was strange because he knew how much it meant to him.’

‘Do you think I should call him?’

‘I’ve tried a million times,’ I say.

She nods, then says, ‘So, Saturday …’

‘Can’t believe the time’s up. It feels like we’ve been here forever, and it’s only been …’ I start counting on my fingers.

‘Eighteen days?’ she says.

‘Something like that.’ This trip has been like dog years; every day has felt like seven.

I let my eyes linger on her for a moment and feel a warm rush of familiarity, love, trust. This trip has helped repair us. My anger is gone, and all my fears of her not having my back—and even the sneaking fear that she may be interested in my father and try to seduce him or something gross—have not come true. She’s back to Melody, my mum’s best friend and my forever go-to person slash big sister.

‘I’m going to download some movies on my laptop for the flight home. Any requests?’ She unplugs her phone from the bedside table.

‘Definitely a comedy … I need a laugh.’

‘Roger that. I have a bunch of stuff to do today. I’m meeting Autumn in town and—’

‘So,’ I say, my mind wandering to their hand-holding and affection. Melody and Autumn seem very close. ‘Are you and her, like, a thing?’

Melody laughs. ‘Wondered if you might pick up on that. Yes, I guess we’re “a thing”.’ She air quotes. ‘A thing that’s ending too soon. But we’ll work it out, I hope.’

I take a moment to think this through. She had slept with my father, then dated a bunch of guys when she lived with Mum and me, and now she’s fallen for Autumn. Does this mean she is straight, gay, bi, pansexual or something else?

‘If you like—’ I start tentatively.

‘Is that the time?’ She jumps off the bed. ‘I gotta go. What are you doing today? Will you be okay?’

‘Sky?’ my grandmother’s voice sings from downstairs.

‘I’m hanging with Miriam,’ I tell Melody and pad downstairs in my slippers, leaving Melody to change.

It’s lunchtime, and once Melody is gone Miriam and I have the house to ourselves. I have no idea where Jaxon is; the couch showed no signs of him sleeping here last night. Probably for the best. He’s so angry with me and I don’t know what to say.

After messaging Lucy with a million apologies for not replying to her last texts and asking if Malcolm replied to her movie message, I help my grandmother prepare a tray of snacks—cut vegetables, nuts, crackers and dips from the supermarket. I light the fire, updating her on Lucy’s predicament, and she makes tea and coffee and then spreads a blanket on our laps. We crunch on carrots dipped in hummus, and it’s an idyllic scene, grandmother and granddaughter together. A real family. I only wish it could feel as true as it looks, and that under the surface I didn’t feel so confused about my father.

‘Sky dear.’ My grandmother puts down her coffee cup and takes my hand. ‘You know I’ve been waiting to meet you for sixteen years. I can’t possibly put into words how the last few days have made me feel.’

‘Good, I hope?’ I ask, although I can see from her face, soft and loving, that despite all the dramas I haven’t disappointed her. Or at least, not too much.

‘Not good, Sky.’ She holds my hand up and gives it a soft little peck like a gentleman in a black-and-white film. ‘Wonderful.’

I feel my lip quiver a little as the words sink in. I didn’t know how much I needed to hear them, and I know I feel the same.

‘To have you in my life now, to know that I have a granddaughter who I can treasure, I honestly never thought it would happen. But here you are. Beautiful inside and out.’

Now my eyes are filling up.

‘I’m glad too,’ I say. I have grandparents. What an unexpected gift … But it’s not so simple. Because my relationship with my father is on the edge, and doesn’t she come as a package deal with him? Can I have one without the other?

‘Now, first things first. When can we see each other again? If I send you tickets in the summer, will you come visit Mike and me? He hasn’t stopped mentioning it. “Tell Sky we have a spare room.”’ She attempts to imitate his voice. ‘“Tell Sky it’s waiting for her. I’ll show her my office.” Yada yada yada. He doesn’t show it much, but he’s as smitten with you as I am.’

‘Really?’ That makes me feel even better. Knowing they both love me and want me in their lives.

She keeps my hand in one of hers and reaches for a soft velvet pouch that’s sitting on the coffee table. ‘And secondly, this has been in my family for generations. My great-great-grandmother, believe it or not, was given it for her golden anniversary. It’s been passed down, mother to child, since then.’

She releases my hand to open the pouch, and I feel my heart racing a little as she hands it to me.

An emerald stone is surrounded by small white diamonds, with a clasp at the back. A brooch. ‘It’s so beautiful,’ I say.

‘I wanted to take time to get to know you before I made my decision. But now I know, there’s no one else in the world who should have this. Only you.’

I turn the brooch over in my hand, admiring the subtle colours and vintage design. ‘It’s gorgeous,’ I say. ‘But …’ I sigh. This is all too much. ‘I don’t know if I can accept it.’ I pass it back to her.

‘Why on earth not?’ Her eyes open wide.

‘It’s my father. I don’t know how I feel … I’m just having a hard time accepting—’

‘His work,’ she finishes.

‘Yes.’ I feel a flood of emotions wash over me.

‘Your father or not, you are my granddaughter and always will be. Our relationship is separate to him. You are nearly a woman, and we, you and I, will always, always be family.’ She takes my hand, opens it, puts the brooch back on my palm and closes my hand again.

‘Are you sure? Even if … what if I don’t keep in touch with him or something? Even then?’

‘Even then.’

She leans over to kiss me on the cheek. ‘Now tell me what’s happening with Adam,’ she says. ‘I’m happy to try and help.’

‘It’s hard. It’s not that he isn’t nice, or a good guy, because he is. And he’s been really trying. He’s amazing with Jaxon too. But …’

She lifts her eyebrows.

‘I can’t handle it,’ I say. ‘I just can’t. I love animals, always have, always will. I get that it’s a different perspective, just his way of seeing things. But I don’t think it’s a perspective I can … accept.’

‘You know he loves you very much.’

‘I know. But it doesn’t change anything.’

‘It changes everything, Sky.’ My grandmother shakes her head. ‘He will be devastated, absolutely devastated.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Sky dear, don’t you—’ But she’s interrupted by a loud ringing. We both look around. It’s not the doorbell. The home phone?

‘Probably just a telemarketer,’ she says. ‘We’ll ignore it.’

But the phone keeps ringing. And when it stops, it starts again, and doesn’t end.

She finally gets up to answer the phone in the kitchen. ‘We’re not interested.’

I expect her to hang up, but instead there’s silence. I go to the kitchen to see what’s happening. Her face is drained of colour and has turned a grey-beige.

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask, but she waves me away.

‘Thank you for calling, we’re coming immediately.’ She hangs up. ‘That was the hospital. Adam’s been in an accident.’


Chapter 22

‘Accident?’ I say, my mind slowly processing her words. ‘Is he okay?’

‘Hit by a car.’ My grandmother stares at the phone. ‘They wouldn’t tell me any more.’

‘But is he all right?’ I ask, my voice an octave higher than usual.

‘I don’t know. We have to go, now.’

‘Should I come too?’

But she hasn’t heard me, and has rushed upstairs to get Mike. He follows her downstairs also ashen-faced. She then runs around the house, seemingly gathering random things until Mike screams at her that they have to leave already.

Since nobody has a car, we have to call a taxi. I try to call Melody but hear her phone ringing from the bathroom, forgotten by the sink.

