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  For my sister, Amanda, who in 1981 was adamant she




  would wear a lolly-pink dress to her first Holy Communion,




  rather than a white dress, thereby forever being the




  pink sheep in the formal group photo.




  I so love your individual spirit.




  And for my nan, Marie Joan, who came to our house early




  in the afternoon before I made my first Holy Communion




  and stood with me outside the kitchen in the sun and




  brushed my just-washed hair until it was dry.




  Such a precious memory.




  1




  Fridays at Honeybee Haven were the busiest day of the week for Maria. Guests were usually checking in to or out of the six cabins on the property. It was also the day before the Yandina markets, and rain, hail or shine, the Haven had a stall there each week. Consequently, almost as soon as Maria had finished breakfast, her small kit home was overrun with preparations.




  Wafting from the oven was the mouth-watering smell of roasting almonds. Maria had coated them in honey from her beehives beyond the vegetable garden. She’d have to get the nuts out of the oven soon or they’d burn. Then, after sprinkling them with sea salt, she would pack them into sterilised recycled jars and label them for sale. Not to waste a single minute, she was making throat lozenge lollipops at the same time. Her hand hovered over the pot of boiling honey, the sugar thermometer indicating that the molten gold was ready to be spooned over the tops of the lollipop sticks waiting on the lined baking tray. The lollipops were always great sellers at this time of year, as temperatures began to drop and people prepared for flu season.




  With her nose monitoring the roasting almonds behind her, Maria spun the honey into well-shaped circles on the sticks and left them to cool and set, then pirouetted around (as deftly as a seventy-three-year-old could) in her tiny kitchen to open the oven, snatch up the pot holders and extract the tray just in time. The smell was intoxicating, and it was all she could do to stop herself from popping one in her mouth and letting the flavour overwhelm her tastebuds, evoking an indulgent fantasy of a cosy fireplace and warm honey mead.




  But stop herself she did. These almonds, just like the honey lollipops to be wrapped in cellophane and tied with pretty strings, and just like the pyramids of jars near the window that were filled with raw honey and fresh-picked herbs, were not hers. Everything she did here was for the children. Honeybee Haven was owned by Michaela’s Cambodian orphanage and was its prime source of income. Maria served here, just as she’d served during her years in the convent, right up until . . .




  Stop.




  She swatted away the memory like an annoying fly.




  It wasn’t exactly an unwanted memory; she deserved to remember it. But it was distracting, and there was no time today to be anything other than completely focused. There was no time to be drawn back into the past.
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  Maria’s assistant, Petrice—employed through an agency that matched people with disabilities to jobs—had been here early this morning to make breakfast for the guests, allowing Maria to clock several industrious hours in her kitchen. Now, most of her market wares were ready to pack into the Haven’s car to drive down the mountain in the dark tomorrow morning. She still had to whip some honey into a luxuriously thick cream spread, but for a brief change of scenery, she began the long walk down the steps to the letterbox at the gate of the property. She’d long ago made her peace with the one hundred and twenty-four handmade earth treads in the side of the hill. At first they’d been daunting; she wasn’t young, after all. But as soon as she’d made the mental commitment to love each step, to love the burning in her thighs and the acceleration of her heart as she ascended them, to appreciate that these steps were keeping her fit and strong for the work she had to do and the service she could offer, they’d become her friends. Each one had its own story to share and wore down in different ways, and she kept a watchful eye over them, mending them as needed.




  She paused at the wide, circular rest area halfway down, with the life-size statue of Saint Ambrose, patron saint of bees, in the centre. It was a nicely humble statue of Ambrose, who so often was depicted in his pompous gown and pointy bishop’s hat. In this one he wore the simple robes of a monk and bees had settled on his shoulders and arms.




  The statue had been a gift from a well-off Sydney gentleman who’d struck up a friendship with Maria over many visits over many years. He’d been taken with the multi-faith nature of Honeybee Haven. There were the obvious Buddhist influences, such as the six ‘Tara’ cabins, each named for a different form of the Buddhist deity Tara, their colours representing various virtues. Maria was particularly fond of Blue Tara, known for transmuting anger. Maria had had to do a lot of that in her life. The colour blue was also associated with Mary, whom Maria loved very much. She’d collected many small figurines of Mother Mary from the markets and contributed them to the Haven. Over the years, visitors had gifted their own symbols of faith and prayer—Hindu statues in the gardens, a copy of Sanskrit writings, a Jewish Menorah, prayer beads and other tokens of devotion. Honeybee Haven prided itself on inclusion.




  Maria stopped before Saint Ambrose not so much because she needed a break, although of course it was good to check her pace and make sure she wasn’t rushing—she’d be no use to anyone if she ended up in a heap at the bottom of the hill. She paused here simply because she appreciated the view. A mix of eucalyptus and rainforest trees sprawled out before her, cascading down towards the town of Eudlo at the foot of the mountain, and continuing all the way to the expanse of blue ocean on the horizon. It was silent here, except for the leaves rocking in the autumn breeze and the happy chitter-chatter of birds. Gazing out, she raised an age-spotted hand to shield her eyes from the late morning sun, and smiled. Honeybee Haven was as close to a home as she’d ever had.




