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For Oscar


Sorry for not writing


a book about dinosaurs 




I’ve spent my whole life wanting you. As a toddler, I was forever toting around a plastic doll—wrapping it and feeding it and changing its diaper. As a child, my favorite pastime was making up baby names. As a teenager, I babysat every chance I could, imagining you nestled against my hip instead of the stranger’s child I carried. There were times in my early twenties when wanting you felt shameful. After all, women were supposed to want careers, travel, success—we were capable of anything. Aspiring to be a mother wasn’t original or brave or interesting. It certainly wasn’t something to strive for.


Still, I wanted you.


So it was a shock when, years later, you announced your imminent arrival with a blinding spear of pain. There was no warm-up; no easing into it. It felt like being jackhammered, hollowed out. By the time I got to the hospital I was bearing down. The nurse rushed me straight through to delivery without even asking my name. The whole thing felt like something terrible instead of something wonderful.
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ESSIE


“Fresh air!” Essie’s mother had said to her that morning. “Get that baby out in the fresh air! It will do you both the world of good!”


Now Essie stood under the dubious cover of a palm tree, while the rain slapped against the tin slide of the nearby playground. Just a few minutes ago the weather had been fine. A perfect spring day. She’d been powering along the Sandringham beach path when the sky began to darken—at the halfway point of her walk, of course, leaving her no option to turn back and bolt for home.


What was so great about fresh air anyway? Given the choice, she’d have opted for the less fresh, temperature-controlled air of the indoors any day. She wanted to be indoors now, preferably at Cuppa Cottage, drinking a cup of English Breakfast out of a vintage teacup. Better yet, she wanted to be in bed, catching up on the billion hours of sleep she’d lost in the past eight weeks. But no. She needed fresh air.


Mia appeared to be deeply asleep under her rain cover (Essie doubted there was anything “fresh” about the plastic fumes she was inhaling), but the moment the pram stopped moving Essie knew Mia’s eyes would spring open and the crying would start. As such, since Mia’s birth, Essie had become an expert in keeping the pram moving, wheeling it rhythmically from room to room as she moved about the house, not allowing it to sit idle for more than a second or two. When Essie sat—which was rare—she could keep the darn thing moving with only three toes. According to Ben, she even rocked in her sleep.


“And when, exactly, have you seen me sleep lately?” she’d demanded, her voice wavering slightly. “No, really. Tell me.”


Suddenly Ben had had something urgent to do in the garage.


Last week, after jostling the pram for so long Essie was sure she’d developed carpal tunnel, she pushed it down to the back of the garden and left it there. Just for a little while. It was a fine day, she reasoned, and she just needed some time to herself and perhaps a cup of tea. But she was barely back inside when her neighbor—who had a baby Mia’s age who never seemed to do anything but sleep and smile—appeared at the door saying she’d heard Mia crying and was everything all right.


“Fine,” Essie had said. “Everything is fine.”


The rain continued to beat down and Essie kept the pram crunching back and forth on the damp, sandy path. The sea had deepened to a dark blue and the air was sharp and salty. On the road above, the cars swished by on the damp bitumen. Maybe she should make a run for it—head to Cuppa Cottage and order that cup of English Breakfast? Then again, with her giant three-wheeler pram she’d almost certainly catch the eye of another pram-wheeling mother and fall into the predictable back and forth that she loathed—boy or girl? how old? sleeping well? Essie didn’t think she could stand it. Of course, other mothers talked about how hard it all was—the sleep deprivation, the breastfeeding, the washing!—but they always did it with a cheerful laugh, an insistence that “it was all worth it.” That was the problem. Essie wasn’t sure it was.


“It doesn’t come right away for all mothers,” her mum had told her. “You’re exhausted. Just give it time.”


Essie had given it eight weeks. And still, whenever Essie looked down at Mia’s red, irritated little face, all she felt was … flat.


Every evening Ben rushed home from work, desperate to see Mia. If she was asleep (which was rare), he was devastated.


“Can’t we wake her up?” he’d plead.


“No one wakes a sleeping baby,” she’d snap, when what she really wanted to say was: “Why would you want to?”


Maybe it was just the exhaustion. In an hour her mum would come over and assume pram-jostling duties and the world would make sense again. Her mum came by regularly, snatching up the baby and putting her over her shoulder, soothing her with a repetitive thump to the bottom that Essie could never seem to imitate. Her mum never seemed bothered by Mia’s crying or fussiness—she held her as easily and naturally as if she was one of her own limbs. Usually she ordered Essie to go take a nap and Essie gratefully obliged. Problem was, the nap would always end, her mum would go home and she’d have to look after her baby once more.