I grab my coat and we stand outside waiting for the cab, zombie-like.

I can’t lose him. I can’t lose him. I can’t lose him.

It’s looping in my head.

‘He’ll be okay, won’t he?’ I ask my grandfather, but he doesn’t answer.

By the time we get to the hospital, I’ve crumbled and started to cry. My grandparents rush to the admissions area, focused only on finding Adam. I stand in the background, my hands freezing because I forgot my gloves, and my cheeks hot with tears.

We take the lift up to the third floor and power walk down one corridor only to find a dead end, and then down another. Finally, we stop at a door. My grandfather knocks quietly. No answer. He opens the door and … No one there.

‘Where the hell is he?’ Mike says.

A nurse appears from around the corner. ‘Can I help you?’ he says.

‘We’re looking for my son, Adam Black,’ my grandfather barks. ‘There’s been an accident.’

‘He must be in the other examination room. Wait here and I’ll check,’ the nurse says.

‘Does that mean he’s okay?’ my grandmother asks him, her voice small. ‘Nobody’s told us anything.’

‘Hold on a moment.’ The nurse walks down the corridor. We see him speaking to someone at one of the stations, pointing to us before waving us over.

My heart is racing as I try to read his expression.

A billion things, emotions, thoughts are ping-ponging around my head. Is my dad dead? No. He can’t be. Examination room sounds okay. If someone’s died or is at death’s door, they wouldn’t bother with an examination, would they? There would be emergency surgery and doctors huddling, nurses calling for oxygen or shouting ‘clear’, holding defibrillators that make your heart start again once it’s stopped. It’d be chaos, stress, mayhem, like on TV.

All I know is he has to be okay. Has to be. Please, don’t let me lose him now. Please. But do I deserve it? I’ve done nothing but give him a hard time, expecting him to magically think and behave like me. Expecting him to be my version of perfect. I make a silent vow to do better, be better.

He has to be okay. He has to.
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We reach the nurse’s station and the nurse says, ‘Come with me, I’ll take you to him.’

He gives nothing away as we follow him down the corridor. We almost have to jog as he has a long, fast stride. We make a right turn, left, then right again.

We finally stop at a door. The nurse peers in. ‘Adam Black?’

Is it him? He’s really alive?

‘There’s some family to see you.’

I follow my grandparents through the door, holding my breath.

And there he is.

Lying on a hospital bed, a drip in his arm, face bandaged on one side, and a big bandage wrapped around his bare chest.

My knees go wobbly but I find myself by his side, like I’ve teleported. My brain has frozen. ‘You’re alive,’ is all I can say.

He squeezes my hand. ‘Hope I didn’t give you a fright.’

‘Adam!’ My grandmother leans in to kiss him on his forehead. ‘What happened, dear? Are you okay?’

‘I’m fine, these are just for show.’ He touches his chest.

‘Anything broken?’ my grandfather asks.

‘No.’

‘Serious injuries? What does the doctor say?’

I bite the inside of my cheek and stare at the spot on his face where the bandage is. They’ve shaved off half his beard—so the bandage can stick properly, I guess.

‘I’m strong as a buffalo,’ he says.

I let out a sigh, and the tension in the room seems to ease a little.

My grandfather falls into a chair. ‘For God’s sake, Son,’ he barks again, ‘what the hell happened to you?’

‘It’s no big deal.’ My father smiles.

My heart rate is slowing down and I feel my shoulders relax.

‘What. The. Hell. Happened?’ Mike repeats.

‘Okay, Dad, settle down.’ Adam’s expression turns serious. ‘I was at Doug’s place, trying to help him out, get him back on track. But he started drinking again this morning. I tried to talk some sense into him, clearly a bad idea, because the more I talked the more he got worked up. Suddenly, he jumped up and said he needed to see someone about a loan, some shark, and grabbed his car keys. Of course, I tried to get them off him, but he pushed me back and I nearly fell down the stairs. He was so drunk by that point, I was scared he might crash, never mind get a DUI. He managed to get into his car, locking the doors from inside before I got there … the idiot. I tried to stop him reversing out of the driveway, but he sped up, skidded around, and then nicked me with the back of the truck. Hard enough that I flew into the trash cans. End of story.’

‘He hit you with his car and nothing’s broken?’ Mike asks.

‘A few bruised ribs.’

‘And your face?’

‘Will heal in a few days.’

‘Teeth okay?’ Mike continues.

‘Pearly white.’

‘You’re one lucky guy. Where’s Doug now?’

‘Police station. Again. This time I’m leaving him there.’

‘Of course you are, dear,’ Miriam chimes in. ‘He can only save himself.’

‘I know.’

‘Does Jaxon know?’ she asks.

‘Could you tell him for me? He’s at Trent’s place. Don’t scare him, though.’

My grandmother and I pull up plastic seats beside Adam’s bed and sit together for a few minutes. All I can think about is how grateful I am he’s alive. And how I’m not ready to leave him like this and fly back to Australia. It feels like we’re just starting.

Now I know one million per cent I want him in my life, perfect or not.

I think of the video Mum made for me before she passed, and the words I’ve remembered by heart: When you don’t know what to do, trust your heart, my love. It will never lead you astray.

I’ve been stupid to let other things seem bigger, more important than a relationship with my own father, who seems to love and care about me no matter what I say or do. Could I stay a little longer? School starts next week—a new year, new teachers and a heavy schedule of exams. Would they let me miss a week? I could check if there are any flights left. And what would Paula say? Could I change my flight at the last minute? I need to talk to Melody first … My head is starting to spin like a washing machine.

‘I’m going to get a coffee.’ Mike gets up with a grunt. ‘Good to hear you’re all right, Son. Anyone want anything?’

‘Sure,’ my father says, ‘I’m getting a withdrawal headache already. Milk and two sugars.’

‘Sky, you take tea, don’t you?’ Mike says.

I nod. ‘Thanks.’

‘Miriam. Come help me, would you?’

My grandmother gently takes Adam’s head between her hands, gives him a tender kiss on his unhurt cheek and brushes a wisp of hair off his forehead. A loving mum with her hurt boy. She joins Mike, giving me a smile and pat on the shoulder on her way out.

A moment later, she sticks her head back in the door. ‘Sky dear, can you send me Jaxon’s number? I’ll call him now. And give Adam the bag from home I brought.’

I send her the number and put away my phone, now alone in the room with my father.

The room’s quite nice, considering. Cheery orange curtains frame the frosted window, and outside snowflakes fall in slow-motion.

I cross the room to fetch the bag Miriam packed from the chair beside the window, then return to my seat, drawing it closer to the bed, and put the bag on my lap.

‘How are you?’ my father asks.

‘Better now,’ I say. ‘I was freaking out.’

‘Sorry about that.’

‘Don’t be sorry …’ I fiddle with the bag. ‘Dad. I’m just really happy you’re alive.’

‘I’m not going anywhere, Sky. I promise.’ His voice sounds choked up.

‘You can’t make promises like that.’

‘Yes, you’re right. But I can promise I will always be here for you … if I’m on this Earth.’

‘As opposed to another Earth?’ I smile. ‘Do you really mean that?’ And suddenly, my eyes start leaking.

‘Really. I promised you everything was going to be okay, didn’t I? Now come here.’ He waves me closer, and I lean forward to rest my head in the crook between his neck and shoulder. My breath intermingles with the fragrance of apples.