  Continuing down the hill, she listed in her head all the things she needed to do when she got back to the top. Firstly, she needed to check on the bees. It had been chilly this morning, so they would have slept in, but now that the day was warming up they’d be getting out and about and in a good mood. She had a hive to open today, and it was ill advised to do so if the weather was poor. Cold, grumpy bees did not take kindly to having their home taken apart. A couple of midweek visitors would be checking out of Red Tara. Petrice would be cleaning the cabin and washing the linen for the group arriving on Monday—a corporate team-bonding trip. Maria would have to do an inventory of the pantry and what was doing well in the garden to know what supplies to pick up tomorrow afternoon when she’d finished at the markets. Her handyman, Trav, was coming today to do a few odd jobs, so she’d also have to show him what needed doing.




  On the last stretch of the steps now, she began to plan the next week’s meals. She had requests for food that was gluten free, dairy free, paleo, vegetarian and vegan. Personally, she thought all of this fuss over food these days was rather indulgent, but if it kept customers happy and made the charity money, then so be it.




  Finally reaching the letterbox, she flipped up the bright yellow backside of a large metal bumblebee and withdrew a fistful of envelopes. There was nothing unusual in that; Maria preferred paper correspondence. Of course she used email for work purposes, but only because she had to. When she’d left the convent, the world had been on the precipice of the great internet revolution. She’d hidden overseas for several years, working with non-government organisations in some of the poorest countries of the world. Then, twelve years ago, she’d come here.




  Michaela had built up the business and then holidayed in Cambodia, seen the dire situation there, and decided to come back briefly to employ a manager for Honeybee Haven, renouncing everything that was easy about Australia in order to serve others, making it her life’s work. Maria had liked her immediately. Michaela had been desperate for someone like Maria—someone with a broad skill set and no family commitments, and no desire to earn much money, motivated by service rather than status. It had been a win for them both.




  These days, Maria used email to communicate with Michaela about the property. But she had never bothered to create a personal account—there was no one to write to. And whenever she had to fill in a form she just ignored the section that asked for an email address. She didn’t have a mobile phone either. It just kept things a lot simpler. Most of her correspondence came via actual letters, which had the added benefit of keeping her at arm’s length from the world. In any case, it was rare for anyone to write to her personally.




  But today there were two envelopes in the bunch that caught her attention. One was a lovely pink with careful, obviously female handwriting on the front. It was addressed to her by name: Maria Lindsey, Manager, Honeybee Haven. The sender’s name, written on the back, was Tansy Butterfield, from a unit in Noosa Heads. Only an hour away. Intrigued, Maria dug her ridged thumbnail under the flap and tore it open, pulling out a handwritten note on matching pink paper. A brightly coloured business card fluttered to the ground and she picked it up. It identified Tansy as a Children’s Bedroom Decorator, and listed her contact details.




  ‘What’s this?’ she asked the air around her. ‘Someone canvassing for a job?’




  But she began to read anyway, and to her astonishment, the woman introduced herself as her niece, twenty-nine years old and the second daughter of Maria’s sister Enid.




  Heavenly Father.




  Maria hadn’t seen Enid since the day their mother had dropped Maria, then sixteen years old, at the tall gates of the convent in the northern suburbs of Brisbane, a sprinkler spitting water across the green lawn. She could remember her younger sisters sitting in the back seat of the Holden, Enid’s face dark and furious, while Florrie’s was tear-stained, her bottom lip trembling.




  Maria leaned back against a large boulder beside the letterbox. Tansy went on to explain that she’d managed to find Maria online as the manager at Honeybee Haven and had been delighted to discover that her aunt was living so close by.




  Maria’s heart gave a loud knock against her chest. Was she that easy to find? She’d thought she was hidden away up here on the mountain, able to tend to her work, make money to serve the children in Cambodia, and live out her days in relative peace and quiet. But now this Tansy girl had tracked her down and wanted to meet her.




  Maria took a breath of the cool air and refolded the note, stuffing it back into its envelope along with the business card, and returned it to the pile of letters to be considered later.




  To distract herself, she opened the other letter that had caught her attention. Also addressed to her by name, it looked official, marked with a special government crest.




  She read it, then read it again.




  Her mind went blank. She couldn’t conjure a single thought. All she could do at that moment was stare straight ahead at the magpie sitting in a low branch of a tree, its head cocked to the side and its sharp beady eyes scanning the ground in search of prey. She felt coldness seep through to her bones from the boulder behind her. And she heard one of her girls buzzing somewhere nearby in search of pollen and nectar.




  She managed to push herself away from the boulder, but there she stayed, her feet unwilling to move from the spot. She read the letter again.




  Ian Tully.




  Through concerted practice, she’d managed to edit him into the background, drape him in shadows.




  Now it seemed that what they said was true, that the past would indeed always catch up with you—especially if you had something to hide.




