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				One

				To dance is to be out of yourself, larger, more powerful, more beautiful. This is power, it is glory on earth and it is yours for the taking.

				Agnes de Mille

				Men’s cologne. It wafts down the studio steps and settles there in a cloying fog ready to engulf anyone brave enough to enter. Soft-focus photographs of dancers line the stairwell. I stare at the first one, a woman wearing a sea-green, two-piece number laden with diamantes, her dark hair slicked back. Her face is man-eating leer under Barbarella eyelashes. This really isn’t the female model I want to emulate and, for an instant, I’m tempted to run. But the prospect of grocery shopping, or researching the least expensive repair place for my car – the next activities on my ‘to do’ list – stop me. Harry Connick Jr’s voice croons upstairs and a gentle thrill ripples through my gut that no grocery store or panel shop could match. Forget Barbarella; the instructor I spoke with on the phone insisted that I could dance for the sake of dancing. No expectations. No pressure. Nothing outside my comfort zone.

				Still, as the music, chatter and laughter intensify with every step, I feel myself disintegrating into an eighteen-year-old entering a college fraternity party for the first time. Except back then I was flanked by girlfriends. But there’s no one and nothing here to cover my awkwardness. No alcove to hide in, no counter or large potted plant full of plastic cups leaking cheap beer to linger behind. I’m here and there’s no way I can hide it. I hover by a poster of a young man in a black bolero jacket, his arm arched in flamenco pose with Strictly Ballroom scrawled across the top. Then I swear I hear my name, the splinter of ‘Mad –’, but no one seems to have noticed I’m there.

				A tap on my shoulder. I swing around.

				‘Madeleine?’

				A scar, wide and freshly shaved, cuts across the jawbone. He’s short, not much taller than me, with sandy-coloured hair gelled up in front. His gut is edging over his belt. I stick out my hand to shake his.

				‘Yes. David?’

				He seems surprised at my handshake offer and hesitates before taking it. ‘You found us okay?’ Rough hands.

				‘Yeah, I’d already driven by.’

				Truth is, four days earlier I was practically marooned outside. Desperately lost and more than a little bit late for an appointment with our new GP in our newly designated home of Melbourne, I had swung the car over to the side of the road and yanked my thirteen-year-old son, Josh, out of the passenger seat in time for him to retch on the sidewalk. Behind him, I wrapped my arm around his stomach and stroked his hair off his face. He heaved, then heaved some more, deep and empty. Then he started to cry.

				‘My ear hurts so much!’

				‘It’s okay, honey. Really, it is.’ I drew a Kleenex from the stash in my coat pocket and attempted to mop the spittle from his mouth and jeans. For a couple of seconds he let me do it before jerking away.

				‘Stop it, Mom.’ He grabbed the tissue from my hand.

				I thumbed the GP’s phone number on my mobile only to be told by a voice recording that the office was closed. Josh would have to go to an emergency room, to an unknown hospital in yet another unknown location. Cars charged by, the reds and whites of their lights reflecting off the rain-wet streets. Some of them honked at us, the noise all sharp irritation that we were blocking a lane. So many people, yet no one I knew to reach out for.

				Pull yourself together, Maddy. Stop feeling sorry for yourself.

				I sucked in my breath then, steered Josh back to the car and began searching through the cumbersome book of Melbourne maps for the nearest hospital. It was then that I spotted the dance studio. Peering through the windshield for a street name, I saw the sign for ‘Body Rhythms’. In fluorescent blue, it flashed through blackened wetness above the shop fronts across the road. Couples, their arms raised in partner hold, rose and swayed in the warm wash of yellow light behind a glass panel. Laughing, a woman released her partner’s arms. The man, all cheeky grin, said something and she giggled again as he spread his hand over her shoulder blade and drew her back in position. The music must have stopped because the group suddenly changed partners. Some shyly, some beaming, they each entered another’s physical space to dance again.

				And, for the first time in a long while, I was touched by the possibility of joy.

				Now, standing here and facing David, I think I must have been imagining that whole ‘joy’ thing. After all, anything would look appealing next to your son puking on the sidewalk. David gestures towards two wooden chairs beside the dance floor. He’s holding a pen and a clipboard. ‘You said on the phone that you’ve danced before. Was that in America?’

				‘Yes.’ I don’t know what to do with my hands. I cross my legs and use them to grip my knee. ‘A long time ago.’

				‘What brings you to Australia?’

				‘My husband’s job.’

				I hate saying it. Hate it. It sounds like I’m some kind of kept woman, someone who exists solely for the benefit of her mate and the children she’s spawned with him. The rest of the time I’m obviously floating on a cushy raft buoyed by my husband’s money.

				‘Did you dance any medals?’

				These sound important. Very official. The fact that I’ve never heard of them before in my life must mean I have a huge gap in my training. ‘Medals?’

				‘Bronze, Silver, Gold – exams. I think the system is international. I thought it was international.’

				He’s sitting, legs slightly apart, leaning his elbows on his knees. Out on the floor, a woman about my age is following her instructor’s lead through a rumba. She’s chattering as much as she’s dancing, her steps loosely marked. But another woman, younger, is at the far side of the studio. Her body is taut, her legs all long toned muscle in short black skirt and fishnets, her steps precise in two and a half inch shoes as she winds and spins through choreography with her partner. And, despite myself, I can’t help measuring what I was against her. Then I wish I hadn’t because I’m sure I was never that good, even when I was seventeen, strong, fit, and danced every day after school at Lucinda’s.

				Shit. This was a bad idea.

				I feel David watching me, waiting for me to speak. ‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘Yes, I took tests. I don’t remember anything about medals, though.’

				David follows my gaze to the young dancer. ‘That’s Felicia. She’s been dancing for years. She’s off to San Francisco to dance in a pro-am comp with her instructor, Gavin.’ He nods at her partner, who is standing in front of the mirror showing her different options for styling her arms. For a dancer, he’s surprisingly stocky. Like a ball of muscle, he exudes strength and the confidence of entitlement. Chest hair curls around the worn neck of his navy blue tank top.