‘Why does your hair smell like fruit?’ I ask.

‘Maybe the answer’s in the bag.’ He smiles.

I pull out a green bottle of apple-scented shampoo. Mystery solved.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, nestling back in.

‘For what?’

‘For everything.’ My eyes fill up yet again. ‘For being so judgemental.’ I sit up and sniff. ‘It’s just been hard for me.’

‘I know.’ He takes my hand.

‘But I don’t care what you do for a living,’ I say. ‘I mean, I do care a bit, of course. But it’s way more important that we can be together. I don’t want to lose you.’

‘I refuse to lose you.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’ A few minutes pass, then my father says, ‘Sky, do you still think about the moose?’

‘Yes. And the baby who may still be searching for his father.’

‘Bulls are solitary animals, Sky. They don’t care for the young. There won’t be a calf missing him, I promise.’

‘Oh.’ I feel a great weight lifted off me.

My father is silent again, but eventually he says, ‘I feel terrible about it. But maybe … also …’ He stalls. ‘Did it also bring up some issues for you, like a trigger?’

Images of Mum dying float across my mind, and then the searing pain of being totally alone, a boat in a stormy harbour without an anchor. ‘I guess.’

‘I’m sorry, Sky,’ he says, and I feel his eyes on me. ‘About putting you through that, and your mum passing. I know I’ve said it before but I am so sorry I didn’t fight and try harder to see you, to be in your life.’

‘I know,’ I say. And I do.

Speaking like this, side by side, feels good. We’re finally alone together with time to talk.

‘How about a brownie? There’s a box in my bag.’ He points to a backpack by the window.

I get up and rummage around in the bag. ‘Are these the—’

‘Vegan ones I told you I’d buy a few days ago? Sure are.’

He kept his promise.

I eat one, and then another, brushing crumbs off my lap. They taste like heaven.

But there’s still something unresolved. ‘I did want to ask you,’ I say, glancing sideways at him, ‘about Melody. It was kind of horrible when I found out you guys were together and—’

‘Sky.’ He sighs and shakes his head. ‘That was one night, never to be repeated, never to happen again.’

‘Okay.’

He squeezes my hand. ‘I’m sorry you know about that. I regretted it terribly then because she was Eli’s friend and it wasn’t cool, not respectful. I didn’t know your mum was pregnant when it happened, no one did, not even her. But that’s not an excuse. Anyway, I give you my word, it will never happen again.’

I take a moment to let his words absorb. There’s more I need to know, to understand, about where he’s coming from. I take a breath. ‘Do you think you’ll ever stop hunting or is it something you’re really passionate about?’

‘I don’t know.’ He plays with the side of his beard that’s left. ‘I’ve never hung a head or made a bear into a rug. Never understood that. The people I guide from the lower forty-eight states mostly do want the trophies, and it’s probably the biggest reason, if I think about it, why my clients hunt. I admit, I’ve profited from that cowboy culture.’ He sighs, looking out the frosted window. ‘How about you, you don’t think there are any circumstances in which hunting would be okay?’

I think of Jane Goodall. What would she say? I don’t know. This time, it’s up to me. ‘If I were living in the Alaskan forest a hundred years ago, I would need to eat something and wouldn’t have a choice. But … we don’t really live that way anymore, do we?’

He waits for me to continue.

‘I mean, we don’t have to eat meat these days. There are supermarkets and small stores full of food, like beans and tofu and almond butter and stuff, which give us all the vitamins we need without meat.’

‘What about a remote village in Africa?’ he asks.

‘Okay, not everywhere, but in the places there are, why do we have to kill animals? If we have a choice, why can’t we live peacefully and not cause them pain?’

‘Most people don’t see it that way—there’s a food chain with us humans on top.’

‘I guess.’ I’m really trying to understand things from his point of view.

‘And living off the land is still a lifestyle important to many,’ he continues. ‘Good people who want a connection with nature. That’s what drew me in and, after Steph left, kept me going … Camping, hunting, guiding, they changed my life for the better. Gave me a feeling of confidence, of finally knowing my place in the world.’

‘I get that, it’s awesome being out in nature. What I don’t get—have a hard time with—’ I correct myself, ‘is why people think animals don’t have as much right to live as we do. Why do we, humans, get to make all the decisions about who lives and who dies?’

‘That’s also a perspective not everyone agrees with. Eating animals, using them for our needs, is natural.’

‘But, do you agree?’ I hold my breath, unsure if I want to hear the answer.

He scratches his beard again. ‘You’re challenging me with your ideas, Sky. I appreciate that. How about I promise to think deeply about everything you’ve said, and you and I promise to keep talking openly?’

Not the perfect answer, but good enough for now. I let myself breathe, and give him a smile. ‘Whatever you do, it’s okay with me.’
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I lie with my head next to my father’s until Miriam and Mike return with a tray of coffees and tea. My grandmother smiles as I sit up.

‘Two peas in a pod,’ she says as she passes me the tea and my father the coffee. He pulls himself up to sit, grunting a little as he holds his ribs.

The nurse knocks and enters the room, checks his clipboard, makes a note, and takes the drip out of Adam’s arm, attaching a bandaid in its place. ‘Tomorrow you can rest and recover, we’ll double-check there are no follow-on issues, and Friday you should be good to—’

‘Go home?’ my father butts in.

‘Yes.’

Phew. That’s the day before I fly. At least we can have a little more time together.

‘Am I okay to travel?’ my father asks.

‘Drive, sail, fly, sure thing,’ the nurse says. ‘You may be in some pain from your rib cage and will probably frighten a few fellow travellers with that bruised face of yours. But, apart from that? You’re perfect.’

There’s that word again.

Perfect.


Chapter 23

‘There’s extra space in my suitcase if you need it.’ Melody rolls her clothes into sausages and fits them together like a puzzle. ‘I literally didn’t buy a thing here. Cheapest trip ever!’

‘I forgot to give this to you,’ I say, digging through the bag of gifts I bought in town to find the crotcheted scarf. ‘Now you have a souvenir.’

‘Thanks, love, that’s a beauty, and soft too.’ She wraps it around her neck. ‘I’ll wear it right now.’

‘I think I’ve got enough room,’ I say, as I overturn the contents of my suitcase onto the floor. I never actually used the cupboard so my bag is buried under a mountain of clothes, dirty mixed with clean. Since the camping trip, I never got around to doing laundry. Gross.

‘Flying tomorrow, I can’t believe it. Sorry we couldn’t delay, love; plenty of seats to LA, it was the next leg to Sydney that was totally booked up.’

‘You must have wanted to stay for Autumn too?’ I venture.

‘Desperately. She’s one of the loveliest, warmest and most caring people I’ve ever met.’ Melody looks at me. ‘Second to Eli, of course. But we’ll find a way. Just need to get some money saved first. You disappointed we’re leaving?’

I nod sadly. My father and I still need more time to get to know each other. But I suppose, like we promised, we’ll still be in touch when I’m back at school, and we can Skype, call and make plans to see each other again.

‘How did you know …’ I start, but I’m not sure how to say this in the best way. ‘I mean, you liked guys and then, did you … do you now only … like girls?’ I smile awkwardly.

