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      Softly rustling sheets and the warm body shifting beside her stirred Jo from sleep. She blinked groggily, eyes focusing on Jim’s silhouette in the dim morning light.

      ‘I’ll have a quick shower, and then head out,’ Jim said, his voice low and clipped.

      Jo yawned, propped herself up on one elbow, her dishevelled auburn hair falling across her face. She glanced at the wall clock. ‘So early? It’s only six-thirty.’

      Jim paused at the en suite door, his muscular frame tense. ‘You could have made more of an effort with Zack last night. First time in months I have a friend over, and you disappear straight after dinner.’

      Jo sat up and bundled the top sheet around her nakedness. ‘You knew I was getting ready for the conference.’

      Jim let out a short, humourless laugh. ‘Of course. Wouldn’t want to get in the way of your precious conference prep.’

      The barb in his words stung. ‘Jim, we’ve talked about this,’ she said. ‘Right now, my work –’

      ‘Work first, me second – I know.’ He leaned against the door frame, arms folded across his broad chest. His mouth had an ugly twist.

      Jo sighed, rubbing her temples. ‘Jim, don’t start –’

      ‘Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘You’re far too busy to be bothered with silly little things like – oh, I don’t know – your husband.’ Without waiting for a response, he turned on his heel.

      Soon the shower drummed and Jo flopped back onto the pillow. This tension between them had been building for months – a quiet undercurrent of resentment fuelled by small misunderstandings and grievances. Unspoken frustration on Jo’s part when Jim forgot to ask about her day. Him complaining about her long hours. But he was as busy as she was, wasn’t he? He didn’t find her complaining.

      Only last weekend they’d stood side by side in a crowded restaurant, smiling for photos as friends toasted Jim’s thirty-sixth birthday – hers just a few weeks earlier, folded into the same celebration to save time. Thirty-five and thirty-six. Old enough to have figured things out. Yet even as she’d laughed and clinked glasses, something between them had felt slightly out of step, like dancers missing the beat.

      She pushed away the small voice that said Jim had always been the one trying to make time for them, especially in the first few years of their marriage. Not so much now. A fleeting guilt flared. Whose fault was that? Jo pushed the thought aside. Jim always forgave her.

      She waited until Jim dressed and the front door clicked shut after him. Jo slipped on a light cotton nightie and padded to the kitchen, her bare feet cool against the hardwood floors. She absently tapped her fingers against the counter as she waited for her coffee to brew – the first of five or six that day – mind already racing ahead.

      The second interview for her dream job loomed on the horizon, a tantalising opportunity that could propel her career into the stratosphere. Simply getting the callback was no small feat. As she cracked eggs into a bowl, whisking them with practised motions, Jo’s thoughts drifted to the upcoming International Conference on Reptile Ecology and Conservation. The chance to present her latest research as a speaker was a thrilling prospect, a platform to share her passion with the world.

      Restoring Urban Habitats for Endangered Reptiles – Lessons from Sydney’s Green Corridors, she murmured to herself, the title of the presentation rolling off her tongue like a familiar friend. As she settled at the kitchen table, her breakfast steaming before her, Jo’s gaze drifted to the window. The sun was rising over the Opera House, glinting off Sydney’s jewel of a harbour. For a moment, the beauty of it took her breath away.

      But the moment passed, and Jo shook herself back to reality. Her mental checklist unfurled, a dizzying array of tasks and preparations demanding her attention. The conference and the job interview were stepping stones on the path to her dreams, and she couldn’t afford to lose focus now.

      Jo reached for a mug and paused. A faint skittering came from behind the kettle – a soft, frantic rasping against steel. She leaned in, gently shifting the appliance aside. A tiny garden skink lay wedged between the kettle and the splashback, its narrow sides heaving. Poor thing must’ve slipped in during the night when Jim left the balcony door open to let in the harbour breeze.

      ‘Hey there.’ She cupped her hands around it, moving slowly, coaxingly, offering shelter, hoping it wouldn’t drop its tail. Tails took a lot of energy and time to regrow, sometimes many years. The skink darted once, twice, then stilled beneath her palms, trusting her in the way wild things sometimes did.

      Jo carried it to the balcony, the morning air cool on her bare feet. The city was still stretching awake, the harbour reflecting off glass towers. She knelt and opened her hands. The skink hesitated, tasting the new air with flickering tongue, then slipped through her fingers and into the pot of lemon thyme she kept by the railing.

      She returned to the kitchen and reached for her mug again – and that was when movement in the living room caught her eye. A figure stood near the window, backlit by the morning glow filtering through the curtains. Jo’s pulse lurched before her brain caught up. Zack Wilson – Jim’s friend from last night.

      He turned, offering a lazy smile, seeming completely at ease despite the unexpected encounter. Zack was tall and lean – handsome with a slightly crooked nose, his dark hair tousled like he’d just slid from the couch. Probably because he had. He wore the same jeans as the night before, but his shirt was missing, leaving his toned torso on display.

      ‘Morning,’ he said, his voice rough with sleep.

      Jo cleared her throat, all too aware that she wore nothing but a thin shift. She gripped her mug like a lifeline. ‘I, uh ... didn’t know you were still here.’