  And that no good deed ever went unpunished.
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  If Dougal hadn’t thrown this huge announcement at her, Tansy might never have realised that her period was late. She was terribly forgetful for someone her age. Still in her twenties. But only just. A whisker away from crossing over into the very-mature thirties. She still hadn’t come to terms with that. It sounded so grown up. Like she should have it all together. Which she did, didn’t she? A great husband, and a perfect home, their apartment overlooking Noosa National Park, the famous Main Beach (recently recognised as one of the world’s most iconic surfing beaches, right up there with Waikiki and Malibu, thank you very much . . . not that it mattered to her, because she didn’t swim in the ocean) and Hastings Street. To describe their postcode as enviable was an understatement of great magnitude. That was all evidence of having it together, surely?




  Also, she had a career. Okay, maybe not a career, but a business. Definitely a business, as a children’s bedroom decorator, a job she loved. Then again, if she was honest, which she did like to be (forgetful she might be, but dishonest she was not), as far as businesses went, it was more of a hobby, and could probably be legally classified as such by the tax office. But still, it was her hobby. All hers. One she’d worked hard to get off the ground, stubbornly refusing to take any advice or guidance from Dougal, who was well established in the corporate world. She liked to believe she was finally gaining some momentum here on the Sunshine Coast. And she probably would be if she remembered to organise some proper advertising in a glossy magazine or something.




  And that brought her back to the forgetfulness and Dougal’s big announcement.




  Yesterday afternoon, her husband had told her he was taking her out to dinner in Hastings Street tonight, which wasn’t unusual except that he’d said there was something important he wanted to talk to her about. She’d had a day to wonder what it might be and slowly but steadily decided that he’d changed his mind, after seven years of marriage, and decided that he did in fact want a baby. She was turning thirty, a number guaranteed to make people think about Time Running Out. Her best friend, Belle, and her husband, Raj, had a four-month-old baby and when they’d visited them two months ago Dougal had been clearly clucky.




  His eyes had gone all soft and romantic like they did sometimes when he was feeling particularly in love with her. He’d been the only one who’d been able to settle Hamish that day, holding the baby on his nicely shaped chest in the baby carrier for nearly an hour, Hamish nuzzled in under his chin, snoozing away in his fluffy romper suit. Dougal was a total natural with babies, she’d discovered. She longed to zip back in time to when Dougal’s grown son, Leo, had been a baby, just so she could see that look of tenderness on Dougal’s face and absorb the misty, wafty, loving glow.




  At the end of the visit, Tansy had had the creeping suspicion that she’d been wrong to make such a huge decision about her future in her early twenties, agreeing not to have children, a thought that was both alarming and mortifying. Her mother and sister had told her she’d regret it and she’d stubbornly ignored them.




  ‘Why?’ Tansy had argued, as only a naive twenty-something could. ‘Because I’m a woman?’




  ‘No,’ her mother had countered. ‘Because you are full of love to give.’




  She’d mulled over her mother’s words in the car on the way home from Belle and Raj’s place that day; in the days following she kept the baby idea to herself, feeling foolish for even entertaining the thought when Dougal had been so clear from the start of their relationship that Leo would be his one and only child.




  But since that visit, Tansy had shown Dougal some pictures of Hamish on her phone, and he’d smiled and puffed with pride that he’d been the baby whisperer above everyone else. And she’d let the little seed of hope sit in her navel, forgetting it was there until the day when he said he needed to talk to her.




  Then it bloomed. He feels the same.




  Excitedly, she’d held his hand as they walked down the hill to Hastings Street and into a fine restaurant, where a classical guitarist serenaded the patrons from a corner of the al fresco section. Big green leaves of a fairy-lit tree hovered behind them. They couldn’t see the beach from where they were, but they could hear the waves crashing to the shore and feel the stickiness of the salt in the air on her skin.




  And it was while she was sipping merlot, her silk shawl pulled around her shoulders, waiting for Dougal to admit that he’d been silly to make that decision about not having any more children, and now that she was nearly thirty, and having seen Hamish, and realising he wasn’t getting any younger either, that he was wondering (he knew it would be a big ask, because she’d put so much thought into it in the first place, and he had explicitly said it was non-negotiable and she’d have to live with her decision forever, so she had to be sure) would she, maybe, consider having a baby, that she realised she couldn’t remember when she’d last had her period. But no sooner had the question wandered into her mind than Dougal dropped his news, bringing all thoughts to a screeching halt.




  ‘The company wants us to move to Canada for a year, maybe two.’




  She’d quickly swallowed her wine. ‘I’m sorry, what?’




  ‘The company wants me to go to Toronto for the next year or two as part of the engineering design team for a new medical university they’re building. It’s a fantastic opportunity,’ he’d said, as if knowing she wouldn’t be on board with the idea straight away.




  ‘Canada? As in snow and sub-freezing temperatures, on the other side of the world?’




  Too cold for babies, surely.




  The waiter returned with menus, placed them on the table and shook out the white linen napkins across their laps.