				‘How old is she?’

				‘Twenty-two, I think. No wait. Twenty-one.’

				Panic must be all over my face because David starts speaking to me quickly. ‘I’ve known dancers as young as six and as old as eighty-five.’ His smile for me is sympathetic and I find some comfort in the possibility that he’s seen my kind of dancing insecurity before. ‘I don’t think about the age of my students. It’s just all about the dancing.’

				He’s watching me curiously now. I press a lock of hair behind my ear then remember my grey roots will show more that way. I’ve had my hair coloured once since moving here, at a hairdresser’s within walking distance of my house. But they went too brassy, transforming my hair to a shade of cherry wood. Now it’s just too red, hanging frizzed out and shapeless around my shoulders, grey roots sprouting.

				I nod towards Felicia. ‘Well, she really is amazing.’

				‘Not bad.’ He stands and reaches out for my hand. ‘Shall we?’

				No we shan’t. I’m suddenly a birthday party donkey. Someone has found my tail and nailed it, along with my backside, to the chair. Pulsing Latin music swells, and the room fills with Felicia’s spins and the other woman’s chummy banter with her instructor. ‘No, wait.’

				He looks at me, our held hands suspended between us.

				I’m blustering. ‘If you think she’s just “not bad”, you’re going to think I’m a disaster area.’

				David drops his chin to his chest and laughs. When he looks back up at me, he’s obviously struggling to stay serious. ‘I doubt it.’ With that, his grip tightens and he yanks me out of my chair and takes me in his arms.

				Compact muscle, the whiff of cigarette on cotton. He’s holding my right hand in dance position, waiting for me to commit my left hand to his body. His shoulders are lower, his back broader, than Geordie’s. I lay the fingers of my left hand on his arm, over his bicep.

				‘Do you know the box rumba?’ he asks.

				I’m wishing I’d brushed my teeth one more time before I left the house. ‘Vaguely.’

				He draws back and holds my upper arms and tells me to do the same with his. ‘Back right, side left, forward left, side right. Like a box.’

				I get the step pattern quickly but my movement feels disjointed, as though my hips and legs have atrophied from disuse. He leads me through a slow three-step side spin. I get that, too, but the emphasis of my rhythm is wrong. I’m walking, not dancing, stiff and rusty like the Tin Man from The Wizard of Oz.

				‘Listen to the beat,’ David coaxes. ‘Slow, quick, quick, slow. Hold that slow step. Lean into it just a bit longer. Hear it?’

				‘I think I do.’

				Raising his arm, he leads me in a small walk around him. I follow, chanting the ‘slow, quick, quick, slow’ mantra under my breath.

				‘Too easy,’ he says, and stops. He steps away from me, arms crossed. ‘How about a cha-cha?’

				‘Sure.’

				I startle when he takes me by the hand to lead me to the stereo system. As a wife, I believe I should repossess my fingers, deliberately keep my grip loose. Eight-year-olds hold my hand. My sons. My husband. Before then, boyfriends held my hand, or men who had some kind of interest. The last man who held my hand tried to slip his other up my skirt. When was that? Ten years ago? Fifteen? Back in the days when I had a career, a nanny, a wardrobe full of tailored skirts and high heels and some semblance of a figure to go with them. For a fleeting second I wonder if David is running some kind of gigolo service on the side. It’s legal in Australia after all. Just the other day I drove by a billboard that said, ‘Sex. No champagne or flowers required.’

				But David is holding my hand naturally, his reach so casual as to suggest habit. Looking around the studio, I see the other instructors in constant contact with their students, clasping fingers, grasping a wrist. Touch so frequent that it’s meaningless. And really, why would his touch have been intended otherwise with me?

				David puts on a Paul Mac track, the sort of tune which, at the age of eighteen, I would have cranked up in my car radio on a summer day with cigarette blazing.

				Truth is, I loved the cha-cha.

				He turns to hold me. Instinctively, I pose my left foot to the side in a cha-cha stance. Seeing it, he rests his hands on his hips. He wears a thick gold and silver ring on the middle finger of his left hand, a design of intertwined vines etched in the metal. His eyes are a laughing grey. It occurs to me that I may not have noticed either one of these things had I not held him in my arms within the first ten minutes of meeting him.

				‘Are you taking the piss out of me?’ he asks.

				Visions of urine samples flood my brain. ‘What?’

				He doesn’t respond and breaks into the cha-cha – two, three, four and one, two, three, four and one . . . He counts again, then again, but my feet are lagging behind, wading through Latin mud. He keeps going – two, three, four and one . . . He’s pulling me through it, his grip strong, confident, coaxing dormant muscle memory. My feet start following. Back right, front left, side, side, side. Front left, back right, side, side, side, side. I’m getting it and suddenly I know it’s there, a foundation hidden beneath cobwebs spun and layered over twenty-five years of adult life.

				‘That’s good!’ He seems genuinely pleased. ‘Do you know a fan?’

				‘I think so. I did once.’

				He’s watching my legs – or what he can see of them under my jeans – as he pulls me in. I’m supposed to lock my right foot in front of my left while I move backwards, but I don’t remember until it’s too late and stumble. He doesn’t say anything, just starts me again. This time I get it right, remember to lock, then forget what’s next. But he fixes that, his wrist and hand communicating through mine to draw me forward, leading me. A tiny mental door flies open and I know to lock again.

				His lead tells me to step back into the basic step again. We stop in that pose. ‘Shift your weight to your back leg,’ he says. I do and teeter. ‘Good. Now, a hockey stick.’

				I don’t know what the hell he means by a hockey stick. He doesn’t stop to explain but draws me towards him again. ‘Fan, forward lock, step, now step across me.’ Suddenly, he whips me around so that I face him from arm’s length. ‘Now lock back.’ He’s drawn me through the shape of a hockey stick.