‘I’m glad you asked. For me, and I’m sure it’s not like this for everyone, I realised I’m attracted to the person inside. The outside, the skin, well … it doesn’t matter as much. It’s like …’ She twirls a lock of her hair as she thinks. ‘I love the little beach crab who lives inside the shell, and the shell is … whatever. It’s not crucial to the picture. You know the ones I mean?’

‘A hermit crab?’

‘Yes!’ She chuckles a little at her own metaphor. I want to ponder this, but before I can she continues. ‘I can’t believe how lucky Adam was, hit by a car and only bruised. He seemed to be doing great when I called yesterday, insisted there was no need for me to go to the hospital to check in on him. Been an eventful couple of weeks, hasn’t it?’

‘Understatement of the year.’ I dig around in my clothes, matching pairs of socks.

‘Lucky it’s January then. Plenty of time for more understatements.’

‘Ha.’

‘Any news from Jaxon? Maybe you should call him.’

When I got back from the hospital, Melody and I talked for a long while, polishing off an entire packet of chocolate pretzels. I told her all about Dad, finally having a conversation with him, and the brooch from my grandmother, and I didn’t stop there. Maybe it was the sugar rush or the emotional exhaustion of the day, but the usual filter that blocks what’s in my brain from coming out of my mouth wasn’t working. I told her how Oliver said he loves me and I said I loved him too. I told her about Jaxon’s concert and all the awkward moments leading up to the kiss, and how he found out about Oliver afterwards.

‘I’ve messaged Jaxon a million times,’ I say. ‘Tried calling. Nothing.’

Now I’m rolling my flannels into veggie sausages, copying Melody’s technique.

‘He must be humiliated. Bruised ego and all,’ she says. ‘It’s a guy thing. He’s sulking now, but he’ll get over it, and I think you have a strong enough foundation to be friends again. Keep trying to talk to him.’

I sigh, knowing she’s right. I don’t want to leave things this way; after everything we’ve gone through together, I really do care about him.

I move onto my thermal leggings. I’ll be glad never to see them again.

‘Is Adam back today?’ Melody zips up her large backpack and stands it up. It falls down.

‘They’re doing his paperwork now and he said we’d all have lunch together. My grandparents moved their flights to Chicago to tomorrow, two hours after us, so I guess he’ll be at the airport all day saying goodbye to everyone.’

‘The house will be empty after we’re all gone; it will just be him and Jaxon.’

‘Yep. Him and Jaxon,’ I say. I load the rest of the gifts into my bag and move onto my toiletries. ‘Doug’s still in gaol—they’re not letting him out so quickly this time. My father told me that after Doug hit him, he didn’t even stop the car to check he was okay. Maybe he didn’t notice?’

‘Maybe,’ Melody agrees.

‘I heard he drove into town and ran two red lights.’

‘Lucky he didn’t kill anyone.’

‘And when the police caught up with him at a bar,’ I say, ‘he was asleep on the table.’

‘The guy needs professional help. Poor Jaxon.’

‘I know. At least he has my father.’

‘And you have me. And Paula and Dave and Oliver and all your friends back home.’

‘And Bella and Chirp, of course. I can’t wait to see everyone.’ I squeeze the last remaining clothes into my suitcase. It feels good to be talking so freely with Melody. Not censoring myself at all. We’ve come a long way since we flew in.

The front door closes with a bang. I abandon my packing and run to the top of the stairs.

‘Would you like a cup of coffee, Adam dear?’ I hear my grandmother’s voice from the kitchen. ‘I’ll make a fresh pot.’

My heart beats a little faster. My dad’s here. I grab the framed photograph I bought from a gallery in town—a sunset over Denali Mountain. I used up all my money, but no regrets. He’ll have something on his wall, something to know how much I do care—despite this trip, which was mostly disaster. This is our last day before I fly tomorrow.

‘Sky!’ He greets me at the bottom of the stairs and gives me a hug, quickly stepping back. ‘Ouch, sorry.’ He grasps his ribs.

‘Hi Dad!’ The word still feels strange in my mouth. But good too.

‘Dad?’ His eyes mist.

‘Dad.’ I hug him again, gently this time. ‘Your beard is gone.’ I point to his face, now completely clean shaven. So different.

‘I know. I can’t walk around with half a beard, now can I?’ he says, scratching his bare chin, seemingly mourning the loss. ‘Come take a seat; there’s something I want to talk to you about.’

I sit on the couch, and he pulls up a kitchen chair and faces me, his back to the fire.

‘Sky …’ His voice is tentative.

‘Yes?’

‘I want to tell you something. So …’

I wait as he fiddles with the corner of his bandage, under his jawbone.

‘I was suspended from my job.’ He puts his hand down to his side. ‘Three months without pay and then I could go back on probation. And, honestly, at first it was a real shock. Ralph had more sway than I knew …’

‘Oh no,’ I say, feeling a terrible rush of guilt. Suspended, I can’t believe it, I thought he said he was sure he wouldn’t get in trouble. Now, I’ve ruined his life. Is he angry at me? ‘I’m really sorry, honestly, I didn’t mean to—’

‘No apology needed,’ he interrupts. ‘I found out the day before yesterday, before the accident. And lying in a hospital bed gave me plenty of time to think. About you. And about my future.’ He rubs his neck. ‘You want to get to know each other better, right?’

‘Of course,’ I say. Our time together has felt rushed, and the end of this trip premature. But school’s starting next week and I can’t miss the start of the year.

‘I’m glad to hear that. Hold on.’ He stands. ‘Let me get my parents for this. Mom?’ He takes a few steps towards the kitchen before walking to the bottom of the stairs. ‘Dad?’ he shouts. ‘Can you come down for a moment? I have some news.’

This is freaking me out. What’s this leading up to? My heart’s pounding.

My grandparents join me on the couch so we’re in a line, sitting quietly like schoolkids outside the principal’s office.

‘I just told Sky I was suspended,’ my dad says.

‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Mike says.

‘I’m really sorry,’ I say again, looking between my grandfather and grandmother.

‘You could move back to Chicago?’ Miriam says, sounding hopeful. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to come back.’

‘Mom. Dad,’ my father says. ‘Thanks for your input, but I know what I’m doing.’

I try to resist biting my fingernails.

‘And that is?’ my grandfather asks.

‘Going to Australia.’

My eyes open wide and my mouth is gaping.

‘Tomorrow,’ he continues. ‘On the same flight as Sky and Melody.’ His eyes are sparkling like sunlight on ice. ‘How would you feel about that, Sky?’

My brain’s frozen again. But before I can answer, my grandfather jumps in. ‘What are you talking about? How many pain meds did the hospital give you?’

Melody appears at the bottom of the stairs. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Adam seems to be on drugs, that’s what’s going on,’ Mike tells her, twirling his finger around his ear. ‘La La Land.’

‘I’m not high on anything but life,’ my father says. ‘What’s happening, Melody, is I’m joining you and Sky, if she’ll have me, in the land down under.’ He sings the last three words to the tune of the famous Men at Work song. He has gone mad.

‘Australia?’ Melody asks.

‘I managed to find a last-minute seat. That travel agent you recommended last year, Mom, she’s magic— got the last remaining business seat from LA to Sydney. So, I can sit with you both.’

‘You’re telling me you’re out of a job,’ Mike says, ‘and flying to Australia business class?’