Essie inhaled, dragging all that fresh air into her lungs. She was having that feeling again. A tingling—like angry pinpricks in her abdomen and chest—that Essie had come to understand was anxiety or guilt, or perhaps some kind of cocktail of the two.


“Oh, that,” Ange from across the road said when Essie described it to her. “Yes. Get used to it. It’s called “motherhood.”


That had been a blow. Essie had assumed the anxiety was one of those fleeting parts of early motherhood—like engorged breasts and night sweats—that were there one moment and forgotten about the next. But apparently it was one of those other parts of motherhood. The parts that left you fundamentally changed.


A woman around Essie’s age was jogging toward her on the path, dressed in black lycra and hot-pink trainers. Her soaking wet hair was looped into a casual bun. Ben had been pestering Essie to start running. “A good long run always makes me feel better,” he’d said yesterday. “You should try it.” Essie would have run, if she thought it would help. She would have run to the ends of the earth. She just wasn’t sure whether she would run back.


The jogger was wet through, but she didn’t seem to mind. She had a bounce to her step that was reserved for the young and fit. The free. Essie remembered having a bounce to her step once.


Mia started stirring in the pram and Essie realized that she’d stopped jostling. The jogger bounded past, and in the time it took her to disappear from sight, Mia had moved from confused to irate. Her face contorted and her head tossed from side to side as if desperate for answers. Who had the audacity to stop moving this pram? Did you not see I was having A NAP? Her face reddened and she took a breath, sucking in enough air to make sure her protest would be loud and meaningful. Essie shoved her fingers deep into her ears.


It was strange watching Mia scream and not being able to hear it. Better, really. Her eyes shut with the effort. With the rain in the background, Essie heard nothing. She felt nothing.


After a while, Essie started for home. She stopped at Cuppa Cottage and ordered her tea, extra hot, and drank it slowly in the chair by the window. She ordered another. The rain had stopped by the time she left the café. As she walked home she felt an acute sense of being out of balance—as though she’d been roller-skating or skiing and had just put on her shoes again.


Her mum was walking up her driveway when she arrived back in Pleasant Court. She stopped when she saw Essie coming and waved cheerily. “Good to see you out and about,” she said, before peering at the empty space around Essie. “Where’s Mia?”


Essie pulled her wet ponytail over one shoulder. A trickle of water ran down the side of her jacket.


“Essie,” her mum repeated, slower now. “Where is Mia?”


Essie shrugged. “I … left her. At the park.”


Her mum’s frown froze in place. Essie got the feeling that, for the first time in weeks, her mum actually saw her. “Which park, Essie? Which park is Mia at?”


“The beach playground.”


After that her mum moved quickly. In a matter of moments they were both in the car, headed toward the beach at a speed Essie thought was unnecessary. The pram was probably exactly where she’d left it! No one would be out and about after the rain; the playground would probably be deserted and covered in puddles. Mia would be red-faced and angry. It would take hours to calm her down. Essie wished they were driving in the opposite direction.


Her mum misinterpreted her agitation and placed a calming hand on hers. “We’ll find her, Essie,” she said. “We will.”


Sure enough, they did find her. Mia was right where Essie had left her. But she wasn’t alone. A trio of mothers in puffer jackets surrounded her, the tallest woman holding Mia tightly. Mia will hate that, Essie thought. Sure enough, Mia was howling. Another mother looked on while half-heartedly entertaining toddlers nearby. They didn’t seem to notice as Essie and her mum got out of the car.


“There she is,” Essie’s mum cried, running over to the group. “I see her. She’s fine, Essie. She’s perfectly safe.”


“She’s ours,” Essie’s mum shouted to the women. When she was close enough, she held her hands out for Mia, catching her breath. “Whew. Thank you so much. She’s my granddaughter. My daughter accidentally left without her.”


The tall woman made no move to hand Mia over. Instead she clutched her tighter, which made Mia even more hysterical. “She left the park without her baby?”


“Yes, well … she was tired and …”


Essie sidled up slowly.


“… you know how your brain can be when you have a newborn!” Her mum have a half-hearted laugh and then petered out. What else could she say? There was no explanation that would suffice and she knew it.


“I’m sorry,” the woman said curtly, “but … how do we know she’s your granddaughter? We found her abandoned in a park. We can’t just hand her over.”


Essie sidled up slowly. She felt a scream building in her throat. She wanted all these women to go away. She wanted to go away. Back to a time when she was a normal, childless woman—not a crazy lady who left babies in the park.