  ‘I know it’s a bit of a bombshell,’ Dougal went on, indicating the garlic bread to start them off. ‘And I know you’ll want time to think about it.’ He paused, as if hopeful she would cut him off and tell him that no, she didn’t need any time at all, she’d love to go. Excitement hovered around him like a halo. Corporate success was the thing he’d clung to in order to prove himself to his family after his early setback.




  ‘And what about Leo?’ she said. ‘Where will he go?’ Leo attended the University of the Sunshine Coast. His mother, Rebecca, lived in Brisbane. Leo had moved up here three years ago, from his mum’s place to his dad’s, to be closer to the uni.




  Dougal shrugged. ‘I figure he can stay in the apartment and look after it for us. It’s actually a lot easier for everyone if he does. We don’t want to have to look at selling or renting it out or selling cars and all our furniture and all that, putting things in storage and the like. This way, we can simply pack up our bags and go. Leo can drive us to the airport and pick us up again in a year or two’s time.’ He smiled, stuffing a hunk of garlic bread into his mouth.




  ‘Have you told him yet?’ she asked.




  ‘No. I wanted to talk to you first.’ Dougal reached out and took her hand. ‘We don’t need to decide right now. Let’s just enjoy a nice meal and go for a walk on the sand afterwards and then, when we get home . . .’ He trailed off and gave her a suggestive wink.




  ‘You’re a rogue.’ She laughed. ‘You’re quite frisky for your age, you know,’ she teased. Her tone was light but her heart was not.




  Now lying in bed, their evening completed, she knew she’d been wrong; Dougal didn’t want a baby. And yet she might be pregnant.




  2




  It should have been the sounds of the markets that filled Maria’s head: customers calling for half a kilo of prawns from the seafood van opposite; the delighted squeals of small children running across the grass with a bag full of bric-a-brac treasure; the sway and rustle of plastic shopping bags; dogs barking; and the squeaky wheels of wagons laden with potted plants. Instead, Fred Astaire’s voice, in scratchy, bumpy, old-vinyl sound, floated in Maria’s head as she wrapped up two jars of honey sugar body scrub—cheap as chips to make and a great little earner—in pink tissue paper and tied it with string.




  ‘They Can’t Take That Away From Me’ was her parents’ favourite song. Her mother, Elyse, told the girls that she and their father, Thomas, would play the song on their record player during the war, sometimes when they were frightened and it felt as though the whole world would collapse. They would play it to give themselves hope. And sometimes they played it when they were upbeat and puffed up with national pride, perhaps after an exciting day when Pa had received a covert shipment of his carefully selected imported tea leaves, which he was employed to do on behalf of the tea control board. The tea had to make it through the trade routes infested by the Japanese navy in the Pacific, so it was cause for great national pride when it made it to the docks. Thomas would joke that the Germans and the Japs might be able to take a lot of things but they would never get their tea.




  And then years later, after Pa had died suddenly on the docks one summer—heatstroke, they said—her bereft and weary mother would play it alone in the lounge once Maria and her sisters were in bed. Maria and Enid shared a double bed in the shadow of the tall, dark wardrobe with the key always in the lock (except for the day that Enid lost it and the girls were told they weren’t allowed to leave the house until it was found again, which it was, thankfully, two days later, when all of them were ready to kill each other). The sisters would listen to Fred’s optimistic voice and curse out into the darkness that ‘they’ had taken it away from them. Their beloved father was gone.




  Now, Maria paused in her ruminations to say hello to a middle-aged couple who’d been hovering over some of the framed artwork at one end of her stall. Some months ago, she had picked up several books of old sheet music from an op shop and posted them to the orphanage for art projects. The children had screen-printed honeybees onto the paper, in various patterns and colours, and posted them back, and Trav had used some offcuts of wood from other jobs to build simple but sweet frames for them.




  ‘These are handmade by the children in the orphanage,’ Maria said helpfully, gesturing to the donation tin and the information leaflets.




  ‘Oh, how adorable,’ the woman said, quickly reaching for her purse to retrieve a five-dollar note and stuff it in the tin. Minutes later, they’d left with two matching bee artworks, some honey Dijon mustard and several of the lollipops Maria had made yesterday. Any sale from her stall was a gift that kept on giving, but Maria did especially love to see bee artworks get picked up. She hoped they would go on to inspire more people to think about bees, the work they did, and the crucial role they played in humanity’s survival.




  In her convent days, she’d been the head beekeeper. She had a way with the bees that no other sister had. Sister Frances was too heavy-footed, too impatient in her movements, too grumpy. The bees didn’t like grumpy people and didn’t trust anyone thumping around their homes. Frances was too much like a grizzly bear, Maria had often thought. Sister Celine was too timid. Such a mouse of a girl when she’d arrived on their doorstep, fleeing her troubled home. The convent was her refuge, but she had no confidence with the bees and would bolt if one landed on her.




  Father Peter claimed he was allergic to them and would swell up like a puffer fish if stung. But hardly anyone was truly allergic to bees. Everyone swelled to some degree when they were stung; it didn’t mean it was life-threatening. She suspected it was simply a ploy on his part to avoid work. It was typical—so much like the bees. The female bees did all the work. The male bees sat around eating honey, getting fat and waiting to copulate. That was it. Male bees didn’t even build the wax house in which they lived. They didn’t even groom themselves.