      ‘Yeah, we had a few too many Jack Daniel’s. Jim said I could crash.’ Zack stretched, the muscles in his arms flexing with the movement. ‘Hope that’s okay.’

      ‘Of course.’ She forced a smile, pushing aside her surprise. ‘And sorry for disappearing straight after dinner last night. I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just that I’m preparing for an important conference and got caught up in work.’ That, and the fact she’d been irritated by the way Jim had talked so enthusiastically of Zack’s various business interests and how much money he made.

      Zack waved a hand dismissively. ‘No worries. Jim said you were a busy woman. I didn’t take it personally.’ His eyes flicked to the coffee machine. ‘Any chance of a brew?’

      Jo nodded, the initial awkwardness easing a little. ‘If you can handle it strong.’

      ‘The stronger, the better.’

      She poured him a cup, wondering if she should offer him breakfast, cursing Jim for not warning her about his friend before he left for work. But that wasn’t quite fair. If she’d been a halfway decent host, she would have known that Zack had stayed over.

      ‘I’ll go get dressed,’ she said, feeling his cool, grey eyes upon her.

      ‘No need.’ Zack grinned, sculled the coffee and retrieved his shirt, wallet and watch from the living room. ‘I’ll be off. Nice meeting you.’ And with that he let himself out.

      With a determined set to her shoulders, she turned to the stack of conference papers on the kitchen bench. Her mind drifted to the panel discussion she’d be participating in: Bridging Science and Policy for Effective Conservation. It was a topic close to her heart, and excitement flared in her at the prospect of sharing her insights with a room full of like-minded professionals.

      She glanced at the list of panellists, her finger tracing over the names. Dr Nikki Blackwell, a brilliant American biologist with a reputation for groundbreaking research. Dr Priya Khanna, a fierce advocate for environmental policy reform, whose sharp insights and no-nonsense approach had made her a respected, if sometimes controversial figure in conservation circles. And Martin Hughes, the head of the conference’s organising committee and a key player in the selection process for the CSIRO position she coveted.

      Jo’s heart raced at the thought of sharing the stage with such luminaries. She pictured herself shaking hands with them and introducing herself. She could almost hear the buzz of conversation as she networked with other attendees, forging connections that could shape the course of her career.

      Her phone rang – Jim. That was quick.

      ‘Let’s meet up at Café Quantum this arvo,’ he said, ‘to make up for me not saying goodbye this morning.’

      ‘It would need to be quick,’ she said, doubtfully.

      ‘A coffee and one of those iced buns,’ he coaxed. ‘Or maybe a focaccia. God knows you’ll probably have missed lunch. And you can tell me all about your rare worm-lizards.’

      She smiled to herself. How well her husband knew her. ‘Four o’clock?’

      ‘Done. By the way, did Zack get off all right?’

      ‘He did. You might have warned me.’

      ‘Sorry, Jojo, my bad. Don’t forget our date.’

      He rang off and Jo turned back to her notes, pen flying across the page as she refined her talking points. She was in her element, mind sharp and focused, her spirit alight with the thrill of the challenge ahead. And when at last she set down her pen, her notes polished to perfection, she was ready to take on the world. Her phone buzzed beside her. A text from her cousin, wanting to catch up. It’s been too long – months. How about Wednesday? Jo ignored it and the phone fell silent again. She was way too busy for idle social get-togethers.

      

      The morning sun cast a warm glow over the bustling streets of Sydney while Jo found a place to park. A familiar swell of pride lifted her as she approached the CSIRO building. This was where she belonged, among curious minds and passionate souls who shared her unwavering commitment to science and nature.

      ‘Morning!’ called Haley as Jo entered the lobby, her arms laden with a stack of files. ‘Ready for another day of saving creepy crawlies?’

      Haley Hill was a grad student who Jo had recently employed as a research assistant. When Jo had first interviewed Haley for the position, she was struck by the young woman’s enthusiasm. She’d bounced into the room with an energy that was both refreshing and slightly overwhelming. Her wide blue eyes sparkled behind a pair of round glasses, and her face was alight with curiosity as she answered Jo’s questions with an eager intelligence.

      She offered sharp insights that went beyond what Jo had expected from someone so early in their career. And she was cheerful, too, flashing an easy grin as she spoke, her voice warm and animated. There was a lightness about her, a natural optimism that made even the most tedious research tasks sound exciting.

      Her blonde curls spilled over her shoulders as if she’d forgotten to brush them. And those glasses – perched on a nose slightly too large for her face – gave her an endearing, bookish look. Jo had found herself thinking that if Haley ever took them off, she’d be quite pretty. But what mattered most was that she was exactly what Jo needed – hard-working, dedicated, and sharp enough to keep up. A bright young researcher keen to prove herself.

      They made their way to the lifts together. ‘Last night I read your paper on the pygmy blue-tongue lizard,’ said Haley. ‘It was fascinating.’

      Jo offered a pleased smile. ‘There’ll be further discussions on that topic at the conference. I’m so happy you’re coming with me, Haley. You’ll be a great help.’