“Her name is Mia,” her mum tried again. “She’s eight weeks old. Her blanket was hand-knitted by me and it has frayed on one corner. Mia has a birthmark on her right thigh—a port wine stain.”


The woman exchanged a glance with her friend. “I’m sorry but I really think we should wait for the—”


“What do you want us to do?” Essie cried. “Sign an affidavit? She doesn’t have any ID. Just give her to me,” she said, pushing forward. “Give me my baby!”


Essie felt her mum’s hand on her shoulder. “Essie—”


“Give her to me.”


“Essie, you need to calm d—”


“GIVE ME MY BABY!” she screamed, and that’s when the police car pulled up.
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3 years later …


“Good evening, beloved family,” Ben announced, flinging down his sports bag. He bounded into the kitchen to kiss Essie and Mia. “Beloved wife and daughter.” He scooted a few paces to the right and put an arm around Barbara, who sat on a bar stool, doing a crossword. “Beloved mother-in-law.”


Barbara pushed him off. “Ben! You’re sweaty.”


“As you would be, Barbie, if you’d done three back-to-back boxing sessions and then jogged home!”


He took off his cap and skimmed it across the counter. It collected a butter knife and a garlic press and all three landed with a clatter on the kitchen floor. Essie shot a glance at her mother who rolled her eyes and looked back at her crossword.


“A little bird told me,” Ben said to Mia, “that you could fly.”


She looked at him skeptically. “No, I can’t.”


“Are you sure? Because I’m sure the bird said …” He grabbed Mia off the kitchen counter and flung her into the air. She shrieked in delight. He was so slick with sweat it looked like Mia may slide right through his hands.


On their wedding day, Ben’s best man had likened him to a Doberman—a fair comparison, in Essie’s opinion. Not only was he happy, hopeless and incredibly loyal, he was also large, clumsy and accident prone. Whenever he arrived in a room it suddenly felt full, which was both comforting … and a little nerve-wracking.


“See,” he said, “… you can fly.” He put her down.


Ben ran a fitness studio, The Shed, a studio created to assist people’s dreams of being their own bona fide Hulk outside the boardroom as well as inside. Eighteen months ago he’d also developed an app, Ten with Ben, which allowed people to download a new ten-minute workout and meal plan every day. The app had received huge media coverage and had even been endorsed by several high-profile football players. As a result his business had exploded. He now had ten full-time staff—and dozens of casuals—but as Ben couldn’t possibly sit still at a desk all day, he still took the classes.


“Where is beloved daughter number two?” Ben asked.


Beloved daughter no. 2 had come along six months ago. It had taken nearly two years for Essie to convince Ben to try for another baby. (“Why not be happy with what we’ve got?” he said, over and over again. “Why would we risk it?”) Obviously, Essie understood his concerns. It had taken months—and a stint as an inpatient in a psychiatric hospital—for her to recover after leaving Mia in the park that day, and her doctor explained that after last time, her chances of her post-partum depression recurring were significant. But Essie did recover. And she wanted a second chance to be the mother she’d planned to be from the get-go. It was her mother moving in next door that had finally swayed Ben (also, Essie thought, a stab at having a son). Unfortunately Ben didn’t get his son but Essie did get her second chance. And much to everyone’s relief, this time Essie had been fine.


Well, mostly fine.


“Polly’s asleep,” Essie said.


“In this heat?”


It was the fourth day of temperatures above forty degrees Celsius and it was all anyone could talk about. A heatwave like this usually happened at least once during a Melbourne summer, but that didn’t stop everyone from talking about it as if it was a once-in-a-lifetime phenomenon. (Hot enough for you? I don’t remember it being this hot when I was a kid. I hear a cool change is due on Thursday.)


“Apparently so,” Essie said. “We’ll see how long it lasts.”


Polly had been a good sleeper to begin with, but a couple of weeks ago she’d started waking at odd intervals, sometimes as often as hourly. It felt like a cruel joke, giving her a perfect baby only to have her regress like this at six months old.


Ben leaned his elbows on the counter. “So,” he said, “apparently the new neighbor has moved in.”


“I heard,” Essie said. The whole of Pleasant Court was at fever pitch about the new neighbor. There hadn’t been anyone new in Pleasant Court since Essie’s mum moved in.


“Ange gave me the inside scoop.” Ange, from number 6, had been the agent to rent the place. “She’s a single woman in her late thirties who has moved down from Sydney for work.”


“A single woman?” Barbara said, eyes still on her crossword. She tapped the base of the pencil against her lip. “In Sandringham? Why wouldn’t she get an apartment in the city?”


“Single women can live in Sandringham! Maybe she wanted to live by the beach.”