  The sisters were the worker bees of the church, out there nursing, teaching, farming and whatever else they could do, donating their wages straight to the church. The only difference between the beehive and the church was that a queen sat at the top of the beehive and a man at the top of the church.




  Maria liked bees much better.




  She could never understand why people were afraid of them. A bee didn’t want to sting anyone; it would die if it did. A bee would only ever sting if it was under extreme threat, or to save the hive from an intruder, like a foreign insect, which they would then wrap up in propolis to quarantine it and prevent any possible spread of infection. The girls—the worker bees—had one aim in life only, and that was to serve, nurture and protect. What wasn’t to like about that? The bees were her inspiration. She’d lost a lot in her lifetime, and had accepted that life was far beyond her control, but if she could have one prayer answered it would be that the bees were the one thing that could never be taken away, not even after her secret was revealed.
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  She would go to Canada. How could she not? That was what you did when you were married, wasn’t it? But uprooting herself from this life here on the coast was such an enormous concept that it didn’t fit into her head properly yet. Besides which, this morning Tansy had some other mental tidying to do. Getting rid of any fantasies about babies was the first thing. She gave herself a stern talking-to in the mirror while simultaneously pulling her dark shoulder-length curls into a small, low pony and chewing on a toothbrush, toothpaste leaking out the corner of her mouth.




  She’d just got caught up in the romance of seeing her husband in the role of a father, that was all. She and Dougal shared a wonderful love. It was surely natural to occasionally fantasise about expanding that love into something even greater than the two of them. In their early months of dating, in that heady, lust-filled time, it sometimes felt as though there was simply too much love just for the two of them. It seemed almost selfish to keep it all to themselves. That was the trap. It had to be. That was when people leapt recklessly into the world of baby making. But then reality struck, and there was no turning back. Look at her life now. It was beyond wonderful.




  She spat the toothpaste into the sink and rinsed.




  R u up?




  Speaking of reality, here it was. Belle, up early as usual.




  Yes, on my way out. How are you?




  Belle and Raj lived two and a half hours away inland, an exhausting drive along a snaking one-lane highway through cattle country. For the past four months, since Hamish had arrived, texting had been Tansy’s prime form of communication with her childhood best friend. There was just never a good time to call when someone had a newborn, let alone one with reflux who screamed incessantly. Except when Dougal had him in the baby carrier, rubbing his downy head and whispering to him . . .




  Stop it, she told herself. Or you’ll have to eat Brussels sprouts.




  Eating Brussels sprouts was Tansy’s way of punishing herself when she’d done something bad—like, in this case, coveting someone else’s baby. And it was a valid punishment, because not only did Brussels sprouts taste disgusting but they gave her serious wind too, and that was never pleasant for anyone.




  Tansy had made Belle promise to text regularly, even if she had nothing to say.




  It was a complete schlock of a night, Hamish screaming for most of it. Belle, who had always sworn like a sailor, was now making a supreme effort to give up cursing in front of her baby. Schlock was her substitute for the other s-word (and happened to have almost the same meaning). One and a half hours sleep last night. That is all.




  Sorry, lovely. I hear it gets better xxx




  I hope so xxx




  Tansy had been meaning to send Belle a care package for weeks now. She fished in her handbag for a pen and a petrol receipt and wrote a note to herself to do that. The other person she needed to make more of an effort with was Rose. Her sister had been MIA for months, barely coming to the surface for an occasional text. Tansy sent her a message now.




  I’m heading out to go to church with the olds. Want to come? Would be great to see you xx




  Then, tucking the receipt into her money purse, she picked up her keys and left Dougal and Leo sleeping, as she always did on her monthly Sunday trips to Brisbane.




  The drive down the highway was smooth and swift and she arrived at her parents’ home in the northern suburb of Alderley ahead of time. The two yapping poodles met her at the front door, which she opened with her key, and she pushed past their leaping front paws to the cool tiled interior.




  ‘Hello?’ she said to the empty lounge room.




  ‘Tansy?’ Enid called.




  ‘Yes, it’s me.’ She knelt down to scruff the cinnamon-coloured dogs scrambling for affection. ‘Hello, boys, how’s the world treating you?’




  Enid appeared from around the corner, dressed in tailored blush-pink pants and a white blouse, carrying a cardigan over her arm in case of a chill, and smelling of Chanel perfume, which always made Tansy’s nose twitch. ‘You’re early,’ she said observationally, coming to kiss and hug her daughter.




  ‘Good run down. How are you?’ Tansy asked, casting her eyes across to the kitchen, which was unusually neat and tidy for a Sunday morning, when bacon and eggs was the norm.




  ‘Can’t complain,’ Enid said.




  ‘Have you heard from Rose this morning?’ Tansy asked, checking her phone to find no reply.




  ‘No, why?’