      Jo reached her glass-walled office, settling into her chair, and pulled up the latest report on the pink-tailed worm-lizard. Populations of the rare legless reptile had been crashing in NSW recently, but this latest data was encouraging. A research program that restored critical rock habitats in farming landscapes had recorded a thirty per cent average increase in worm-lizard numbers over fifteen sites. Numbers mattered, of course. But what kept Jo awake at night was the cascade effect – what happened to an ecosystem when it lost one of its ancient architects. Reptiles weren’t just species to be ticked off a list. They were load-bearing walls.

      Jo opened a spreadsheet, entering individual factors listed by the research team, comparing which habitat changes had resulted in the most improvements. The numbers danced across the screen, each one a tiny piece of the puzzle. She lost herself in the work, fingers flying over the keyboard as she entered observations and analysis. Time seemed to blur, the outside world fading until there was nothing but the steady flow of information and the quickening of her heartbeat as patterns emerged. Satellite images and data points obeyed rules she understood. Nothing was ambiguous. A nesting zone either held lizards, or it didn’t. A tracking tag either transmitted or fell silent. There was a comfort in that certainty.

      Jo thought of Jim then – of conversations that never quite landed, of questions deflected, of the growing sense that she was circling something she couldn’t quite see. With him recently, everything felt ... blurred. Unprovable. Like trying to read tracks after the tide had washed them clean. Her gaze returned to the reassuring screen. Data didn’t make her doubt herself.

      Two hours later her phone beeped and she looked up in a daze. Time to close her laptop. If she didn’t set an alarm she became lost in her work and missed important appointments. Like the upcoming meeting with her mentor. She had a favour to ask.
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      Jo’s knuckles rapped against the solid oak door.

      ‘Come in,’ called a voice, deep and resonant.

      She pushed the door open. Dust motes danced in sunlight streaming through large casement windows. The room’s rich furnishings and towering bookshelves seemed to belong to an earlier, gentler time. For some reason she always felt at home there. Professor Malcolm Sinclair sat behind his desk, silver hair gleaming and eyes crinkled in welcome. ‘Now just let me finish this note before I forget.’

      Jo settled into the chair opposite, hands clasped in her lap while he scribbled something down. The smell of old paper and polished wood wrapped around her as she waited for him to finish.

      ‘Thank you for meeting with me, Professor.’ She hesitated, then felt compelled to add, ‘I know you understand this already, but ... I do really care about these animals I’m studying. For me they’re not just data points or field reports. They matter. Every little life does. People see a lizard or a crocodile and think they’re expendable. They don’t see the work those animals do. They don’t see them as quiet engineers holding the whole system together.’

      Malcolm observed her over the rims of his glasses, and his expression softened into gentle approval. He inclined his head, leaning back in his chair.

      ‘So ...’ she said. ‘I suppose you know about my tilt at the deputy director’s job?’

      He balanced his glasses a little further down his nose. ‘I was pleased to see your application. You’ve come a long way since your early days here at CSIRO.’

      Pride swelled in Jo’s chest, tempered by a flicker of nerves. Her eager eyes met his wise, grey ones. ‘I’ve had an excellent mentor.’

      ‘Flattery will get you everywhere,’ he quipped. ‘But seriously, you’re an exceptional scientist, Jo. Your passion for conservation, your dedication ... it’s truly inspiring.’ He winked. ‘And I’ve already put in a good word for you, if that’s what this visit is about.’

      ‘Thank you!’ A flush of happiness made Jo sit up a little straighter. ‘I’m ready for this next step, Professor,’ she said. ‘I have a vision for the role, a plan to bridge the gap between science and public policy. We have an opportunity to effect real change, to protect and restore habitats on a larger scale than ever before.’

      Malcolm’s fingers steepled beneath his chin. ‘Your enthusiasm is undeniable, Jo. And your track record speaks for itself. But the competition for this position is fierce. Are you prepared for that?’

      Jo met his gaze unflinchingly. ‘I know I have what it takes, Professor. The skills, the knowledge, the drive to succeed. I’m ready to tackle whatever challenges come my way.’

      She paused, curiosity getting the better of her. ‘Do you know who else is in the running?’

      Malcolm’s expression clouded, a hint of something unreadable in his eyes. ‘You must know that information is confidential, Jo. The selection process is designed to be absolutely impartial and fair to all candidates.’

      Jo nodded, feeling a twinge of disappointment. Speculation always swirled around roles like these, but this year everyone was tight-lipped. She silently went through her most likely rivals. There was Ethan Pearce, sharp as a scalpel and just as ruthless. He had the experience, the connections, and the effortless confidence that made people take notice. If anyone had an inside track, it was him. Then there was Miss Meticulous, Sophie Tan, the kind of person who never missed a detail. Jo respected and liked her, but Sophie had a way of always landing on her feet – something Jo envied more than she cared to admit. And finally, Marcus Murphy, the wildcard. Talented but unpredictable. He had a reputation for thinking outside the box, sometimes to his own detriment. But if the panel wanted innovation, he could be a serious threat.

      Jo exhaled slowly. The competition was stiff, but so be it. She hadn’t come this far to second-guess herself now. Lifting her chin, she regarded Malcolm with quiet determination. ‘Well, I guess I’ll just have to be the best candidate.’

      It was as if he could read her mind. ‘Comparisons in any field can act as sabotage,’ he said. ‘Focus on your own application, and the rest will take care of itself.’ Malcolm sighed, rubbing his temple as if weighing his words. ‘Ambition is admirable. Necessary, even. But it can be a double-edged sword.’