“But it’s an unusual choice, wouldn’t you say?” her mum said. “Especially Pleasant Court.”


Essie thought about that. Pleasant Court was a decidedly family area, she supposed. A cul-de-sac of 1930s-style redbrick bungalows—and even those in need of a paint job or new foundations sold for well over two million thanks to the beach at the end of the road. Ben and Essie had bought their place when it was worth less than half that amount, but property had skyrocketed since then. The new neighbor, whoever she was, was renting, but even rent wouldn’t have been cheap. And with three or four bedrooms and a garden to maintain, Essie had to admit it wasn’t the most obvious choice for a single person.


“Maybe she has a husband and kids joining her?” Essie said, opening the fridge. She snatched up a head of iceberg lettuce, a tomato, and a cucumber and dumped all three on the bench. “Salad?”


“Sure,” Ben said. “And I doubt she has a husband joining her.”


“Why?”


“Ange said she talked about her ‘ex-partner.’ Partner,” he repeated, when Essie looked blank. “As in she’s gay.”


“Because she used the word partner?”


Ben shrugged, but with a cocked head and a smile that said he was in the know.


Essie grabbed an avocado from the fruit bowl. Though she’d never admit it to Ben, she was a little intrigued. The sad fact was, Pleasant Court was very white bread. The appearance of anyone other than a straight married person with kids was interesting. Essie thought back to her days working as a copywriter for Architectural Digest, when she had numerous gay and mixed-nationality friends. It felt like another lifetime. “Well … so what? I didn’t realize we cared so much about people’s sexuality.”


“We don’t,” Ben said, holding up his hands. “Unless … hang on, did you say … sexuality?”


Ben slipped a brawny arm around her waist. After eight years of marriage Ben still wanted sex constantly. Essie would have blamed the excessive exercise if he didn’t insist he’d always been this way. “If I was a kid these days,” he was fond of saying, “I’d have been diagnosed with ADHD and put on Ritalin. Instead, my parents took me to the park every day to run me like a dog.” Some days that’s what Essie felt like she was doing with him in the bedroom.


“You need a shower,” Essie said.


“Great idea. Meet you in there?”


Essie’s mum put down her pencil. “For heaven’s sake! Come on, Mia. You can stay at Gran’s tonight.”


Ben’s eyes lit up. “Barbie! Have I ever told you how much I love you?”


“If you really loved me,” she said, without missing a beat, “you wouldn’t call me Barbie.”


Ben put his hand on his heart. “Scout’s honor.”


She narrowed her eyes. “Not Babs, either. Not Babby. Not Ba-Ba.”


“But those are all the good ones!” Ben cried as her mum let herself out with Mia on her hip. Then he turned to Essie. “Ready for that shower?”


One good thing about Ben, he rarely lasted more than ten minutes (Ten with Ben) and tonight Essie spent eight of them thinking about Polly. At first she’d simply been listening out for her in case she woke up, but then her thoughts had drifted to what she would do if she did wake up and then to why on earth she’d been waking so often these past few weeks.


It’s a phase, everyone said. The most irritating of all findings. A phase wasn’t a diagnosis, it wasn’t a treatment. It was, at best, something to say when you had no idea what the problem was. But Essie wasn’t going to take it lying down.


“I thought you could give Polly a dream-feed tonight,” she said to Ben when he was spread-eagled and panting beside her. She lifted her head and propped her chin in her palm. “A dream feed is when you give the baby a bottle of formula at ten P.M. to get her to sleep for a long stretch. Apparently it’s better for the dad to do it, because otherwise the baby can smell the mother’s milk.”


It was Fran, from number 10, who’d suggested the dream-feed. Fran had a daughter Mia’s age and another one a few months younger than Polly, but unlike Essie’s children, Fran’s children slept and generally did everything they were supposed to do. As such, she seemed like a good person to take advice from.


Ben stared at her. “Are you actually talking about our infant daughter? Now?”


Essie winced. “Faux pas?”


“Fatal faux pas.”


Essie dropped her head back onto his chest. She lay there for a few seconds before Ben grabbed her chin and turned it so she was looking at him. Essie smiled. He did this every now and again. They’d be standing in the kitchen or out for a walk and suddenly his eyes would go all soft. He never said anything, he didn’t need to. The look said it all.