				He pats my hand, smiling. ‘Good. Feel familiar?’

				‘Yes. Yes, it does.’ Like sunshine.

				‘Shall we do it again?’

				‘Yes, please.’

				We spend the better part of the next fifty minutes identifying what I know and what I’m clueless about. By the end of it, I’m damp with exertion and beads of sweat have gathered along David’s hairline. The fact he’s had to make such a physical effort to dance with me gives me special satisfaction. He declares that I’m functional in the cha-cha, rumba, samba, waltz and English tango. He’s a bit surprised by the English tango and I tell him how we used to fly around the studio after school performing it. Someone would play a record full of sweeping drama and we’d grab a partner, shove out our arms and twist and stomp with all the flair we could muster. For the first time I mention Lucinda. While she poured juice into paper cups, she’d call out to us to remember to step with our heels first. She’d yell, ‘Heel leads! Now crab-walk! No, not that way, you ding-a-lings. Like this!’ Then she’d flick her red braid over her thick shoulder and manoeuvre into the centre of the floor on the inside edge of her shoes in what was, presumably, a crab’s walk. I start mimicking her, darling Lucinda teaching us to walk like crabs for the English tango. David, bemused, watches me wide-eyed. And I’m laughing.

				He picks up the clipboard with my details from the counter. ‘That’s all for today, Madeleine.’

				‘Oh.’ I glance at the clock on the studio’s wall, then at my watch, and could swear the clock is five minutes too fast. ‘Thank you. That was fun.’

				‘Shall we book another lesson?’ He flicks through the pages of his diary. ‘I can take you again next Thursday at one.’

				‘How much are the lessons again?’

				‘Sixty dollars an hour. But you can buy them in blocks. They come out to a bit less per lesson that way.’

				Sixty-five dollars an hour. Dear God. And we’re supposed to be saving.

				I’m not sure. Not sure. Pending guilt at spending this kind of money, plus Geordie’s certain disapproval, clash with my temptation to have fun. It all creates an acidic boil in my gut.

				David taps his pen on the counter. ‘You think it’s expensive?’

				‘I’m not sure I can really justify it. It seems a bit indulgent.’

				His face opens in a smile. It’s the first time I’ve seen him smile fully and I’m startled by its warmth. ‘This is dancing. It’s for you to do for yourself. How much do people spend on a ski trip, sailing, even golf? You have to ask yourself how much it’s worth for you.’

				I stare at him. He hands me the clipboard. ‘I just need you to sign by the date and the notes showing what we did today.’

				The memory of a paper airplane glides into my thoughts. The night I’d decided to call the studio – the same night I’d sat in the emergency room with Josh – Geordie had arrived home to find me sipping a glass of wine. A dinner that comprised of a Big Mac and fries awaited him, the best I could offer at that point. After glaring at the food, he asked about Josh, then announced: ‘You got another speeding ticket, Maddy. That’s two in one month. You’re lucky you’re not driving on an Australian licence. At this rate, they’d have you off the road by the end of the year. Imagine how you’d cope then.’

				He lifted up a paper airplane, wiggled it at me, then launched it with such precision that it sailed across the room into my lap. I unfolded it to find the speeding infringement. I’d been driving at 65 kilometres an hour in a 60 zone on my way home from dropping the boys at school – a $138 fine.

				‘Oh my God. They get you coming and going here.’

				‘Speed cameras. They’re the things that look like rusty old bird houses at intersections. Did you make an appointment to put your car in the shop?’

				‘It’s going in next Monday.’

				‘What’s the estimate?’

				‘I don’t know.’

				He placed his unwrapped burger on a plate. ‘You didn’t ask?’

				‘No.’

				‘Why not?’

				He wasn’t going to like my answer; I knew it. ‘Because the car needs to be fixed and I only know where one panel shop is. So that’s where my car’s going.’

				‘Regardless of the charge.’

				For God’s sake, leave me alone. I swung my feet off the sofa, put down the wine glass and pressed my fingers to my mouth. ‘I don’t want to talk about this now.’

				‘Maddy . . .’ He came over with the wine bottle. ‘More?’ I nodded, neglecting to mention he was pouring my third glass. He sat next to me, his suit pants folding in crisp creases as he leaned over and clasped my hand in his. A strand of hair, his thick, chestnut brown hair that he gels back during the workday, had escaped and dangled against his forehead. He always smells so clean, never releasing more than a slight tang even after hours and hours in the office.

				‘You need to look into other places,’ he was saying, ‘shop around for the best price. If you’re going to keep messing up the car, you’d better figure out where we can get a deal.’

				‘It was once, George.’ Calling him by his formal name was a sure sign I was getting totally pissed off. ‘I’m still getting used to the driving on the opposite side.’

				‘I understand that.’

				‘Really?’

				For a moment he was still. I ignored his gaze, savouring the lightness in my head, the growing floppiness of my limbs. I released his hand and pulled my legs under myself in a pretzel pose and rolled my head back, then up again.

				‘I’m just trying to say that we have an opportunity to save here.’ I hated him like this, like a terrier with a bone. ‘So let’s try to save.’

				‘That sounds like a fantastic way to spend a day, George. Phoning panel shops and trying to figure out where the hell they are. Getting lost again to save a hundred dollars on a bill.’

				‘You could do it. If you wanted to.’

				I had folded the blanket on the couch and stood up. ‘Yes, I could. If I wanted to.’ But I didn’t.

				It was then I decided to call the dance studio. They’d be open late, I suspected, giving lessons to students who worked during the day. Gripping the bulk of yellow pages, it occurred to me that I could also search for panel shops. Then I could grab the God-blessed Melbourne map book and determine where they were. But I didn’t, of course. Refused to, actually. Wine glass in hand, I closed the bedroom door and found the number for Body Rhythms.