      Jo frowned. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      ‘It means,’ he said, levelling her with a steady gaze, ‘that you’re so focused on the finish line, you don’t always see what you’re leaving behind.’

      She stiffened. ‘That’s not fair.’

      ‘Isn’t it?’ He folded his arms. ‘You’re brilliant, Jo. Nobody’s questioning that. But brilliance alone doesn’t make a leader. You push yourself harder than anyone I know, but at what cost? You’ve built a career any scientist would envy, yet I wonder how many real connections you’ve nurtured along the way.’

      Her stomach twisted, but she forced herself to hold eye contact. ‘I’ve worked too hard to let anyone derail me, Professor.’

      Malcolm studied her for a long moment before shaking his head with something almost like regret. ‘You remind me of myself when I was your age. I had the same drive, the same hunger to prove myself. But I also made sacrifices I didn’t fully understand until it was too late.’

      Jo’s throat tightened. She wanted to dismiss his words, to tell him he was wrong. But deep down, a part of her – a part she tried to ignore – knew there was truth in what he was saying.

      ‘I’m not telling you to stop chasing your goals,’ Malcolm said, his voice kind. ‘But don’t let them consume you. Success without people to share it with is a lonely thing.’

      She looked away, not wanting to hear any more.

      ‘Just think about it, Jo,’ he said quietly. ‘That’s all I’m asking.’

      

      The knot in her chest remained long after she left the professor’s office. Success without people to share it with ... She’d always told herself that Jim understood and supported her ambition. But lately their conversations had become shorter, their time together squeezed between deadlines and meetings. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d had a proper night out – one without her taking phone calls or checking her emails under the table. How long had it been since she’d said that she loved him?

      Jo had a sudden impulse to do just that. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. She’d make Jim a priority, starting now.

      But as she flicked on the screen, her stomach dropped. 4.37 PM. She swore under her breath. Their afternoon coffee date – she’d been supposed to meet him at four. A frantic phone call established that he was still at the café. Jo gushed an apology, but Jim seemed unfazed. What on earth had she done to deserve such a husband?

      ‘I was late myself,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry if you can’t –’

      ‘No, no,’ she said, quickly. ‘I’m on my way.’

      Jo hurried downstairs, her heart pounding with a mix of guilt and urgency. She should have set an alarm – should have done something to remind herself that her marriage mattered as much as her work.

      She pushed open the café door, eyes scanning the room until they landed on Jim. He sat in the corner by the window, his broad shoulders relaxed, his face lit with amusement. And across from him sat Haley.

      Haley, with her quick laugh and ready smile. Jo hadn’t seen the girl without glasses before and her initial assessment had been correct. Her bright blue eyes, sparkling with enthusiasm, lent Haley the kind of easy beauty that required no effort at all. Jo suddenly wished she’d stopped on the way to at least brush her hair. Jo liked Haley, valued her, but right now, watching her lean towards Jim as if hanging on his every word, Jo felt something entirely unfamiliar.

      Jealousy.

      Jim spotted her and raised a hand in greeting. No anger showed on his face, only a relaxed smile, as if this were nothing at all. As if waiting for his wife was something he’d come to expect.

      Haley flashed Jo a grin. ‘I ran into Jim while I was grabbing coffee. We’ve just been chatting.’ She gestured at the empty seat across from them. ‘Want to join us?’

      Jo resisted an uncharitable urge to slap her. She glanced at Jim, searching for some sign that he was annoyed. But all she saw was warmth, patience. And maybe – just maybe – a little too much ease in how he sat back, how comfortable he seemed in Haley’s company.

      She forced a smile as she slid into the chair. Jim glanced at his watch and made a face. ‘Got to go,’ he said, rising. ‘You’ll have to tell me about your worm-lizards later, but I’ll order you a coffee on my way out.’

      Haley hurriedly stood too. ‘Jim’s going to show me a new data entry program that makes it easier to track species sightings.’

      ‘Ecolog?’ asked Jo. ‘I planned to walk you through that software next week.’

      ‘I’ll be saving you some time then.’ Jim swept his coat from the back of the chair and raised his eyebrows at Haley. ‘Shall we?’

      Jo exhaled slowly as the pair of them walked away, a strange hollowness in her chest. Jim’s seat across from her felt too empty, the coffee he’d ordered too much of an afterthought. She was leaving for the conference tomorrow, no time to reschedule their little date. And for the first time in a long time she missed her husband.
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      Jo stood before her apartment door, conference badge still hanging from her neck like a trophy. Rain teemed down, angling into their small porch, drenching her. She hadn’t expected to return until tonight, but her part had wrapped up a day early, releasing her into her regular life like a fish thrown back to sea – disoriented, but free. So she’d left Canberra early that morning, keen to share her triumph firsthand with Jim and her work colleagues.

      The little laminated rectangle swung against her collarbone as she fished for her keys. Dr Josephine Reid, CSIRO Reptile Conservation Initiative, it declared in bold letters, a declaration that had opened doors for her all week. The words Featured Speaker gleamed in gold beneath her name, an unexpected upgrade thanks to a no-show from a certain UK herpetologist. She’d been given the honour of individually addressing a distinguished international audience on her work. Her lips twitched into a smile whenever she thought of it.