She let her fingertips flutter over Ben’s taut stomach, which was bare and smooth apart from the dark strip of hair heading south from his navel. His heartbeat was hard and loud under her ear. He’d been jogging down the street (of course) the first time she’d seen him. At six foot five he was hard to miss. She’d been about to drive past him in her car when the traffic lights changed. Essie had been so busy looking at Ben that she nearly didn’t stop in time. The car in front didn’t stop, continuing into the intersection at full speed. The smash was magnificent. Essie leapt from the car, as did a lot of drivers and pedestrians, but it was Ben who ran directly for the collision, peeling off his hoodie and pressing it to the head wound of one of the drivers to staunch the blood. Essie joined him after a few moments, offering her own cardigan while everyone else stood around the edges, gasping and whispering. There was so much blood, she remembered. And not enough clothes.


By the time the ambulance arrived, Ben was standing there in his underwear and trainers. Essie offered him a ride home, as a) he was in his undies, and b) he had just saved someone’s life, so she figured he was unlikely to be a serial killer. Also, because c) she’d seen him in his underwear and, frankly, his body was enough reason for anyone to give him a lift home.


She’d had a nice body then too, she recalled. Slim but curvy. She had auburn hair that she’d spend ages trying to make look casually tousled. Ten years later, her auburn hair was in a permanent ponytail and she had a spare tire around her middle that she couldn’t seem to shift. Ben was forever telling her to come down to The Shed and train, but whenever she did find a moment to herself, she wanted to curl up and sleep. And whenever she did take a moment to curl up and sleep … well, there was Polly.


Right on cue, Polly squawked.


“I’ll go,” Ben said. Clearly he’d just had sex. After sex, Ben always seemed to think he was a superhero—offering to do all sorts of things, from DIY projects to teaching Mia to ride a bike. Either he was very grateful or he had a burst of adrenaline he needed to work off. Essie was happy to let him go to Polly, even if she wasn’t optimistic. He’d read stories, make silly noises, pace the floor with her. (He’d probably not think to do the obvious things like give her a bottle or change her diaper.) Once he’d exhausted his box of tricks, she’d be called in. But at least it’d give her a chance to finish making dinner while he tried.


“Thanks, babe.”


She grabbed her robe and headed out to the kitchen, keeping an ear out for Polly. Every time she dared to think she might have gone off to sleep, she’d hear a coo or gurgle. She was about to go in there when there was a knock at the door.


Essie threw a tea towel over her shoulder and swung the door open. She looked up at the woman standing there. At five foot nine, it wasn’t often Essie looked up at someone, but this woman must have been close to six foot. She had blunt-cut dark-brown hair with thick bangs. Her lipstick was bloodred and she wore heavy black-rimmed glasses. She reminded Essie of an artist or an interior designer or something.


“Can I help you?”


“I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” she said. “I’m Isabelle Heatherington. I’ve just moved in next door.”


“Oh.” Essie couldn’t keep the surprise from her voice. This was the single, possibly gay woman who’d moved in next door? Essie wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but this wasn’t it. People from Pleasant Court didn’t look like this. They wore jeans or maxi-dresses. Lipstick was nude and hair was in a ponytail. Essie’s own ponytail had started sprouting grays a few years back and she hadn’t found time to go to the hairdresser to cover them. Hadn’t found time in years. “Sorry, I’m Essie Walker.”


“It’s nice to meet you, Essie. I’m just making the rounds of the neighbors, introducing myself.” Her voice, Essie noticed, had a faint husk to it.


“Oh … that’s nice.” Essie smiled stupidly at her for a minute, before realizing she was dressed in her bathrobe. “Oh, look at me! I was just—”


“—relaxing in your own house at night?” Isabelle smiled. “How dare you!”


Essie laughed. “Well, I’m sorry I haven’t popped by to see you yet. I’ve been meaning to but I have two little kids and things can get a bit frantic.”


“Yes, I saw your little ones today as you loaded them into the car. They’re very cute.”


“Oh God. I hope I wasn’t yelling at them or anything.”


“No. Actually, you looked like the perfect mother.”


Essie nodded. The perfect mother. How deceiving appearances could be.


She leaned against the doorframe. “So I hear you’ve moved from Sydney? For work?”


“Yes.”


Isabelle didn’t elaborate. If Ben were here he’d have pushed her to disclose more—Ben was a dreadful gossip—but Essie figured if Isabelle was going to be living next door, they’d find out eventually.


“My mum’s from Sydney,” Essie said. “Well, originally. We moved here while I was quite young. I’ve never been there, unfortunately. I’d like to go.”


You’re babbling, thought Essie. Just stop it. Stop babbling. Essie had never been great at meeting new people or managing the small talk that was invariably required. It was frustrating, as, like most people, she wanted to have friends. But she didn’t have Ben’s friendliness or her mother’s nurturing—or any particular charm, at least not one that was immediately evident. Essie suspected new people found her “perfectly nice” (aka dull), but for as long as she could remember she’d harbored an implausible, narcissistic believe that there was more to her personality than people saw. That there was a gregarious person inside her trying to get out.