				I take David’s clipboard, sign my initials and hand it back to him. My decision is so clear that it feels sharp. ‘Sure,’ I say, ‘another lesson would be great.’ I even want to ask if I can come back sooner then next Thursday, but then I hesitate. It seems such a brazen admission, practically saying: ‘I like doing this with you, this thing with our bodies. Can we do it again?’

				‘How often –’

				He’s still writing. He wipes his brow with his fingertips and doesn’t look up.

				‘How many times a week do people usually have lessons?’ I want to sound casual, like I’m just trying to understand how the whole dance lesson thing works and not really, really wanting to dance again as soon as possible. 

				He snaps his diary shut, leans on it against the counter and settles his gaze on me. ‘Why? You want to schedule another time for this week? I have Wednesday afternoon at two o’clock free. Would that suit?’

				Would that suit? It’s a term I haven’t heard before. My brain, a clutter of nerves, fumbles on the meaning, then clicks. With an absurd surge of joy, I recognise the rare sensation of genuinely grinning.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Two

				Dancing’s just a conversation between two people. Talk to me.

				Hope Floats

				I don’t tell Geordie about my dance lesson right away. I’m not hiding it from him. Well, not exactly.

				The completely unanticipated intervention of magpies leads me to the admission. The birdsong is different in Australia. I thought I’d done my homework, had gleaned enough general knowledge about how daily life would feel different from home. It all sounded delightful really: the plethora of marsupials, the lower crime rate, barbecues and beer drinking, warmer climate, stunning coastlines. The toilet water would flush in the opposite direction, the seasons would be reversed and the stars draped differently across the night sky. There might be some lethal creepy-crawlies, a few poisonous snakes, but they weren’t supposed to have much presence in Melbourne. But what I didn’t expect was the disorienting impact of birdsong. Gone are the familiar tweets and chirps. In their place are the muffled calls of magpies, loads of them, like the hollowed blows of South American pipes. Large, aggressive, black and white birds that swarm and swoop about the trees and in the streets. And every day they remind me that I’m somewhere different.

				I arrive home with the boys to find one of their babies perched on a rock outside the house. Small, shivering, it is obviously terrorised. As we approach it, the tree branches above explode in piping flaps. Eight-year-old Robbie screeches and I hurry both my children inside.

				We stand in the lounge room, staring out the window at the tiny bird who is managing, single-handedly, to blockade a family of human beings.

				Robbie kneels on the couch and peers at the baby. ‘Maybe it will fly away.’

				‘It can’t fly,’ declares Josh. ‘Something is wrong with it.’ He looks at me, waiting for me to provide a solution.

				Defenceless baby bird. Belligerent Mommy and Daddy birds. Trapped in house. Never heard of this before in my life.

				Birds. Animals. Vet. I rush for the Yellow Pages and find a vet in a suburb with a name that sounds vaguely familiar.

				‘Oh,’ says the receptionist, ‘you have to watch out for magpies. Sometimes they attack postmen.’

				Attack postmen? I’m tempted to ask her if she’s taking the piss out of me.

				‘You’ve got to be kidding,’ I say. ‘I’ve got two children here.’

				‘Well, I’d keep them inside if I were you. Better phone an animal rescue service. They’ll let you know what to do. I can give you a number.’

				So I telephone the animal rescue service. ‘Hello,’ I say, ‘I have a baby magpie perched in my front yard. I’m afraid it might be hurt. Other magpies are flying around and seem a bit upset.’

				At this point, Robbie is jumping on the couch. ‘Let’s call it Lewis!’ he cries. Josh takes a cushion and swats at his legs, yelling at him to sit still. Outside, the gown-up magpies are squawking while the baby is quaking on its little claws.

				I press my finger to my ear and veer towards the kitchen. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘It’s creating quite a stir around here.’

				‘No worries,’ replies the woman. ‘Sounds like a fledgling.’ She speaks with serious consideration. I envision her sitting at a desk splayed with open animal books, thick glasses teetering on the end of her nose.

				‘A fledgling?’

				‘A baby that hasn’t learnt to fly yet. Its parents look after it until it can take flight on its own.’

				As I sit on a bar stool, the floor in the laundry room catches my eye. The cork finish has altered, puddled. But I have a fledgling in my front yard. I tear my attention from the mess on the floor back to the phone, to the conscientious lady who’s instructing me on everything I never aspired to learn about magpies.

				‘How long does it generally take a fledgling to learn to fly?’

				‘Depends on the age. Could be a couple of weeks. Could be as long as a month.’

				‘A month!’ But I have to take Josh to swimming practice in forty minutes.

				‘Oh, they should leave you alone,’ she continues. ‘Just stay away from the fledgling.’

				‘But I’ve been told they attack .’

				‘Can do, but it’s rare.’

				Oh good. I ignore the laundry room floor. Robbie has started galloping up and down the hallway flapping a plastic bag of bread and proclaiming the need to feed Lewis the Baby Magpie.

				‘Go to the kitchen, Robbie. I’ll make you a snack in a second.’

				‘But I want to feed it!’

				I wheel around and shout, ‘Go to the kitchen, now!’

				Josh is still peering out the window, pulling at a hangnail. He turns to me, all hazel eyes and dark lashes. His baby look, the one I hardly see any more.

				‘What if they peck our eyes out?’

				I want to reach out to him, hold him close, tell him that everything is going to be okay. But more and more often I anticipate rejection from him, a hissing with embarrassment for me to stop. I squeeze his shoulder instead.

				‘Nothing is going to peck your eyes out, honey. Let’s leave them alone to calm down. We’ll go out the back door for swimming.’

				•

				‘I don’t see any birds.’ Geordie strides into the kitchen and plunks his briefcase on the floor.

				I had called earlier to warn him that a family of magpies had set up a training camp in our front yard. Stay away from the fledgling. Don’t look threatening. They attack postal workers.