‘That’s right.’ My dad grins, making the bandage crumple slightly.

‘For how long?’ Melody asks. I’m glad someone’s asking the important questions; I’m too overwhelmed to say anything. I close my mouth, which was hanging open like a cartoon character’s.

‘For however long I feel like. I got a three-month visa without any trouble, so let’s start there. I’ll take up my photography again—already dusted off my old camera. Hotels in West Creek can’t be too expensive, can they?’

‘I’ve never stayed there, but I’m sure the pub has rooms above it,’ Melody offers. ‘They’re likely cheap as chips, but probably smell like beer and vomit.’

‘There you go,’ Adam says. ‘Cheap as chips. And I love chips.’

‘And Jaxon?’ my grandmother asks.

‘He’s had some great news,’ my dad says. ‘Yesterday he got an offer to record a first single. The band’s flying down to LA next week.’

What? I want to say, but my brain and mouth still aren’t talking to each other.

‘It’s perfect timing because Doug’s gone to rehab, and by the time they’re back from their recording trip, he’ll be out.’

‘Doug’s gone to rehab?’ my grandmother asks.

‘Admitted this morning,’ my dad answers.

‘Adam, I don’t know if this is a good idea,’ she says.

‘Bad idea,’ Mike says. ‘When you have a setback you don’t run off to another country to lick your wounds, you get up, try again. There are plenty of other hunting lodges here, aren’t there?’

‘Spending time with my one and only daughter is hardly bad,’ my dad says, beaming at me. ‘And yes, I could get another job if I wanted to. But this seems as good a time as any to pause for a moment.’

‘Of course we want you and Sky to be together,’ my grandmother says. ‘But this seems impulsive, that’s all. I was just saying to Sky that next time we can all be together in Chicago. Maybe our fall, her spring vacation?’

‘Mom, you once told me I have a tendency to shut down when things get hard, too emotional. It cost me my marriage and it cost me sixteen years with my daughter … But not anymore. I’m here now, looking at my beautiful Sky, and knowing that this is the right thing to do. I should never have left her so easily. Never. I can’t turn back time, but I can pause it for a while to spend time with her. Impulsive is exactly what’s needed right now. And I’ve shown Sky my favourite place in the world—now it’s her turn to show me hers.’

‘Well … I suppose you have a point, honey,’ my grandmother concedes. ‘Don’t you agree, Mike?’

He grunts in mild agreement.

‘I have just over two hours to cancel the flight without a penalty.’ My dad looks at his wristwatch. ‘So, what do you think, Sky?’

Finally I have a chance to say what I want. But what is it? My head is starting to work again, and what I’m thinking is … Yes, I want to hang out with him properly, no secrets, no dramas and no Jaxon between us. My time with my dad doesn’t have to be over.

‘I think, yes.’

It’s almost a miracle.


Chapter 24

‘Do planes get cancelled if it’s too cold?’ I ask my dad as we get out of his car.

‘This isn’t the North Pole,’ he says. ‘It should be fine.’

You’d fool me. I’m shivering without my snowsuit, and by the time we get into the terminal my nose is burning as usual. I’d be lying if I said I was going to miss my iced eyelashes.

I love that my dad is coming with me, though I am struggling a little to visualise my West Creek life with him in the scene. My two different worlds hitting each other—will they collide or combine?

This morning we said goodbye to my grandparents, who are flying later. They’ll close up my dad’s house and leave the key with an agent—it will likely stand empty for a while. Mike was in a better mood, having relaxed into the idea of my dad leaving, and Miriam looked sad. We vowed to keep in touch regularly and make plans to see each other again soon. Europe, Chicago, Australia … everything’s on the table. Exciting.

While we’re waiting in line to check in our bags, I see a text from Lucy.

He said yes! We’re seeing each other tonight at the movies!

Amazing! I told you so.

Knew you’d say that. What should I wear? Hold on …

She sends photos of a few options. Her mum insists that she wear her only, and way too fancy, dress. But Lucy thinks the dress is a weird shade of blue and it’s uncomfortable when she sits down. It’s funny because I think this is the first time she’s ever been worried about what she looks like. She’s so comfortable in her own skin, a trait I’m truly jealous of and admire. I realise then how much I miss her and can’t wait to see her when I get home.

Jaxon drove with us in my dad’s car to the airport— he’s borrowing the car while Adam’s gone. Yesterday, when I tried calling him for the millionth time, I’d been about to hang up when I heard him say, ‘What do you want, Sky?’

‘I want to say congratulations on getting a recording,’ I said. ‘That’s so awesome, really, you guys totally deserve it.’ I was sincerely happy for him, proud, and hoped that came across in my voice.

‘Thanks.’ His voice had softened slightly.

‘And I’m sorry for not telling you about Oliver,’ I said, ‘and making everything weird between us. I am. I was—’

‘Being a coward? Hedging your bets? Enjoying the attention?’

I deserved that. ‘Yes. I’m really sorry.’

Silence.

‘Jaxon?’

‘What.’

‘How many times do I have to say sorry before you forgive me?’

‘A million and one.’

‘Well, here goes: sorry sorry sorry sorry sorry sorry sorry sorry sorry …’ I repeated it, getting into a rhythm, as I took out my favourite mug with the chunky blue handle and small chip, and the tea bags. ‘Sorry sorry sorry sorry sorry …’ I dunked my tea bag in the water, added sugar and continued my sorry stream. I half expected him to hang up, but the line was quiet.

‘Oh my God,’ he said eventually, starting to laugh. ‘That was about a thousand. Will you leave me alone now if I promise to say goodbye at the airport tomorrow?’

‘Really? You’ll come?’

‘Gotta go now, I’m with Trent and we’re working on some songs before the trip. I should have recorded your apology and made it into a rap.’

I smiled and did a little happy dance in my head.

And now he’s here, and seeing him again doesn’t feel awkward at all, not like I feared. I suppose his big success helped him forgive me. Who could be annoyed when they just got the break they’d always dreamed of?

Jaxon and I order drinks at the airport cafe while my dad makes last-minute phone calls and Melody browses yoga magazines at the newsstand. We tried to reach Paula this morning to let her know Adam’s coming but couldn’t get in touch, and Dave didn’t answer either. She may be at a check-up or ultrasound or something with her phone off. Melody and I promised Adam that Paula would be fine with it—it’s not like my dad needs to crash at their place or anything. But he’s still worried. We’ll try calling again when we land in Los Angeles.

My phone rings as Jaxon is telling me all about the producer in LA.

‘It’s Oliver,’ I say. ‘I have to answer, sorry, I promised.’ I press accept.

Oliver’s smiling face appears, freezes with his eyes half closed, and then returns to life. ‘Just wanted to say have a great flight, see you at the airport soon, I’m getting a lift with Dave. I can’t wait! Are you about to leave?’

‘I can’t wait too! Can you believe my dad’s coming?’

Jaxon puts sugar in his coffee, watching me and Oliver talk.

‘I couldn’t believe it when I saw your message today. I’ll get to meet your dad. Is he there now?’

‘No.’

‘Bummer, I wanted to say hi. Are you alone?’

Before I can respond, Jaxon jumps in. ‘Hey dude.’ I hadn’t noticed him getting up to stand behind me. He puts his head close to mine to wave at Oliver. ‘I’m Jaxon. Nice to finally meet you.’