“Well, I’ll keep making the rounds,” Isabelle said finally, pushing a folded piece of paper into Essie’s hand. “My number, in case you need it. Though you won’t need to worry about latenight parties since I don’t know a soul in Melbourne.” Isabelle talked over her shoulder as she turned back to the street. “And even if I did, I’m an early-to-bed type.”


“You’re in fine company then, on Pleasant Court!”” Essie called after her, more confident now Isabelle was leaving. “The lights are all off here by ten P.M. around here. And that’s on New Year’s Eve!”


Isabelle had a sway to her walk, Essie noticed. If she turned out not to be gay, Ange would be nervous when she showed up on their doorsteps. (Ange’s husband was movie-star handsome and she was convinced most women were after him.) But Essie wasn’t nervous. If anything, she was oddly excited at the prospect of a potential new friend, not to mention a little life in Pleasant Court.


She closed the door and returned to the kitchen. She was just finishing up the salad when Ben appeared. “Am I the best husband in the world or what?”


Essie frowned at him. “What?”


“Polly,” he announced proudly, “is fast asleep. Go on, call me the baby whisperer …”


That’s when Essie realized a miracle had occurred. For the past few minutes, She hadn’t been obsessing about Polly and whether she’d gone back to sleep. She wasn’t wondering if she was going to have to go in there, or if Polly was going to wake another fifteen times during the night. She wasn’t thinking about Polly at all.


She was too busy thinking about Isabelle Heatherington, the new neighbor.
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“Essie!”


Essie was hunting for the new Aldi catalogue in her letter box when she heard Ange call out from across the street. “Morning, Ange,” she said, without looking up. The catalogue was stuck and Essie was determined to get it out without tearing it. With two little children at home, flipping through catalogues was one of the few pleasures in her day.


“What are you up to this afternoon?” Ange said, standing behind her now. “I thought we could get together.”


It was barely eight A.M. but the day’s heat hung around Essie like a cloak. She wore the same linen sundress she’d worn for days, with bare feet—in this heat even flip-flops made her feet sweaty. Polly, on her hip, wore only a diaper.


“What are you up to there? Can I help?” Ange reached down and gave the catalogue a sharp tug. There was an audible rip of paper and then it came free in her hand. Essie stood, cursing silently.


As usual, Ange looked crisp and put-together. Her white-blond hair was blow-dried to hairdresser standards and she wore white capri pants with a navy shell-top. How did she manage it in this heat? Essie wondered. Ange’s makeup was done and her expression, as usual, was gently startled thanks to the perfect amount of Botox.


“There you go,” Ange said, handing her the torn catalogue. “So, what do you say? This afternoon?’


Essie readjusted Polly on her hip and frowned at Ange. Get together? That was unusual. Everyone in Pleasant Court was friendly, certainly. They popped around to each other’s houses for Christmas or New Year’s Eve drinks, they watered each other’s plants while they were away. They waved brightly when they saw one another in the street … but they stopped just shy of being friends. For a while, Essie had hoped the relationships would develop—particularly her relationship with Fran, who had children similar ages to her own—but in nearly five years, that had never eventuated. Essie wondered, suddenly, why it hadn’t.


Ange leaned in conspiratorially. “Have you met the new neighbor yet?’


Ah, Essie thought. So that’s what this is about.


“She’s moved in, you know.”


“Yes,” Essie said. “I know.”


Essie never ceased to be amazed by Ange’s capacity for interest in stuff that didn’t involve her. Most days Essie could barely take in the goings-on of her own family, let alone information about others, but here was Ange, somewhere between thirty-eight and forty-two, with two sons, a husband, and her own real estate agency, and still she had room for the minutiae of other people’s lives. Generally it just seemed exhausting to Essie, but today, Essie found herself mimicking Ange’s conspiratorial tone and saying: “Why doesn’t everyone come to my place?”


Fran, as it turned out, had been roped in as well and that afternoon, the three of them were holed up in Essie’s hot living room when Ange leapt from her chair.


“There she is!”


“Who?” Fran said.


“The neighbor. Looks like she’s getting her mail.”


Essie edged forward in her chair but Ange was blocking the window. Polly, in her lap, also sat up, interested.


“Oh, Isabelle. She dropped in last night,” Fran said from the armchair. She was stretched out on the ottoman and her six-week-old daugher, Ava, was wedged in the crook of her arm.


Ange snapped her head around. “Really?” she whispered. “She came to my place too!”


“Why are we whispering?” Essie asked, but Ange was already looking back at the window.