				The thought had occurred to me to forget swimming practice altogether. But Josh is finding his place on the squad, developing friendships that are still fragile. Robbie is too young to be left home alone. I need a sitter, some nice sixteen-year-old who will prevent him from inadvertently killing himself, and for a wage that will still allow us ‘to save’. Since I don’t know any such females (or males, for that matter), Robbie gets dragged to every evening swim practice. So I packed paper, crayons and toy cars, and had the boys cover themselves with their thick yellow raincoats to run for the car. Robbie shot forward, rousing a staccato squawking from the birds, but they stayed in their tree.

				By the time we returned, all the magpies, including the fledgling, had gone.

				‘They were feral,’ declares Josh, momentarily releasing his attention from the television show South Park. ‘Totally psycho.’

				‘Feral?’ Geordie looks at me and winks. A reasonably intellectual word has actually become cool. Then he leans over and locks our son around the neck. ‘And how was swimming?’

				‘Yeah, good.’

				‘How are the plugs and cap?’

				Josh stares back at the television. ‘They’re gay.’

				‘Still, buddy, they’re the only way to prevent those ear infections. If you keep taking time off for your ears you’ll compromise your spot on the team.’

				Always the competitive angle. I breathe deeply and look over at Josh. ‘I know a cap and plugs aren’t cool, but they’re gonna be worth it if you can avoid all that ear pain.’

				Josh slumps lower into the couch. ‘Okay, Mom, I get it.’

				I’m loading the dishwasher with the boys’ plates and glasses and cutlery and thinking that they really should be loading this stuff themselves. I remind the boys to load their own plates at least four times a week, but I might as well be talking to myself. I make a mental note to be tougher, knowing full well that I should demand they haul their butts into the kitchen right now to do it. But I just don’t have the fight in me.

				‘Anyway,’ I say to Geordie, ‘the coach won’t let him swim without them now.’

				Geordie raises an eyebrow. He has long brows, dark, that he’s always been able to manipulate with amazing ease. Everything about his body is easy and lanky. I remember the first time I saw his legs in shorts, long with the definition of sinewy calf muscle. ‘Good,’ he says. ‘That’s settled then.’ 

				He follows Josh’s attention to the television where South Park’s Satan is contemplating his gay romance with a cut-up collage figure of Saddam Hussein. ‘Is this show on prime time?’ He turns to stare at me. Stops still.

				I know what he’s thinking and brace myself. ‘Yes.’

				‘Should he be watching this?’

				We both know the answer to that question. I did ask Josh to change the channel. Several times. But the impact of that request apparently got filed with the load-your-dishes-in-the-dishwasher request. Again, I had failed to muster the strength to exert whatever authority I have.

				I sweep my arm in a be-my-guest gesture towards Josh. Geordie steps in front of the television and turns it off.

				‘Your mother asked you not to watch this. Isn’t that right?’

				Josh pulls his feet off the couch and sits up. ‘Yes.’

				‘So why are you watching it?’

				Josh glances at me, nervous. ‘She didn’t stop me. She was making dinner. She didn’t seem to mind. She even laughed at some parts.’

				He’s right. Geordie’s look for me is sternness tinged with disgust.

				‘Well then let’s make it absolutely clear. You are not to watch this show. Ever.’

				‘Why?’

				Is it wrong of me to feel pride for Josh at this moment? Because, as he stands up against his father’s efforts to spoon-feed him morals, pride is exactly what I feel.

				‘Because Saddam Hussein is a serious issue. So is homosexuality. So is religion. This show makes a mockery out of them.’

				Josh is on his feet now. ‘But I know that! I know it’s all meant as a joke!’

				‘But you don’t understand the seriousness of them either.’ Geordie drops his hands to his sides and looks to me for the words to explain. But what are we trying to say to him? That it’s a show that feels wrong because it takes taboo subjects to the ridiculous? That it might undermine his ability to perceive these issues seriously? Because, really, we don’t know how it might influence him. It just feels like fire. All that we can honestly tell him is that the uncertainty of it makes us scared.

				Geordie points towards the kitchen door. ‘Please go to your room now, Josh, and take your blazer with you.’

				But Josh doesn’t move, just juts out his jaw. ‘You can’t even give me a good reason not to watch it.’

				Geordie takes a step forward. Josh has crossed the line now, the great big red one that says, ‘Don’t Be Rude to Your Parents’. Normally it would take a lot for Geordie to strike either one of his boys, but Josh has pushed him dangerously to the edge.

				Josh grabs his blazer off the back of the couch and storms out. He takes the stairs three at a time to his room and slams the door.

				My husband turns to face me, his disappointment so full and deep that I might drown in it. ‘Maddy . . .’

				‘I know.’

				‘You can’t let him bully you like that.’

				I arrange chicken, broccoli and a potato with butter on a plate and push it towards him. Then I pour a glass of wine. ‘Want some?’

				He nods. I give it to him and pour myself another glass. From habit, we clink them together before drinking. Toasting nothing.

				‘It was a long day.’ That’s all I can say.

				‘What, the magpies? Maddy, they were just a couple of birds.’

				It seems so stupid now. ‘I know. It was just so weird. Unexpected. I didn’t know what to do. Then there was swimming and Robbie to drag along. Oh, and the washing machine is leaking –’ Catching myself whining, I stop. Why do I find helplessness so exhausting? I want to cry at my weakness, except it will just show that I’m weaker.

				‘Just call the repairman tomorrow. He’ll fix the washing machine and that will take care of that.’

				And it suddenly all seems so simple. He presses his hand behind my head, draws me in for a hug and I slump into his chest, burying my face in the fabric. Coarse chest hair through cotton ripples beneath my cheek. His shirt carries traces of cologne he stroked on this morning, fragrance he applies not to smell nice but because he has stocks of it – years’ worth of Christmas and birthday presents from his mothers and sisters that he hates to see wasted. Today is Calvin Klein, I think, mingled with a long day.

				‘He’s a good boy, Geordie.’

				‘I know,’ he says, kissing the top of my head. ‘I also know that starting new like this with the kids can’t be easy for you.’