      She found her keys at the bottom of her bag, beneath a scatter of business cards – potential collaborations, future grant possibilities, connections that might bloom into something more. Her presentation on threatened species had been received with the kind of attention that validated years of work, provoked questions that pushed into exactly the right areas, received nods from all the right people.

      ‘You’ve made quite an impression,’ the conference chair had told her, his handshake firm, his eyes direct. ‘We’d like to feature your work in the Quarterly Journal.’ What a coup! It was bound to bolster her job chances.

      The thought warmed her now as she yawned and slipped the key into the lock. Four days of networking, presenting, defending her research, and navigating the politics of academia had left her exhausted. But it was a good kind of exhaustion, like the satisfying ache after a long hike.

      She felt good about Jim too. They’d talked and texted every day. He’d called her most evenings, saying how much he missed her and complaining how lonely it was at the apartment without her. ‘Why not call a friend and go out?’ she’d suggested.

      ‘Wish I could,’ he’d said, ‘but I’m snowed under. I’m spending each night glued to my laptop.’

      Jim was working on an advanced machine learning project – using AI to sift through thousands of motion-activated wildlife images and acoustic recordings to detect endangered species such as Leadbeater’s possums, northern quolls, and night parrots. The goal was to predict where rare wildlife survived based on habitat. Jo worked closely with Jim on this, providing the latest information on threatened reptiles and amphibians. She was proud for him to be at the forefront of such groundbreaking research.

      She turned the key, her mind already plotting the next few hours – a shower and perhaps a short nap in her own bed, free from the antiseptic tucked sheets of hotel linens. And then calling Jim. He wasn’t expecting her until tonight. The thought of surprising him sent a small dart of pleasure through her.

      The door swung open with a familiar creak. The apartment beyond lay in that peculiar half-light of mid-morning, neither bright nor dim, the curtains partially drawn. Jo paused on the threshold, inhaling the faint traces of the lavender diffuser she kept on the kitchen counter. For a moment, the sameness of it struck her as both comforting and strange, as if the apartment should have transformed to match her own internal shift after the conference’s success.

      She stepped inside, dropping her bag by the door with a muted thud. Jim would be at the university, teaching his Friday morning ecology seminar to undergraduates who, as he often complained good-naturedly, were more interested in their phones than phylogenetic trees.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket – another congratulatory text from a colleague who’d attended her presentation. Each such text was a small affirmation that her work mattered, that people were listening. This particular text included an invitation to collaborate on an important grant proposal, the kind of opportunity that would have seemed impossible a year ago.

      Jo kicked off her shoes, deciding to take a breather on the couch before tackling her unpacking. For some reason the throw rug was in a ball on the floor. She picked it up, shook it out and let her mind wander to Haley. The young researcher had begged off attending the conference at the last minute. She’d called the night before, the rasp in her voice convincing enough. ‘Some kind of bug. I won’t be able to make it.’

      Disappointment had flared briefly – she’d been looking forward to introducing Haley to her wider network, showcasing the talented young grad student who’d contributed significantly to Jo’s latest research. She’d planned to introduce Haley to several key figures, including the editor of the Environmental Science Journal who’d expressed interest in featuring younger voices. But people got sick – it happened. And the conference had gone so well that she’d barely noticed Haley’s absence.

      Jo relaxed, closed her eyes – then opened them again. The apartment was different somehow, though she couldn’t put her finger on the change. Nothing was out of place exactly, but the air held a quality she couldn’t name, like walking into a room where an argument had just ended – the emotional residue lingering after the words had died away.

      She sighed and shook her head, dismissing the thought. It was merely the disorientation of returning, of transitioning from the high-stress environment of the conference to the relaxation of home. But as Jo pushed herself up from the couch her spidey senses tingled and a cold certainty settled in her stomach.

      She wasn’t alone in the apartment.

      Jo pushed the hall door open. The noise reached her before she’d taken three steps – a low conversation, a sudden laugh cut short, the sound of a tap being turned on in the kitchen. The voices grew more distinct as she approached. Jim. The other voice, lighter, feminine. Haley? Jo’s fingers trailed along the wall, nails scratching lightly against the paint. The conversation ahead paused, as if they’d sensed her approach. A chair scraped against the tile floor. Someone cleared their throat.

      For a moment, Jo considered retreating. Walking back down the hallway, out the front door, closing it silently behind her. Calling Jim from the street, announcing her imminent arrival. Giving him time to construct some plausible explanation for Haley’s presence in their home at ten o’clock in the morning. The temptation was almost overwhelming – to postpone the moment of confrontation, to delay whatever truth waited for her on the other side of that door. But her body moved forward without conscious decision, her hand reaching for the sliding door, pulling it open, the sound deafening in the sudden silence that fell.

      The scene before her stamped itself on her consciousness with photographic clarity. Jim leaning against the kitchen counter, holding a coffee cup, his posture relaxed until the moment he registered her presence. He wore work clothes, but his dark hair was mussed.