“Attractive, isn’t she?” Ange tipped her head back and squinted as if to see better. “Her bangs are a little thick though. Quite severe looking.”


“They’re probably to hide her forehead wrinkles,” Fran said, folding a fan out of a piece of newspaper. “Which, I might add, is quite a practical idea.”


Fran thrived on practical ideas. Her clothes were fashionable but low-key, her shoes were flat. She wore the same nude lipstick and mascara every day, and her hair was always in the same glossy dark-brown ponytail. At the street party last year she’d revealed that she only bought a single style of beige bra and knickers so she never had to worry about hunting around for a matching set. Thankfully she stopped short of being one of those insufferable types who shoved practical ideas down your throat (‘You know what really works a treat on carpet stains? Let me tell you.”). The best thing about Fran was that she never seemed to care a fig what anyone thought of her, which was, in Essie’s opinion, a tremendously underrated quality.


“Probably,” Ange agreed. “She looks like she’s approaching forty. Did she stop by your place too, Essie?’


“She did,” Essie said. “To introduce herself. It was neighborly.”


Ange made a face that suggested she wasn’t so sure. “I don’t get it,” she said. “Who moves to Pleasant Court without kids?”


“You rented her the place,” Essie pointed out. “Besides, the Larritts don’t have young kids.” The Larritts, admittedly, were in their early seventies. “Neither does my mum.”


“The Larritts had young kids when they moved here. All three of their children went to school in the area. And your mum moved to the street to be close to you!”


Ange gave her a look to say So there, then patted down her white pants that somehow—despite her “beastly boys”—were pristine. It wasn’t hard to understand why people bought houses from Ange. She had everything together. She was married to a sickeningly handsome man; she seemed to be making a heap of money in her business. Essie had held out hope that she was hiding some great flaw on the domestic front, but when she’d popped around recently to borrow a Pack ’n Play, Essie had followed her into the garage and it was impossibly orderly in there. The garage! Essie would have been happy just to have some order to her pantry. Despite having children, Ange didn’t have LEGOs in her purse or McDonald’s wrappers on the floor of her car. That was the thing about Ange. She didn’t just sell houses. She sold the life you wanted to lead.


“What does Isabelle do for a job?” Fran asked. Ava had fallen asleep with her cheek squished comfortably against Fran’s forearm. “Did you get the scoop from her application form?’


“Apparently she works for a not-for-profit,” Ange said. “I’ve always thought that was an odd way to describe a business—a not-for-profit. Why not say what you actually do?”


“Which not-for-profit?” Fran asked.


Ange waved her hand. “Oh, I can’t remember. They’re all the same, aren’t they?”


Fran was on maternity leave from her job at a law firm, but Essie knew she’d worked as in-house counsel for Save the Children for several years before that. Her expression said they were not all the same. Fran may have been about to say as much, but Ava chose that moment to open her eyes and spit up on Fran’s white shorts.


“And this is why I wear white,” she said.


If Ange was the image of the life you wanted to lead, Fran was the image of the person you want to be. She and her husband, Nigel, were intellectuals, the type who sat around discussing highbrow topics like religion and politics and art. At least that’s what they’d done during Christmas drinks last year. Poor Ben had been so out of his depth he had spent the whole night nodding and saying, “What an interesting thought,” and “Gee, I never thought of it like that.”


“So I guess she went around to the whole street last night, introducing herself,” Ange said.


“I guess she did,” Essie said.


Fran pulled a packet of baby wipes out of a navy quilted diaper bag. “I read an article recently that said that people who knew their neighbors were sixty-seven percent less likely to be the victims of crime.”


Ange rolled her eyes. “There’s no crime in Sandringham.”


“Um, hello?” Fran said, wiping at her shorts. “Emily Lynch?”


Emily Lynch was the baby taken from her grandmother’s porch last year. Her gran had taken the pram outside as it was stuffy in the house and she wanted to give her some fresh air. She’d sat out there with her for an hour, reading her novel, before ducking inside to go to the bathroom. The phone had rung while she was inside; she’d been gone for a maximum of ten minutes. That was eight months ago. The initial horror at the baby’s disappearance had died down to the odd news report of a lead that never came to anything. Now people mentioned it occasionally with somber faces, her name a reminder of what could happen if you didn’t watch your kids. (I never let my kids outside alone, not for a second, people said now. Remember Emily Lynch?)


“I blame the grandma,” Fran continued. “Who would leave a baby alone like that? It’s no wonder she was taken.”


A funny silence permeated the room. Essie kept her eyes down, burying her lips in the back of Polly’s head.