  ‘I sent her a message to see if she wanted to come, that’s all.’ Tansy shrugged, disappointed but not surprised. ‘What’s Dad doing?’




  ‘I’m here,’ Finlay said, his veiny legs showing beneath shorts, a tuft of white chest hair sprouting at the neck of his shirt. He certainly wasn’t dressed for church. Gardening, more like it. Beside Tansy, Enid stiffened ever so slightly.




  Tansy looked from one to the other, trying to read them. ‘Are you both ready?’




  ‘Your dad’s not coming today,’ Enid said, gathering her handbag and stuffing extra tissues inside.




  ‘Got a headache, love,’ he said, coming to greet Tansy properly. ‘Think I’ll take it easy today.’




  ‘Is everything okay?’ Tansy said, assessing the colour of his cheeks (as ruddy as ever) and the clarity of his hazel eyes (all good), holding onto his arm a little longer than necessary. For most of her life she’d had morbid thoughts of losing her parents. It was just what happened when you were born as a ‘surprise’ fourteen years after your sister, when your mum was forty-one and thought that she was done. By the time you were ten and could understand some medical terminology, it was easy to see that your parents were on the wrong side of the lifespan and you might lose them at a young age. Even her sister, at forty-four, seemed a generation ahead of her. She could never catch up to them, always that gap behind, racing to grasp what was already gone. Most likely, she would be living her life with her parents gone for more time than she’d had them.




  It was one particular bout of melancholic navel-gazing along these lines that had prompted her to try to track down her estranged aunt before she died. Tansy wanted to know all of her family and thought her mother should reconnect with her sister before it was too late.




  ‘Yes, yes, fine,’ Finlay said. ‘I just need a lie-in this morning. Old age catching up with me.’




  ‘Could you please take out the rubbish before you go back to bed?’ Enid asked him.




  ‘No problem.’




  Tansy was uncomfortably aware of the stiffness between them and the chilliness of the room, the silence of the street outside. They’d obviously had a fight, something that didn’t happen often but was of course inevitable if you’d been married for nearly fifty years.




  ‘Thank you,’ Enid said. ‘Okay, Tansy, let’s go.’




  [image: images]




  St Columba’s church in Wilston was a hundred-year-old brick building, in the traditional shape of pitched roof and high domed ceiling, with pillars, narrow stained-glass windows, big heavy wooden doors, a choir loft and amazing acoustics. There were hardly any of these old churches these days, but they had infinitely more spirit than any modern building. Tansy’s family had been coming here for as long as she could remember and, now that she thought about it, probably longer than that. She’d never thought to ask. She loved to watch the light streaming through the high windows and down onto the marble flooring of the apse and altar, framed by the curved whitewashed sacristy at the rear.




  The church still had wooden pews, with padded kneelers, and had a strong smell of wood polish and old dust about it, something else Tansy loved. She felt herself relax the moment she stepped inside. Today, Enid led the way to a pew on the right side of the aisle, under a station of the cross, and they took their seats with the soothing clunk and creak of wood as people shuffled around.




  Tansy took the hymnbook her mother passed her and flicked through it, noting songs she knew well and songs she loved, as well as some that should long ago have been retired. She rubbed a thumb along the curved edge of the pew in front of her, appreciating its smoothly worn surface, and reflected on how much this building had been a part of her life.




  She had been baptised here, and apparently ‘screamed blue murder’ when the priest poured water on her bald head, so much so that the congregation couldn’t even hear the priest’s next words and he’d had to take a break until she stopped crying and nestled, hiccupping, on her father’s shoulder. At eight, she’d made her first Holy Communion, in her white dress and veil. After the mass, she’d received a gift of a framed picture of Jesus with the glowing Sacred Heart, and at home they’d had a family-sized block of Cadbury chocolate to share. The same year, she also made her first Reconciliation, where she’d fearfully confessed her sin of forgetting to feed the guinea pigs, forcing her mother to do it instead, and Father Dennis had been so kind and told her he was certain she hadn’t meant to make more work for her mother and that if she would like to say a Hail Mary he was sure she would be just fine.




  She’d made her Confirmation here at the age of twelve, professing to believe in the one true church of God, with lovely Aunt Florrie standing beside her supportively with her hand on her shoulder. And now she thought about that, it was generous of Florrie to be her sponsor, since her aunt was so different to Tansy’s mother—it was part of what Tansy loved about her—and might not have actually believed in what she was saying there in front of that priest. She was all into yoga and meditation these days.




  Gosh, this morning it seemed as though there was a lot of things she’d never considered about her family. Perhaps she should say an extra prayer after communion for help to put them at the forefront of her mind.




  And then, of course, she and Dougal had been married here by funny, gentle Father Bryce. He was her favourite of all the priests she’d seen come and go. He’d been so kind and welcoming to Dougal, a divorced, lapsed Catholic, and she’d never forget how during the ceremony he had placed a hand on each of their shoulders, his voice booming around the church, and said that he married a lot of people but rarely did he see a couple with such faith and commitment not only to God but to each other. And somehow she’d felt the power of those words run through his hands into them both, and it seemed even more important than the words she and Dougal had spoken.