      And Haley – Haley who’d missed the conference due to a stomach bug so severe she ‘could barely stand’ – perched on one of the kitchen stools, her slender legs crossed at the ankles. She wore a sundress, a pale yellow thing that made her blonde hair seem even more vibrant by contrast. Her face, far from showing signs of illness, glowed with health, her cheeks flushed with what? Surprise? Guilt?

      The tableau held for a heartbeat, two, three – a frozen moment in which none of them breathed. Then it shattered as both Jim and Haley straightened simultaneously, their movements so synchronised it would have been comical in any other context.

      ‘Jojo!’ Jim’s voice emerged too loud, too bright. ‘It’s wonderful to see you.’

      Haley’s mug clinked against the counter as she quickly set it down, coffee sloshing over the rim. Those blue eyes that Jo had only once before seen without glasses, now darted between her and Jim, wide with what might have been alarm or calculation.

      ‘We were just –’ Haley stopped.

      Jim’s face held an expression of pleasant surprise, but something flickered in his eyes – a quicksilver flash of what might have been fear or irritation or both.

      Jo remained in the doorway, her hand gripping the edge of the door as if it might provide stability in a world that had tilted on its axis.

      Haley shifted on the stool. The young woman wore no shoes, her bare feet pale against the stool’s footrest. There was something unbearably intimate about those bare feet in Jo’s kitchen, something that spoke of comfort, of familiarity, of belonging.

      Jim stepped forward to kiss Jo’s frozen cheek. ‘Apparently Haley’s behind on some of your grant acquittals,’ he said, smoothly, ‘and she thought I could help.’

      ‘You couldn’t do that at the office?’ Jo’s gaze flickered to the counter. Two empty wine glasses sat in the sink, their rims catching the morning light. She swallowed hard.

      ‘Haley hasn’t been well, so I thought it might be more comfortable for her to come here. But since you’re back we’ll head on in.’ Jim offered an easy smile. ‘Can I give you a lift, Jo?’

      She shook her head. Jim’s explanation hung between them, plausible on the surface but threadbare when held up to scrutiny. The wine glasses. The casual postures. The bare feet. She stepped fully into the kitchen and the space felt suddenly too small for the three of them, the air charged with an electricity that raised the fine hairs on her arms. She noticed details with a strange, heightened awareness: a plate beside the sink bearing toast crumbs; a faint trace of Haley’s perfume lingering in the air – something floral and light.

      Her stomach twisted. It was nothing, really – just small things. None of it definitive. But together, they wove a thread of doubt so tight it left her breathless.

      ‘I’d better grab my bag,’ said Haley.

      ‘And your shoes,’ suggested Jo.

      Haley looked down at her bare feet as if she expected her shoes to have magically appeared. ‘Oh, my sandals ... they were soaked in the downpour.’

      ‘They’re drying in the laundry,’ explained Jim.

      A perfectly reasonable explanation, although it didn’t explain why Haley was wearing a sundress on a rainy morning.

      ‘I think,’ Jo said finally, each word measured and precise, ‘that you two should tell me what’s really going on.’

      The question landed like a stone dropped in still water, sending ripples of unease in all directions. Haley’s posture changed subtly, becoming more formal, more controlled – the stance she adopted during difficult professional discussions.

      ‘Nothing’s going on, honey.’ Jim’s voice carried none of the guilt or hesitation Jo was listening for. If anything, he sounded hurt. He stepped closer, hands out in a placating gesture, brows drawn together in an expression of quiet disappointment. ‘I can’t believe you asked that.’

      Jo’s fingers curled, nails biting into her palm. ‘Then explain the wine glasses.’

      Jim held up his hands in mock guilt. ‘Both mine – from last night and the night before. I took advantage of you not being here, to be a slob. The dishwasher would have been on by now if you’d texted me earlier.’

      The explanation fit. Jim hated packing the dishwasher and cleaning up in general. It was one of Jo’s few gripes about him. Her suspicion wavered. Had she imagined the shift in energy when she walked in? Had she read too much into small details, twisting them into a story that wasn’t there?

      Jim reached for her hand, squeezing it enough to anchor her, to pull her back into the version of events he was offering – a version she desperately wanted to believe. He kissed her forehead, a familiar, reassuring press of warmth. ‘Well, if you’re not going in to work, get some rest,’ he murmured. ‘And congratulations on the conference. People are singing your praises.’

      ‘Yes, congratulations,’ echoed Haley as she squeezed past.

      And just like that, they were gone – leaving Jo standing in the middle of her kitchen, staring at the wine glasses in the sink, not knowing what to think.
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      Jo wandered through the apartment. It was as it always was – their framed hiking photos lining the hallway, the untidy stack of journals on the coffee table, the fern by the window that always seemed to verge on the point of death despite her best efforts. And yet everything felt subtly wrong.

      ‘You’re being ridiculous,’ she whispered, the sound of her own voice startling in the quiet space. ‘You’re inventing problems where there aren’t any.’

      But it wouldn’t hurt to be sure. Jo squared her shoulders and forced her breathing to slow. If she was going to do this – if she was going to search their apartment like some amateur detective – she’d be methodical about it, like any good scientist. She’d move through each room with purpose, with focus, cataloguing anything that felt out of place. Anything that didn’t belong to the story Jim had told her.