‘Hey …’ Oliver says, looking between Jaxon and me, his expression confused. ‘Jaxon.’

‘Sky and I did the snow camping together … I’m the wolf guy!’ Jaxon says innocently.

‘Um,’ I say, pushing Jaxon out of the frame and waving him away.

‘Who’s Jaxon?’ Oliver asks me softly. ‘I don’t remember …’

Jaxon returns to his plastic seat, picks up his coffee cup and puts it back down. I look at him hoping he’ll help me work out what to say, but he just mouths, Sorry.

‘Well …’ I pause. How am I going to handle this?

‘Snow camping?’ Oliver says. ‘Jaxon was there too? I thought it was just you and your dad, Sky. That’s what you told me, isn’t it?’

‘So …’ I draw out the word, trying to buy time to get my head together.

‘Sky?’ Oliver’s face has dropped.

‘I just didn’t … wasn’t …’ My words are jumbled. ‘He’s just this guy who …’ I stop. ‘Oliver. It’s not anything that …’

‘What’s going on, Sky? Was he in the car with you when we talked? And what about the concert? I was wondering who you’d met there and you wouldn’t tell me anything, never around to video chat, didn’t answer my texts.’ He lets out a groan. ‘I’m such an idiot. It’s starting to make sense.’

‘No, Oliver,’ I implore. ‘It’s not like that.’

‘What’s it like then?’ He waits.

‘It’s like …’ This is super awkward with Jaxon sitting right here.

‘Have you kissed?’ Oliver asks.

‘No, I mean …’ I jump up and walk away from the table quickly. I need to get away from Jaxon so I can explain it to Oliver. ‘Not really,’ I whisper, still not sure if I’m out of earshot.

‘Not really? It’s a yes or no question, Sky.’

I hear a loud whistle and turn around.

‘Sky!’ Melody calls from the magazine stand. ‘Adam, mate! It’s boarding time. Come on.’ She waves frantically. ‘We have to go to the gate.’

‘It’s just been a super-weird few weeks,’ I say, speaking quickly, still not sure how to explain why I kept Jaxon secret, not even sure if I know myself. ‘Full of crazy stuff, and I will tell you all about it. But I’m boarding now.’

‘Sounds insane. Lucky you have a new boyfriend to help you work it all out.’ The screen goes blank.

‘Oliver?’

‘Sky!’ Melody shouts again, this time walking towards me, waving like a lunatic. ‘We’ll miss our plane.’

I’ve mucked things up with Oliver. How did I get myself into this mess? But we’ll talk when I’m home and it will be okay. Won’t it?

Jaxon comes over, and we rush to join Melody and my dad at the boarding gate.

‘Just this guy, huh?’ Jaxon says, as we hug goodbye.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t—’

‘No, I’m sorry,’ he interrupts. ‘I didn’t mean to ruin anything, seriously. I hope it works out with Oliver and your dad and everything. Maybe I’ll come visit one day.’

‘Really?’

He gives me another squeeze. ‘Really.’

I make him swear he’ll tell me how his single recording goes, before my dad and Melody say their goodbyes too.

We present our tickets and soon we’re boarding the small plane. The flight attendant stops me at the door to check my boarding pass. ‘Look at your vintage brooch.’ She points to my grandmother’s heirloom pinned to my lapel. ‘And I love your leather jacket.’

‘It’s pleather. But, thanks,’ I say. ‘They’re both gifts from my family.’

‘Lucky girl,’ she says.

I watch my dad find his seat—he’s swapped with Melody to be next to me. He waves me over, his smile wider than the moose’s antlers.

‘Thanks, I am lucky,’ I say.

I put my bag in the overhead locker, taking in the weird smell that only aeroplanes seem to have. I sit next to my dad, stuff my book, phone and earbuds into the small seat pocket, and kick off my shoes.

I send a last message to Lucy, telling her I’m on my way and can’t wait to hear all about her date. And then my finger hovers over Oliver’s name. How do I make this right?

I’m really sorry, I write. I should have told you Jaxon was around. I just didn’t want you to worry when there was nothing going on. My dad kind of adopted him for a while, I’ll tell you everything when I’m back. I don’t like him, I promise! I love you.

I go to switch my phone to flight mode, and just then, as fate would have it, Oliver messages back.

I don’t even know what to think or say to you now. But…

I wait for the next message to come through, but I suppose he’s thinking.

‘Please turn your phone off,’ the attendant berates me, appearing at my shoulder.

‘One more minute?’ I ask, staring at the screen, still waiting for his next sentence.

‘Right now,’ she says.

Oh no. What will come after the ‘but’? I can’t wait until we land to find out. But then, as the attendant moves on, the next message appears.

We’ll talk when you get back. I hope you have a great flight.

I sigh, tucking my phone into the pocket of the bag under my seat. He loves me, that can’t have changed, and that’s all that matters. I know I will make it up to him somehow.

As the plane reverses from the terminal, I bite my nails and smile. I dig into my bag to find my journal, and start to scribble wildly as the seeds of a plan begin to sprout. By the time we’ve taken off, and the clouds have transformed into fluffy white rabbit’s tails, the seeds have grown into a tree.

‘All good?’ my dad asks as I adjust the miniature cushion behind my back.

Oliver flashes into my mind, his touch, his smell. I can feel his arms around me, my lips on his neck, his skin against mine. Soft but strong, exciting yet safe. The boy I love, and can’t imagine life without.

‘Great,’ I say with a big smile. I look at my dad, his now clean-shaven face scarred by good deeds on behalf of Jaxon. His nose like mine, eyes kind and crinkled by smiles. Despite me throwing myself onto a dying moose and costing him his job, one he actually enjoyed, he has chosen to be here. Flying across the world with me.

Because he believes in father–daughter. He believes in me.
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Chapter 1

I adjust my laptop and stare at the screen, open to Facebook. The cursor of my mouse hovers over the button Join Group.

No, she’ll never accept me. I return to my new obsession: scrolling through the comments on Stella’s latest post, reading and liking as I go.

Activists Unite is a private group on Facebook run by Stella Morris, a journalist and animal activist with multiple social media platforms. Stella is admired worldwide and followed by millions. She’s constantly travelling, speaking, writing and publishing books. She gets interviewed on CNN, BBC and even Al Jazeera when world news breaks on an animal issue. But unlike some, she’s not all about self-promotion; she regularly shares other people’s accomplishments, supporting and encouraging their advocacy. She’s currently on a world tour, delivering eighty speeches in twenty days in ten different countries. Today she’s speaking in Beijing and has posted a petition against bear bile farming, an industry that cages bears and removes their digestive fluid so it can be used in traditional medicine.

I add a comment: Thanks for that, then delete the last two words. I’m trying to sound more articulate. Thanks for informing me about this, Stella, I write instead, tagging her name as always. Occasionally she pops into the comments and replies to people, but never to me. I’m just one person among a squillion fans.

I read comment after comment, some posted in real time. Many already have tens, even hundreds, of likes from others in the thread.

This is disgusting, ugly, vile, and heartless.

Stella, u r my inspiration.

Stop animal exploitation.

The animals thank you.

The doorbell rings.

‘Coming!’ I call through my bedroom window. I leap off my bed and run to open the front door.