				I smile into his shoulder, appreciating his effort. But really, he doesn’t know. And for the life of me, I can’t figure out how to show him. What’s so hard, anyway? I have a house, great kids, a husband who is committed to his family and more financial security than most of the world’s population. I’m a whiner.

				I look up at him. ‘Geordie?’

				‘Mmm?’

				‘Let’s learn to dance.’

				He pulls back and peers into my face, then breaks away, laughing. ‘What are you talking about?’

				I reach out and put my arms around him again, but he doesn’t move. ‘Ballroom and Latin dancing. You’d be fantastic at it. We used to love dancing.’ Holding him stirs memories of slow dancing, his body pressed so hard to mine that my breath shortened and I wanted nothing more than to drag him out to the car. ‘We could learn how to waltz together, or foxtrot. It’s something we could share into our twilight years.’

				‘Which means we can wait until our twilight years to learn it.’

				‘But it’s fun. Or we could try the cha-cha or salsa – something younger.’

				He reaches into a drawer, takes out the tin foil, and starts covering the rest of the roast chicken. ‘Maddy, I’m really not interested in dancing.’

				With a grunt, I hop up to sit on the kitchen counter. Sitting on a kitchen counter used to be my favourite perch, one I could hop on with no problem. I take my wine glass and turn it in my hands.

				‘Well, I am. I actually went for a lesson the other day.’

				He’s scooping the remaining broccoli into a bowl. ‘What kind of lesson?’

				‘A ballroom and Latin lesson.’

				That stops him. ‘Why?’

				‘I used to do it, back in Maryland. When I was a teenager. I know I’ve told you about it a bunch of times. I wasn’t bad.’

				He stares at me as though trying to bring this teenage image into focus, then shakes his head.

				‘And how much does this dancing cost?’

				Shit. ‘Sixty-five dollars an hour, but it costs less per lesson if you buy them in blocks.’

				‘I bet it does.’ He shoves the refrigerator door closed. ‘And where is that money supposed to come from?’

				‘Our bank account.’

				He closes his eyes, breathes, then opens them. He’s trying to be patient, I know, to understand in his own way. ‘Do you really think we can afford it? I’m not saying that we can’t, but I’ve got to wonder if we wouldn’t be better off putting that money aside for something else’

				‘Dancing is a hobby. How is it different from riding or sailing? Those aren’t cheap hobbies either, but people do them. They’re passions. They enrich people’s lives. We can save and save for the future, Geordie. But what about now? Does the present have to suck so that we can save for a future?’

				He doesn’t respond. Doesn’t look at me.

				‘Geordie, I’m forty-two years old. My joints feel stiff just getting off the couch. A big step down jars my knees. I expected ageing skin, but I’m losing my ability to move. We can save and save so that, maybe, I can justify dancing in the future. But what good will that do if I can hardly do it decently by then?’

				‘A gym would be a hell of a lot cheaper.’

				‘You’re missing the point.’

				‘I think you are. I could just as easily dip into our account and buy myself a set of golf clubs and start taking lessons, but I don’t.’

				‘Maybe you should. Maybe you’d be happier if you did something other than work.’

				His jaw shifts. He’s well and truly angry now. ‘Wouldn’t it be nice to have the time to go out and take dance lessons?’

				There it is again: the argument I can’t counter. I am fortunate to have the time. Back in the days when I was working and had a baby at home, I ran myself ragged and wished that I had the space to get life under control. That would make me happier. I was sure of it. I could say goodbye to Madeleine Hutchinson, Senior Account Executive, once my husband could financially support us and I would have more time for my family. Once I had organised the bookkeeping, finished house repairs, fetched the right amount and variety of groceries, prepared dinner and folded the laundry, life would be good. I would be happy.

				But I’m not. I feel squandered, wasted, stupid, and spoiled for feeling that way. A discontent gnaws at me. I’m Geordie’s wife; I’m Josh and Robbie’s mother. I’m half a woman, and I don’t know where the rest of me has gone.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Three

				There are short cuts to happiness, and dancing is one of them.

				Vicki Baum

				I’m ten minutes late for my second dance lesson after being stuck at home with the washing machine repairman. I charge up the stairs, past Barbarella and her competitors drenched in fake tans, and run smack into a young man turning the corner at the top.

				I’m thrown backwards and instinctively reach for the stair rail at the same time as he wraps an arm around the base of my back and swings me off the top step. His arm still around me, he leans back and looks in my face.

				‘Oh Lord, that was close!’ He presses his other hand to his chest. ‘You’ve given me quite a fright, missy!’

				My heart is banging in my ears. In my panic I’ve thrown both arms around his neck, holding on for dear life, my chest squashed against his, snug. Although he’s not much taller than I am, his torso is a long, sleek run of rib, like a young cheetah. Quickly, I drop my arms.

				‘Oh God, I’m so sorry.’

				But he laughs and hugs me tighter. ‘Poor baby.’ I detect an accent, not Australian. He takes me by the hand and leads me to a chair like a fussing mother. ‘I’ll get you a glass of water.’

				I sit still, taking deep breaths, reaching for calm. As I regain some composure, I realise that other couples on the floor have noticed. Some give me tentative smiles, but keep on dancing.

				‘How are you going, Madeleine?’

				I look up and face David. How am I going? Bonkers, actually. I’m going bonkers. My laundry room is full of rancid clothing, the repairman couldn’t fix the machine, and somehow these, combined with almost flying backwards downstairs, have left me in a state. I used to manage enormous advertising accounts, organise a team of people, work them to deadlines, go home and care for a baby. I used to be a woman. Now I’m a wuss.

				I push stray hair behind my ear. ‘I’m fine!’

				My saviour-near-murderer strides up behind David with a glass of water in one hand while playfully dragging a woman my age with the other. He’s clasped her wrist and holds it like a vice despite her protests. But she’s smiling, aglow. ‘Bel, come meet this lady I collided with at the top of the stairs. She was whirling up and I was whirling down. Just a couple of whirling dervishes. I’m Johannes, by the way, and this is Belinda, and you are . . .’