      She started at the front door, examining the small wooden bowl where they tossed their keys. Jim’s set was with him. Her own keys lay alone in the bowl. The mail sat in a stack beside it. Bills, the latest Conservation Biology journal, a postcard from Jim’s mother in Darwin. Nothing unusual.

      The shoe rack held their regular collection – all accounted for, everything ordinary. In the kitchen she picked up the plate with toast crumbs. Hmm ... Jim almost always ate muesli for breakfast. A milky cereal bowl sat in the sink beside the wine glasses. Jim said both glasses were his from two different nights. She inspected the dregs of red wine in each – equally liquid, equally fresh.

      She looked in the rubbish bin: an empty milk carton, a few takeaway containers – fewer than she would have expected after four days. Jim didn’t cook when she was away, yet he’d said he’d eaten in every night. Jo poked at the items with a wooden spoon, feeling equal parts determined and ashamed. What was she doing? This was her home, their home, and she was sifting through the garbage looking for ... what? Lipstick-stained napkins?

      She moved into the living room. The coffee table held a stack of magazines – National Geographic, Scientific Australian, the same ones that had been there for weeks. The remote control lay at a perfect right angle to the edge of the table, the way Jim always left it.

      The living room couch caught Jo’s attention like a crooked picture frame – something wasn’t quite right. The cushions. The largest one was missing altogether. The smaller cushions had been rearranged too – the blue one now sat where the green one normally did. And the patterned throw rug had been in a ball on the floor when she’d come in. Jo let her body sink down into the familiar softness, and it hit her – a scent, faint but unmistakable. Floral, with notes of jasmine. Her heart skipped several beats and the room seemed to tilt.

      Now for the bedroom. Sunlight streamed through the half-drawn curtains, painting golden rectangles across their queen-sized bed. The navy-blue doona lay smooth and unwrinkled, precisely centred. Her stomach did a somersault. She’d expected the bed to be a tangle of creased linen. She turned down the cover. The sheets were fresh, the corners neatly tucked. That wasn’t right. Jim never changed the sheets. Never. It was one of their ongoing domestic battles, the subject of countless good-natured arguments. ‘They don’t need washing yet,’ he’d insist, while Jo maintained that weekly sheet changes were the minimum for basic hygiene.

      A narrow laundry alcove branched off from their bedroom – just enough space for the stacked washer and dryer, a small shelf of detergents, and the wide wicker basket that collected their dirty clothes. Sheets spilled out the top. The missing cushion lay on the floor sporting a large red wine stain.

      The dull throb of a tension headache began at Jo’s temples. Back in the bedroom she stared at Jim’s bedside table. They’d never been the type of couple to snoop through each other’s belongings. Jo’s hand shook as she opened the drawer. The contents were mundane and familiar: a tangle of charging cables, a dog-eared notebook, spare change, cough drops, a small bottle of hand lotion. The corner of a crumpled paper, thin and white, showed against the drawer’s dark interior.

      She smoothed it against her thigh, flattening the creases to reveal the printed text. Firefly Wine Bar & Bistro. The date stamp made her breath catch – Wednesday night, just two evenings ago. The itemised list revealed five glasses of expensive Cabernet, a cheese plate, an order of bruschetta. Time of payment: 9.47 PM. Jo had spoken to him last Wednesday afternoon and asked about his evening plans. A delivered pizza and an early night, he’d said. There’d been no pizza box in the recyclables, but there had been an empty wine bottle.

      Jo stared at the receipt. Five glasses of wine. An evening at a small bistro known for its low lighting and secluded booths. He hadn’t been at home, after all. He hadn’t been alone. Still, plans could change, and Jim had plenty of friends. There was no proof he’d spent Wednesday evening with Haley at an intimate wine bar.

      A coldness settled in Jo’s chest as the hairline fractures in her trust spread. Each little anomaly, examined in isolation, could be explained away, and Jo typically trusted logic above emotion. But right now her gut instinct screamed aloud, drowning out everything else.

      The apartment, once a sanctuary, now felt contaminated. Had Jim and Haley kissed in this room? Had they laughed at Jo’s ignorance while lounging on that couch? She couldn’t stay here. Not tonight. Not with the ghosts of betrayal hovering in every corner. Not in their bed. Just as well she hadn’t unpacked. Essentials remained in her suitcase, but she’d need more clothes. She pulled a duffel bag from the wardrobe, grabbing clothes at random – underwear, socks, some t-shirts, a jumper. Two pairs of jeans. A dress, in case ... in case of what? The items tumbled into the bag in a disordered heap.

      Her hands trembled as she tried to zip the overstuffed bag, the simple mechanism suddenly complex beyond understanding. She swore under her breath, yanked harder, felt something tear inside – a sleeve caught in the zipper’s teeth. She didn’t care. Nothing mattered except getting out.

      Their wedding photo smiled from the dresser, two people with linked hands and unguarded smiles. She turned it face-down with a decisive click. Jim would be home later, expecting dinner, normalcy, the comfortable routine of their shared evenings. Instead, he would find this disruption, this absence. Good. Let him wonder, let him worry. Let him feel even a fraction of the disorientation that currently threatened to drown her.