My dog, Bella, rushes to greet Oliver her tail circulating like a ceiling fan. She snorts with happiness and rolls onto her back as he kneels down to find her secret tickle spot.

He gets to his feet and we hug. ‘Missed you,’ I say into the crook of his neck.

He pulls back. ‘We saw each other in the park last night.’

‘But that was yesterday.’ A knot of doubt lies undigested in my stomach as I lead him inside the house. It’s been over a month since Oliver and I got back together, but things still aren’t the same as they were.

‘Is that you, Oliver?’ my aunt Paula calls out. She’s on the couch in her default position: laptop propped up on a floral pillow and a cup of tea within reaching distance. Paula’s seven months pregnant and although the doctor gave her the all clear to end her months of bed rest, she’s still full of anxiety about something going wrong. She looks up from her computer and smiles at Oliver. ‘How are your holidays going so far?’

‘Paula,’ I interject, ‘I told you they start next week.’ She’s so unfocused these days; it’s like she sees me, but doesn’t hear me. But I give her a smile. I know she’s having a hard time with her pregnancy. And after all, she was beyond patient with me when I first arrived here.

When Mum died last year, I moved from Sydney to small-town West Creek to live with Aunt Paula and Uncle Dave. At the time, I had nowhere else to go. I didn’t know my father yet, or his parents, who live in America, and my maternal grandparents had passed away long before. I felt abandoned, alone, orphaned. Paula and Dave made so many sacrifices to give me a new home and tried their hardest to shower me with love. Not that I appreciated it at the time…

‘Want some more tea?’ I ask Paula.

‘I’m all tea-ed out today,’ she replies.

‘Well that’s a first.’

Oliver digs in his backpack and hands Paula a large bottle of supplements. ‘These just came into the shop; Mum says they’re meant to be the best out there. All raw or organic or something.’

Paula props herself up. ‘How thoughtful. I’ll call Diana to say thank you. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate her taking on the baby shower project. I keep telling her I’ll help organise it, but she won’t let me lift a finger! She’s an angel.’ When Oliver and I started going out, Paula and Oliver’s mum, Diana, who runs a health-food store in town, got to know each other and they’ve been close friends ever since. Paula frowns. ‘I wish I could offer you both some freshly baked cookies like the old days.’

‘It’s okay, Paula. Where’s Dave?’ I ask, looking around.

‘Groceries. Left a minute ago.’

‘I’ll make dinner tonight,’ I offer. ‘Should I text him to buy a can of lentils for veggie burgers?’ Paula has gestational diabetes, which means she can have next to no carbs or sugars, so she’ll have to eat her burger without the bun.

‘What do you think, peanut?’ She looks down, rubbing her belly. ‘Lentils? Or too much gas?’ She replies to herself in a super high-pitched voice, like she’s the baby: ‘Yum!’

The word obsessed doesn’t come close to describing Paula with this bub.

Oliver chuckles and I roll my eyes as we head to my room. I text my uncle quickly before closing the bedroom door. We kick off our shoes and plop onto the bed.

‘We’ve gotta get more subscribers.’ Oliver lies on his stomach, holding his phone, our channel, Keep Kind, open on his screen. ‘This number is stressing me out.’

Sundays are our YouTube filming day. We started the channel together because Oliver is applying for work experience at Viola Films, a famous film production company, and when he trawled through the application process he realised they’re looking for not only an impressive body of work but a strong social media presence—having over a thousand subscribers is a given. He says thousands of high-school kids will apply, but if he gets chosen, the benefits roll on. The winning candidate will get to intern on the set of a major production next summer. It will also give him a real chance of getting into the competitive New York film school he wants to go to after we graduate next year.

But while he’s focused on making the best films possible and attracting the most subscribers, I have other things in mind. Inspired by Stella and her work, I want to use our channel to raise awareness about animal cruelty and make a difference. I’m taking the lead on what subjects we cover, consuming reams of articles on different topics. I’m following all the advice I’ve read and trying my best to make it newsworthy, light and interesting, while Oliver does the filming and editing.

We covered a team of poachers-turned-wildlifeprotectors; a real feel-good news piece. I loved watching the videos of elephants roaming. The research process was harder for our first video, when I wanted to write about the live export industry. Hundreds of sheep died from heatstroke, squashed into ships from Australia to the Middle East in the height of summer. Stella’s articles on the history of the ban-campaign helped me enormously, and Oliver was sure that video would be a hit; it’s a huge topical issue. But nope. To say our channel hasn’t attracted much attention is the understatement of the century.

‘It is embarrassing,’ I agree. Sixty-three followers is about low as you can get. Some people who haven’t even posted a single thing have more than that. I lie next to him, laptop in front of me, following the directions to sign Stella’s bear petition. I refresh my feed and share a post from a page called Expose Them.

‘Sky?’ Oliver prompts.

I look up and realise he’s holding his phone up to me. I wriggle closer. ‘That’s, what, sixty-four? Better than last week!’ I try to sound positive, but he nosedives into the covers.

‘I can’t believe it’s so bad. I’ll never get to New York. How did Jaxon get a thousand in a week? His single isn’t even that good … Why do you share his stuff anyway?’

I met Jaxon when I visited my father for the first time in Alaska a few months ago. Jaxon and my dad are really close, as Jaxon’s own father is mostly absent. When I first arrived, I resented Jaxon’s presence as I wanted time to get to know my father. But despite first impressions, we ended up forming a strong bond. Jaxon was there for me at some of my worst moments, like when I ran off, hitchhiked with a stranger, and found myself frozen and alone in a deserted bus station in the middle of the night. I tried to do the same for Jaxon after his father reappeared from days of drunkenness only to get arrested. Before I left, there was a moment between the two of us, but I stopped it before things went too far, and now we’re just friends. But while I want to stay friends with Jaxon, if it’s interfering with my relationship, I am prepared to cut it off. That’s how much I love Oliver. When I left Alaska, Jaxon’s band was about to be signed with a big label. Now, they’ve just released his single.

‘You haven’t even listened to it,’ I say to Oliver. ‘Anyway, he shares all our stuff; every single video. I asked you if it’s cool for us to stay in touch and you said it was totally fine, remember? But if you want me to unfriend him or something, I can.’

‘Whatever,’ Oliver says into the covers.

‘Be patient.’ I put my hand on his shoulder. ‘We’re competing with millions of channels. When you do a search on animals, have you seen what’s out there?

He doesn’t answer.

‘All the funny pet videos; the cat obsession is insane. And that’s just in the animal category. We’ll get there.’

‘Time’s running out.’ He shrugs off my hand. ‘The application is due in three weeks and it’s going to suck.’

Nothing I say seems to help. ‘You’re a great filmmaker,’ I try again. ‘They’ll see that. We’ll make our channel better than ever.’ I press my lips to his single freckle, my favourite spot on his face.

We lie quietly and I feel the heat from his skin transmit into mine. It’s moments like this when I’m desperate for him to say it again: those three words. I haven’t heard them since I was in Alaska—before the drama with Jaxon.

I force myself to sit up. ‘Okay. Time to make a video. Better than ever, right?’ I put my hand up for a high five.

Oliver remains face down.

‘Camera?’ I prod him.

Oliver sighs and gets to his feet. ‘Okay, I’ll get the camera set up.’ He fetches the equipment from my cupboard and starts to fiddle with the el-cheapo tripod stand.