				‘Madeleine . . . Maddy.’

				Belinda, smirking at Johannes, yanks her long toned arm, forcing him to release her. Her dark hair falls straight into a coiffured bob, its strands drifting on and off her olive complexion. She holds back her shoulders and curves her feet out as she stands, revealing a history of classical dance training. She’s emphasised her dancer contours with a tastefully fitted top. ‘Nice to meet you, Maddy. Is that a North American accent I detect?’

				Ah, clever girl to ask if I’m from North America instead of American. She’s probably encountered Canadians who have thrown hissy fits at people presuming they’re American because of their accents.

				‘It sure is,’ I say.

				‘From where?’

				‘I consider Maryland my home, but we transferred here from Chicago.’

				She nods. ‘What brought you out here?’

				I suspect she’s just confirming an answer she knows already. ‘My husband’s job.’

				Johannes starts pinching his fingers together, imitating a quacking duck. ‘Okay you two, that’s enough.’ As I settle down, his extraordinary appearance dawns on me. No older than twenty-one, with smooth honey-coloured skin and the sun-bleached platinum hair of a young boy, he’s more of a man–child. He’s beaming at me with glistening azure eyes as blue as Caribbean waters. Before I know it, he leans over and pecks my cheek, trailing a whiff of cologne, something familiar, expensive. Dolce & Gabbana maybe. He pats my shoulder. ‘All good?’

				‘I’m fine, thanks.’

				He tilts his head towards David. ‘Well, I guess I’ll leave you to it.’

				‘Right.’ And in the quickest of gestures, David shoots a glance from Johannes to Belinda. I drop my head, pretending not to notice this command to Johannes to return to his student.

				David reaches out for my hand, draws me out of my chair. ‘Shall we?’

				The music grows louder. Or maybe my mental filter, the one that blocks anything that doesn’t require immediate attention, surrenders. Santana’s guitar is reaching from the stereo into my consciousness. It wanders down through my chest, warming me like a brandy on a frosty day.

				A box rumba. By gentle force of fingers and wrist, David coaxes me through the steps he taught me during our last lesson. He doesn’t say a word, just dances while my breathing slows and my adrenaline calms to the rhythm.

				He peers down at me. ‘Rough day?’

				‘Just . . . frustrating.’

				‘Why? What’s gone on?’

				I pull back enough to look at his face. A scar like his almost speaks for itself, betrays a history of trauma, perhaps violence. His skin has a ruddiness that tells of rugged outdoors, maybe some hard drinking. He seems, literally, swathed in thick skin. It covers what little I’ve felt of his arms and is marked by the calluses in his hands. So the softness of his eyes surprises me.

				‘It’s really stupid stuff.’

				‘The sort that keeps you from getting anything done? Yeah, I know about that kind of stupid stuff.’ He glances at my feet. ‘Keep your feet turned out. Always remember to keep your feet turned out in Latin.’

				‘Okay.’

				‘So, what does your husband do?’

				‘He’s in energy. Trades it, helps supply it to the public.’

				‘Oh.’ He escapes into gazing over my shoulder. I’ve seen this look before, the one that shows how abstract the idea of energy as a commodity can be to most people, but he perseveres. ‘Does it make him travel much?’

				‘Yeah. A few days a month. Sometimes a few weeks. It depends.’

				Slow, quick, quick, slow – he’s walking backwards to the rhythm, drawing me in front of him. ‘Try following my arm movement.’ He raises his arm to the side, over his head, then slides it down in front of him, the movement so loose and fluid that I’m surprised at how masculine he looks, yet how feminine I feel, performing it.

				‘Doesn’t your husband like to dance? What’s his name again?’

				‘Geordie. He used to love to dance. He’d be an excellent dancer, but he can’t spare the time.’ My tone snags on bitterness and I shrug. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

				‘A lot of women dance without their husbands. The husbands aren’t always happy about it though. Do you remember the cha-cha fan? The rumba fan is very similar but doesn’t have the lock step.’

				Wait, about that husband and wife thing, could you please elaborate on that? Bafflement must be all over my face. But I can’t bring myself to probe more and he’s moving on, skipping from marriage crises to a rumba fan without missing a beat. He releases my hand and demonstrates the woman’s part, a feat of coordination that astounds me even more. I watch, attempting to imitate his movements. After he’s done it a couple of times, I’m able to follow. Then it’s there. My memory opens like the popping of a champagne bottle and the step is mine.

				He stops and looks at me, the side of his mouth curved in a smile of mock annoyance. ‘What else are you hiding, Madeleine?’

				I’m working the steps, having fun with them. I giggle on a girlish high. ‘What do you mean?’

				‘How much of this could you really do before?’

				I turn, straightening my leg out, pointing my toe. I wonder if this is what a turtle feels when she stretches her limbs from her shell.

				‘I honestly don’t know, David.’ I hesitate; any more information is personal, things I haven’t talked about in years. But David is watching me, genuinely paying attention. ‘When I used to dance, my partner was the real talent. I’d study the choreography, but with him, steps just sort of happened. Sometimes it felt like he could lead me into anything.’

				‘You must have been good at following if he was able to lead you so easily.’

				But it was Luke’s hand the judges shook when we won a competition. Maybe I’d get a fleeting peck on the cheek, but Luke was the one the mothers fawned over. It was Luke’s pocket that a New York producer shoved his card in. Luke with his boyish wheat-blond hair and great big dimpled smile, with legs that seemed to move with a mind of their own, so that all he had to do on the floor was open his arms with joy.

				David asks, ‘What kind of dancing did you do with him?’

				I shrug. ‘We competed –’

				‘Hang on. You never said you competed. You must have been dancing seriously to compete.’

				‘I don’t know. It didn’t feel serious. We just did little competitions here and there. None of our parents had the time or money to do the real competition scene. The costumes, driving miles on end. Sometimes we’d take a bus or a train, but we were pretty irregular about it.’