  Their wedding had been such a happy day. Both their mothers had cried. Her father had walked her down the aisle, and she’d felt the pride coming from him with every step. Leo, right on the verge of manhood, had stood there in a suit slightly too large for him and passed the rings when asked, and later danced with Belle during the reception at a restaurant on the Brisbane River. Rose had been matron of honour; during the lead-up to the day, with the planning and the bridal shower and the hen’s party, Tansy had felt closer to her older sister than she ever had when she was young and Rose had seemed so many leagues ahead of her, many more than the actual fourteen years’ difference between them. It was as if Tansy had finally grown up and was now part of the same tribe. And of course Belle had been a bridesmaid, beaming in her pale pink strapless dress, with tan marks around her neck from her swimmers.




  Now, with the first hymn playing, Father Bryce stepped up to the altar and knelt and genuflected to the cross, and Tansy took a deep breath, feeling great love for this church, and wondering what might have caused Maria to leave and abandon her vows. She knew that her mother held great resentment towards Maria for not attending their mother’s funeral. And she knew that her mother had actually wanted to become a nun and sometimes had moments of ‘what if?’ about that, though she was quick to assure the girls she had no regrets about following a different life of a wife and mother. Tansy had thought she’d picked up a whiff of jealousy, even, that Maria got to lead the life Enid had wanted. But there was more going on here, and she was determined to find out what it was.




  ‘Did you know that a collection of sharks is called a shiver of sharks? Isn’t that appropriate?’ Tansy said. It was a tradition for her and her mother (and usually her father) to go out for morning tea after church to Riverbend Books in Bulimba. They usually sat on the deck to have a pot of tea and some cake before each choosing and buying a book to read over the following month and then chatting about it the next time they were here. Since Enid was unusually quiet today, Tansy had brought a few books to the table to peruse while they waited for their order to arrive, and had come across this fun fact. ‘I certainly think I’d be shivering if I came across a group of sharks swimming my way,’ she said.




  ‘Except you’re afraid of water and don’t swim in the ocean,’ Enid replied, flicking through an art book of Italian sculptures.




  ‘And you can have a flamboyance of flamingos,’ Tansy went on.




  Enid looked up and nodded approvingly. ‘I like that one.’




  The tea and cakes arrived at their corner table, which was too close to another table with several rowdy children at it. Wordlessly, mother and daughter poured milk and shared the honey spoon. ‘So,’ Tansy began, sipping her vanilla tea. ‘What’s new in your world?’ She was, in fact, itching to tell her mother both about Toronto and also that she had tracked down Maria, but—in view of her most recent resolution to put thoughts of her family to the forefront of her mind—she made a supreme effort to concentrate on her mother’s accounts of the latest goings-on in their life of retirement, which consisted of a lot of medical appointments and standard screenings for all sorts of cancers and diseases, the new herb garden they were building, and the leaky pipe under the sink that her father was trying to fix while stubbornly refusing to call a plumber.




  ‘Have you had any thoughts on what you’re going to do for your birthday?’ Enid then asked.




  A rabble of butterflies began beating their wings in Tansy’s tummy. ‘Interesting you ask, actually. I was thinking of having a family gathering, with everyone there, maybe outdoors so Rose’s kids can run amok and not trash anything.’ This was the perfect opportunity to tell her about Maria and the great idea she had about inviting her to the party. It would be a reunion! It would be easier on Enid and Florrie to see Maria again after all these years if they were in a neutral location with lots of other relatives there to help dilute the tension from whatever had caused the separation in the first place.




  ‘That sounds lovely,’ Enid said, genuinely pleased. She clearly thought of Tansy as being older than she was, because she made no reference to that being an ‘old woman’ thing to do, as Tansy’s husband had done when she’d mentioned it to him. He’d been teasing, of course, but the jibe made her wonder if she’d let the best years of her life pass her by with a man so much older than her. She could have spent the past eight years climbing the Himalayas with a Sherpa with a chipped tooth and dimples. Or dancing the rumba in the streets of some Latin country, a mojito in one hand and the other on her instructor’s bare midriff while his pelvis thrust forwards into hers to the beat of the maracas.




  There’d been Brussels sprouts for dinner that night after all that fantasising. And not even any white sauce to cover them.




  ‘I’m glad you think so,’ Tansy said now, replacing her china cup on the saucer. ‘Because there’s something I want to talk to you about.’




  Enid, sensing an impending announcement, put down her own cup with extra care and leaned forward. Despite the noise coming from the kids nearby, including a tinny rendition of ‘The Wonky Donkey’ from a three-legged toy donkey and book set, and the accompanying squeals of delight from the boy who’d pressed the button, she dropped her voice. ‘Are you pregnant?’ She seemed almost giddy with delight at the possibility.




  For the second time in a few days, Tansy was thrown. Her jaw loosened and she scrambled for something to say, suddenly remembering that she’d meant to go back through her diary to work out how long it had been since she’d had a period, but in the shock of Dougal’s news she’d forgotten.