I go to the bathroom to check my hair, smooth down the fuzz. Maybe I should try to look a little older in the videos. I put on some mascara and gloss. Better.

Before I head back to Oliver, I open Stella’s page again. She’s posted a short video of her talking to a crowd of hundreds at a university.

A red notification pops up telling me someone’s liked my comment. Clicking on her name—Issie Yam—I see she’s a vegan, judging from her pictures and shares. She looks about my age, and she volunteers at an animal rescue and fosters kittens and cats who would otherwise be on death row. I press Add Friend.

Finding Stella meant finding an entire social media universe, and I went down the rabbit hole into the online animal rights movement. I click back to the Activists Unite group again and hover over the sign to join. Should I?

Yes.

My heart beats faster as I hit the button, and a page pops up asking me a series of questions about my background in activism.

‘What’s taking you so long?’ Oliver calls.

I put my phone away and return to my bedroom, taking a seat on the bed.

Oliver perches next to me, siting close so we both fit in the video frame. His thigh presses against mine. The camera’s facing us, bedroom light on and curtains closed to stop the backlight; a towel’s squished under my door to reduce unexpected noise. I’m wearing a new T-shirt featuring an elephant and the words Born to be Free, along with my usual cut-off shorts. Oliver’s in a grey singlet and his usual whale-tail necklace. His hair’s grown longer and is flipped to one side, surfy style.

He nods. We count silently to three, smiling into the camera, and then I start.

‘News from the animal world! My name’s Sky and—’

‘I’m Oliver.’

‘This week we’ve discovered—what have we discovered, Oliver?’

We’re going for the ping-pong dialogue effect.

‘Wait, hold on. You’re in the shadow.’ Oliver repositions the bedside lamp. Meanwhile, Bella scratches the shag rug before curling up on it. We start again, from the beginning.

‘What have we discovered, Oliver?’

‘Well, Sky—’ he looks at me; his expression is so adorable, ‘we’ve found out …’ I bite my lip, trying not to smile. Oh my god, I love him; I just can’t say it. Not until he does. ‘… We’ve found out all about crustaceans. Hold on.’ He jumps up and stops the camera. ‘Let’s do that take again.’

He re-sets the camera and I kiss him quickly. ‘Ready?’

‘Actually, I’m dying of thirst,’ he says. ‘Can I grab some juice from the fridge?’

‘Sure.’

While he’s gone, I check my phone again. My best friend Lucy’s sent me her latest sketch asking what I think, and Jaxon’s band has just posted the official music video to accompany their first single. It’s all happened so quickly. When I last saw him at Anchorage airport, I was about to fly back to Australia and he was about to go to LA to meet the record label. They signed his band, and now the label’s PR machine is helping build their brand. That means blitzing all social media platforms with their new single, money for promotion, and daily updates from Jaxon and his friends in the band on their latest performances and behind-the-scenes pictures. It’s amazing, and after the struggles he’s faced with his father I feel proud of him.

Oliver comes back with juice and gets the camera rolling again. I continue with the words I’ve now memorised, talking about how decapods—the group of crustaceans that include lobsters and crabs—are not considered animals and have zero protection from anti-cruelty laws. We talk about the new evidence that they feel pain, and the growing opinion that they should not be boiled alive. ‘We have even discovered a crayfish who gave up his own leg to save himself from a spot,’ I say.

Oliver bumps his knee against mine and stifles a laugh.

‘A pot!’ I correct myself, feeling my face warm.

The video ends with our usual, ‘Keep kind and remember to like and subscribe!’

We sit for a moment with frozen smiles to give extra room for the cut, then relax.

‘Should we do another take?’ I ask, not getting up.

‘That was good,’ Oliver says as he walks to the camera.

‘But I stumbled a bit on the—’

‘I’ll fix it, you were great.’ He takes the camera off the tripod and starts packing away. Oliver edits the videos, playing around with music, animation and other complicated stuff. Professional-looking videos should attract more subscribers, increasing Oliver’s chances of being chosen for Viola Films.

‘Maybe we’ll attract lobster fans,’ I say with a smile. I want him to relax a little about the subscribers. We chose this subject because it’s unusual and quirky, trying a different tack to previous videos.

‘You mean the millions of crustacean lovers desperately waiting for a YouTube video just like this.’ Oliver gently pokes me in the ribs and I’m relieved to see his humour back.

‘Wait and see. There will be a thousand and one by the end of the day.’ I poke him back, a little harder. ‘We’ll be stars.’

He wrestles me onto the bed, tickling the sensitive spot under my ribs, making me squeal with laughter. I press my lips against his, and our bodies wrap around each other, every available surface touching. Another rush of relief hits me; he has forgiven me, and he will tell me he loves me again soon—he has to—and then I can say it back.

His fingers are wrapped in my hair and when he nibbles at my ear, I giggle. The noises rouse Bella, who barks with excitement before jumping onto the bed and licking my face. If that didn’t spoil the mood, the sound of my uncle Dave’s car does; it fills the room, the crunching gravel announcing his arrival in the driveway.

I get up to go help him with the shopping. As I put the grocery bags in the kitchen and start to unpack, my mind wanders. Did I answer the Facebook questions okay? Will Stella and Activists Unite accept me? I quickly check my notifications. Nothing.

For some reason, belonging to this group suddenly feels like everything.


[image: image]

First published in 2019 by Pantera Press Pty Limited

www.PanteraPress.com

This book is copyright, and all rights are reserved.

Text copyright © Ondine Sherman, 2019

Ondine Sherman has asserted her moral rights to be identified as the author of this work.

Design and typography copyright © Pantera Press Pty Limited, 2019

PanteraPress, the three-slashed colophon device, great storytelling, good books doing good things, a great new home for Australia’s next generation of best-loved authors, Lost the Plot, WHY vs WHY, and making sense of everything are trademarks of Pantera Press Pty Limited.

We welcome your support of the author’s rights, so please only buy authorised editions. This is a work of fiction, though it may refer to some real events or people. Names, characters, organisations, dialogue and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, firms, events or locales is coincidental or used for fictional purposes.

Without the publisher’s prior written permission, and without limiting the rights reserved under copyright, none of this book may be scanned, reproduced, stored in, uploaded to or introduced into a retrieval or distribution system, including the internet, or transmitted, copied, scanned or made available in any form or by any means (including digital, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, sound or audio recording, or text-to-voice). This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent recipient.

Please send all permission queries to:

Pantera Press, P.O. Box 1989 Neutral Bay, NSW 2089 Australia or info@PanteraPress.com

A Cataloguing-in-Publication entry for this book is available from the National Library of Australia.

ISBN 978-1-925700-80-0 (Paperback)

ISBN 978-1-925700-43-5 (eBook)

Cover design: Astred Hicks

Editor: Lucy Bell

Proofreader: Kate Goldsworthy

Typsetting: Graeme Kirby

eBook created by DataNZ

Author Photo by Evelyne Rieger







OEBPS/images/logo.gif
Vi

PANTERA
PRESS





OEBPS/images/tit.jpg





OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0269-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ONDI NE SHERMAN





OEBPS/images/bm.jpg
-






OEBPS/images/common.jpg
\4





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
// SPARKING
IMAGINATION,
CONVERSATION
PANTERA | &CHANGE

PRESS