				‘Did you ever win?’

				‘Sure, we won. Not always. We had potential, I think. Luke certainly had potential.’

				‘His name was Luke?’

				‘Yep. Luke Manning.’

				We’re standing in the middle of the floor talking. David has his hands on his hips, his index finger slipped through his front belt loop; he’s planted there, intent on our conversation. A quickstep comes on, and I scuttle out of the way as Johannes and Belinda barrel towards us. But David doesn’t move and Johannes has to manoeuvre her into a turn to avoid colliding into him. She follows him seamlessly, but watches us over Johannes’s shoulder. I wonder what she’s thinking.

				‘What happened to him?’ David asks.

				He’s dredging stuff up now, memories better left at the bottom of my emotional river. 

				‘He left. His father didn’t approve of his dancing.’ I venture further, edging into sarcasm. ‘He said it was turning him into a flaming faggot.’

				David’s jaw shifts, but he doesn’t say anything and it occurs to me that perhaps he’s gay. David with his layer of masculine armour. Women would fantasise about sleeping with him before they woke up to the truth. I have a sudden impulse to touch his scar, but resist just as quickly. David, beaten up because he was gay, or because he was straight but a dancer. Or maybe his scar has nothing to do with homosexuality or dancing. For all I know he could have fallen off his bike as a child.

				And, perhaps strangely, part of me hopes he is gay. Then I could be here and dance with him, touch his body, and avoid this niggling guilt that I’m enjoying such close physical contact with a man who isn’t Geordie. With a gay man, everyone – me, Geordie, David, Renee, Hillary, and the rest of my potential social circle – would understand that it was just dancing. Nothing more.

				I’m not sure when the music stopped, but the place is silent. On the far side of the studio, Belinda and Johannes are having a water break and chatting. He says something, she swats him and he throws his arm around her with a big kiss on the cheek.

				David leads me to the stereo and flips through the case of CDs. He chooses one and glances at me. ‘Was he?’

				‘Was he what?’

				‘Gay.’

				Part of me is crumbling now. On a summer evening, Luke’s body smelled of dance sweat mingled with fabric softener. Salt tinged our mouths.

				‘I don’t think so, no.’ I consider saying more, but a huge iron gate slams shut. My Luke gate, the one I took months and months to construct. In that time, I built its hinges, I polished and oiled them, and could finally trigger their closing action at the mere thought of his smile, his body, his dancing.

				‘Hey, could you put on a samba?’ I trill this brightly. ‘I’d love to dance a samba.’

				‘Yeah. Of course.’ This time, it’s David following my lead, moving from Luke to a samba with the flick of a stereo switch. ‘Speaking of the samba,’ he says, casually slowing the music’s speed so I’ll be able to follow the steps in time, ‘how about aiming to do a Latin exam? Our next medal night is in November – six weeks’ time. Cha-cha, samba and jive. Maybe even the rumba. You’ll dance it with me.’

				Prickling heat sweeps down my arms and across my chest. ‘I can’t learn routines that fast. There’s so much technique I don’t know. It’s a performance?’

				‘That’s right. And we have a silver group class every week on Wednesday night. It’s part of the package. It’ll give you the chance to practise, meet other people.’ He nods towards Belinda and Johannes. ‘Belinda comes along.’

				He’s going too fast for me. I don’t think I’m hearing him correctly. ‘Wait a sec. I’d be starting with my bronze exam, right? Not silver.’

				David decides to change the samba music. Still playing with dials, he lowers the volume. But instead of coming out to dance, he’s gazing at the sound system’s control panel, lips pursed, thinking.

				‘You’re right – I probably should put you through the bronze exam. But you’re already past that level. Preparing for it would bore you. It would bore me.’ He hesitates and, for a moment, I suspect he’s tempted to change his mind back. Instead, he shrugs. ‘I’ll just have to check it’s okay first.’

				Promoted to silver. I’m flattered, and surprisingly pleased with myself. It’s lovely that someone thinks I’m good enough at anything to jump a level.

				‘There’ll also be a studio competition two weeks before the medal night,’ continues David. ‘That way you can practise performing at least one of the routines in front of a crowd.’

				I back away. In front of a crowd. He sees my terror and, God knows, I feel it to the core.

				‘Come on, you’re not getting all nervy on me now, are you? It’s not like you haven’t danced in front of a crowd before. With a couple of lessons a week between now and then, plus the silver class, you’ll be fine.’

				Rapid arithmetic: two lessons a week over six weeks. I blink. ‘That’s $780 worth of lessons!’

				David shrugs. ‘I’m just offering it to you as an option. Or, you can have one lesson a week, even just one every two weeks, and we’ll do the medal later on. It’s up to you. I’m happy to teach you either way.’

				Happy to teach you either way. How good it feels to be appreciated, but the intimidation of working towards any kind of performance stands close by. ‘I was really just a girl when I last did all that stuff.’

				He grabs my wrist and leads me out to the floor. ‘Yeah, and I reckon that girl is still in there.’

				And the stirrings of other feelings as well. It’s as though a tornado has blown across my emotional landscape and whirled up cravings I thought were safely buried. I used to be able to stand up in front of a crowd and dance – dance and beam with the joy of it. Up until eight years ago, as a working woman, I made presentations at conferences, in boardrooms. It was routine. Easy. How dare this cowardly woman consume her?

				The brave one was here first.

				‘Six weeks?’

				‘That’s right.’

				‘And what time is the Latin class?’

				He rubs behind his ear like a puppy working a scratch. ‘Seven. You’ll be fine. More than fine.’

				Learn routines, show off, perform. Become a ball of nerves. All for a mere $780. And he said nothing outside my comfort zone. Right.

				I shake my head, anticipating Geordie’s reaction to the money. Cowardly Maddy pushes past Brave Maddy. ‘I can’t. Not on the fast plan. Maybe the slower, less expensive plan.’
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