Finally, Fran inhaled sharply. “Oh, no no … I didn’t mean—”


The neighbors all knew what had happened that day, even though they never ever talked about it. It was one of those baffling things about adult relationships. The way you needed to pretend. In any case, Fran was right. Mia could have been taken that day. Essie had been lucky.


“But Emily Lynch was taken from Chelsea,” Ange said quickly. “That’s half an hour from here.”


But it was too late; everyone’s eyes had gone far away. Fran held Ava close, rocking her unnecessarily. Essie watched the two little girls playing in the corner of the room.


Ange’s eyes darted back and forth, clearly unhappy with the change of mood. She wouldn’t like people feeling unsafe in Sandringham, and certainly not in Pleasant Court. It would almost feel like a slight on Ange herself. She fidgeted for a moment, then a light came on in her eyes.


“I have an idea!” she cried. “We’ll start a neighborhood watch.”
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FRAN


Even before she got inside, Fran heard it. The tiny, insistent cry. She’d just been for a quick after-dinner run but she felt a sudden pulse of shame, as if she’d gone to the casino or headed out in search of a quick hit of something when she should have been caring for her baby. She didn’t remember feeling like this when Rosie was a newborn. Perhaps it was just another of those things she’d forgotten—like how small they are, and how complete the exhaustion is.


She threw open the front door. A fan rotated in the corner, blowing hot air back and forth in a way that reminded Fran of a small-town murder film. They had air-conditioning but Nigel didn’t like to use it—terrible for the environment, he said. (Every day, after he went to work, Fran turned it on full blast.)


Nigel was already heaving himself out of his chair. He was still in his work clothes, but his shirtsleeves were rolled up and his cheeks were flushed. He and Rosie sat in front of a thousand-piece puzzle that they’d been working on for a week. Fran had told Nigel it was far too advanced for a three-year-old, but it was hard to argue when Rosie was currently too engrossed in it to even notice Fran was home.


“Sit, sit,” she said. “I’ll deal with Ava.”


“I don’t mind—”


“It’s fine. She’ll want me anyway.”


Nigel leveled his gaze at her. His thick, dark eyelashes curled up under his glasses. (How does a man end up with eyelashes like that? Ange always said when she saw him. It’s not fair and it’s not right!) There was a question in his eyes.


In the past six weeks Fran had barely let him near Ava, which perhaps wasn’t so unusual. Breastfeeding mothers typically stayed close to their babies, and most new dads were grateful for that. But it was more than that and Nigel knew it. He remembered how she’d let him share the load when Rosie was a baby. (She had one clear memory of threatening to withhold sex for a year unless he “picked up that baby and took her out of earshot for at least an hour.”) So it was only a matter of time before he asked her what was going on. She met his gaze and waited. But after giving her a long look, he just shrugged and dropped back into his chair.


It wouldn’t be today.


Fran jogged to Ava’s room.


It was true, Ava would want her. There were, after all, certain things only Fran could do. She knew the exact way to jiggle her to bring up wind. She knew that Ava liked the cradle hold best, with her head tucked into Fran’s chest. That stroking the top part of her nose, the part between the eyebrows, could put her to sleep almost instantaneously. She could have told Nigel how to do these things, but then, of course, he’d do them. And for now it was better if she did things herself.


Ava was wrapped in a thin muslin cloth and Fran unbundled her, sweeping through a checklist in her mind. She shouldn’t be hungry yet. She wasn’t wet. She lifted her bottom to her nose. Not dirty either.


“What is it, little one?’


The answers, of course, were endless. Fran found it perplexing how baffled new mothers became when they couldn’t identify a problem with their babies. She’s not hot or cold, her diaper is clean, she’s been fed! they’d cry. What could it possibly be? For goodness sake, Fran always thought. It could be anything! Maybe she had a headache? She might have had a bad dream or recalled a distressing incident. Maybe she didn’t like the terry-cloth onesie she’d been dressed in. (Fran always found terry cloth irritating.) Perhaps she had a sore toe.


“Do you have a sore toe?” she asked Ava, pressing her fragile little head into the crook of her neck. She let out a few sobs. “Shhh,” Fran said into her ear. “Mummy’s here.”


She was a bad mother, that was the problem. What was she thinking leaving her baby so she could jog the streets like a lunatic? For one thing, her doctor had said she should wait eight weeks before resuming normal exercise, and Ava was only six weeks old. Then again, Fran wasn’t resuming “normal” exercise—there was nothing normal about what she was doing. Every day she ran until her chest burned, until her legs ached, until blisters lined her feet. It hurt, oh God it hurt. And she deserved every bit of it.
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