      Jo shoved her bag into the car and scrolled through hotel options. Distance was her only criterion – not comfort, not amenities, not price – just somewhere that wasn’t here. The Parkview Hotel, only fifteen minutes away, had a room available. Jo hit Book Now without checking the rate, and entered her credit card information with shaky fingers. The confirmation came through with a cheerful ping. Done. Then she turned off her phone.

      

      The Parkview Hotel rose fifteen stories of beige concrete and tinted glass, a monument to functionality without character. Jo stood on the footpath and stared up at the anonymous structure. Behind one of those identical windows would be a room without history, without memories. The thought propelled her forward, through the revolving door and into the synthetic, climate-controlled air of the lobby.

      Generic landscape paintings hung on cream walls. Muzak drifted from hidden speakers. Business people crossed the marble floor, wheeling compact suitcases, tapping at phones, existing in a parallel universe of meetings and deadlines and normal concerns. Jo moved among them like a ghost, wondering if her devastation was visible, if the rawness showed. But no one looked twice at her – just another woman with luggage – another temporary presence in this place designed for transience.

      At the front desk a young man with gelled hair looked up and smiled.

      ‘Reservation for Josephine Reid.’ Her voice sounded steady, functional. A miracle.

      ‘May I have your ID and the credit card you booked with?’

      She produced the requested items, watched as he swiped, typed and handed her a key card. ‘Fifth floor. Will you be needing assistance with your bags?’

      ‘No. Thank you.’ Just those three words required immense effort, but the clerk noticed nothing unusual. He simply nodded and moved his attention to the next guest. There was strange comfort in his indifference, in being one anonymous person among many. No one here knew her story. No one here would ask about Jim, or notice his absence, or require explanations she couldn’t give.

      The room was exactly what she’d expected – queen bed, desk with a lamp and hotel information folder, abstract print above the headboard in colours chosen to offend no one. Clean, impersonal, devoid of history. Perfect. She occupied a strange middle ground now, not yet faced with decisions about confrontation, reconciliation, or separation. Just this suspended moment, this neutral territory between what had been and what would come. Here, in this room that had sheltered hundreds of strangers before her, she could breathe again.
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      Jo paced the confines of the hotel room, seven steps from wall to window, turn, seven steps back. She glanced at the time. Jim would be wondering where she was by now. Her phone weighed heavy in her palm, both lifeline and weapon. The decision to call rather than text had come after an hour of deliberation, of drafting and deleting messages that either revealed too much or too little. Some conversations required voices, tones, the subtle revelations that came with real-time responses. This was one of them.

      A text would be easier – clinical, controlled, allowing her to craft each word without the betrayal of emotion in her voice. But it would also give Jim time to compose his response, to calculate rather than react. A call might startle the truth out of him.

      ‘I’m at a hotel,’ she murmured, rehearsing. ‘I needed some space.’ Neutral. Factual. No accusations, no showing her hand. Let him wonder, let him worry.

      Jo stopped pacing. Her thumb hovered over Jim’s contact photo – his face smiling up at her from a hiking trip last autumn, sunlight caught in his dark hair, eyes crinkled at the corners with happiness. Had that been real? Or had he been performing even then?

      Jo switched on her phone. Three missed calls from her husband. She pressed the button before doubt could paralyse her. The phone rang once, twice, the sound amplified in the quiet room. Jo resumed pacing – heart hammering so hard it felt like it might bruise her from within.

      What would his first words reveal? Worry? Guilt? Confusion? She had known this man for eight years, loved him for seven, married him for six. Surely she could read the truth of him by now.

      The ringing stopped abruptly, replaced by a rustle of movement, then his voice – familiar, yet suddenly strange.

      ‘Jojo? Hey, I’ve been worried. Where are you?’

      The sound of his words hit her like a physical force. She sank onto the edge of the bed, fingers clutching the cover. Something caught in her throat – not quite tears, not quite speech, but a tangled mess of both that she had to swallow before talking.

      ‘I’m at a hotel.’ Nothing but controlled neutrality. ‘I need some space.’

      A beat of silence, heavy with unasked questions. When Jim spoke again, confusion tinged his words. ‘What do you mean, space? Did something happen at work? Are you okay?’

      His concern seemed genuine, which only twisted the knife deeper. Either he was a better actor than she’d given him credit for, or he truly didn’t know what she suspected. Jo pressed her lips together, fighting against the urge to soften, to doubt her flimsy evidence, to crawl back to normalcy.

      ‘I’m fine,’ she said, each measured word the emotional equivalent of social distancing. ‘But I need to be somewhere else tonight.’

      ‘Somewhere else?’ Jim’s tone subtly shifted, confusion giving way to something sharper, more defensive. ‘Jo, what the hell’s going on? You can’t just disappear to a hotel without explanation. I came home to find you gone, and now you’re being cryptic on the phone?’

      She noted the progression – concern to confusion to frustration – cataloguing it like data points in an experiment. Was this the reaction of a guilty man? Or simply the natural response of someone confronted with unexpected behaviour from a partner?

      ‘You must know it was a shock finding Haley at the apartment at ten in the morning. And I found some things that concerned me.’


OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/images/for-title-page-pilyara-press-logo_square_greyscale.jpg
PILYARA PRESS






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/uks-ebook-final.jpg
JENNIFERW

I