  But all of that was a large and complicated amount of information to give to her mother, who was nearly salivating at the thought of another grandchild. She was the most excitable grandmother, which still managed to astound Tansy—even after four of the cherubs had come via Rose and Sam—because she had no real memories of Enid being that playful and carefree with herself as a child. Rather, she’d seemed tired and harried most of the time.




  ‘Mum,’ she began, edgy because this was cutting a bit close to the bone of the fantasies she’d had recently, but also annoyed that she was having this conversation with her mother yet again. ‘You know Dougal doesn’t want any more children. We all knew that before we got married. He was clear, right from the start. I made my peace with that.’




  I thought.




  ‘Yes, yes, I know. I just always thought he’d have changed his mind by now,’ Enid said, exasperated, as though she’d been waiting daily for the news that Tansy was having a baby.




  ‘Well, you know they say that’s the greatest mistake women make, thinking they can change a man.’ Pretty good advice, Tans. Maybe you should have listened to that. ‘Anyway,’ she said, keen to move the subject on, ‘guess who I was thinking about this morning?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Maria.’ Tansy said it tentatively, unsure how her mother would respond. Instantly, Enid shot her a brittle glare that made Tansy flinch. A shatter of stares.




  ‘What on earth for?’ Enid demanded.




  ‘Just being in church, you know, because she was a nun . . .’ Tansy let her words trail off, no longer feeling confident her mother would welcome the idea of Tansy contacting Maria, let alone her plan to bring her to the party.




  ‘Pft. If she was a real nun she’d still be in the order, wouldn’t she? She took holy vows to serve the church for the rest of her life, until death. But then she abandoned them, just like she abandoned our family right when we needed her the most.’ Enid paused, her eyes focused somewhere in the distance, remembering. ‘She didn’t care what happened to us, and it was all for nothing, apparently, since she left the church anyway.’




  ‘I’m sure she had her reasons,’ Tansy ventured.




  Enid shook her head. ‘She was married to the church and she broke those vows. When we take the sacrament of marriage we take it for life. For. Life. There’s no getting out of it when it doesn’t suit you anymore.’




  She had Tansy’s attention now, as well as her concern. ‘Is everything okay with you and Dad?’




  Her mother’s verbosity of the past couple of minutes dried up and she folded her arms. ‘Fine.’




  Tansy nodded slowly. She knew this stance. She knew that her mother had shut down the louvres over the window to her thoughts and the more Tansy tried to pry them open the tighter they’d close.




  The piercing sting of sunburn drew her attention and she pulled a cotton shawl around her shoulders. Even in the last month of autumn you could still burn in Brisbane.




  ‘But forget that,’ Enid said, waving away the conversation. ‘What was your news?’ She was trying to sound interested, but the set of her mouth and the frost in her voice said she was still preoccupied with thoughts of Maria.




  Oh dear. This well of bitterness was a lot deeper than Tansy had realised. ‘I have a new client to meet this week,’ she fudged, hoping that would be enough to keep her mother happy. She didn’t feel like talking about Toronto now and she certainly wouldn’t be sharing anything about Maria. She needed more time to discover why the sisters had had such a falling-out and to prepare Enid for Maria’s arrival at the party. But that would have to wait until Enid was in a much better mood. And of course, Maria would have to agree to come. There was no point counting any chickens before they’d hatched. For now, she would just get on with planning what she hoped would be a wonderful reunion. And she’d try to talk to her father and find out what was going on at home. More than anything, this little chat today had convinced her one hundred per cent that she needed to pull her family together before she left the country.




  3




  Monday morning, Maria woke with a horrible kick to her chest at the memory of the official letter. But, nowadays well practised at dealing with huge emotions, she effectively slammed closed an iron door on those thoughts. Beginning her day just before dawn as she’d done for decades, she pulled one of her two op-shop-purchased cardigans around herself and went from her small bedroom into the adjoining office. She adjusted her glasses on the bridge of her nose, turned on the laptop and logged into the Haven’s inbox. Michaela had emailed again from Cambodia, this time with a sad face in the subject line. Maria sucked in cool early morning air through her teeth and opened it.




  

    Hi Maria, I hope you don’t mind my writing again but I couldn’t sleep and needed to talk to someone. It’s too hot to sleep here anyway and the children are restless. The fans click interminably day and night, though I only notice them when I’m awake at night.




    And there’s the chanting from the monks. They’ve been here for the past week (did I tell you that?) giving special instruction to the children. I do love their chanting, though. It sounds so otherworldly, like it’s coming from a galaxy far away.


  




  Maria leaned back from the screen to take a moment to listen to her own surrounds. The kookaburras announced the first rays of light, the tin roof creaked slowly as it woke for another day, and there was the gentle whir of the laptop. But otherwise, all was quiet. It wouldn’t stay that way, of course, not with a busload of corporate guests arriving in a couple of hours’ time. They’d be as they always were—some yahooing men looking forward to the afternoon drinks, some women irritated to have to participate in juvenile games, some falsely jovial managers who were silently stroppy that their billable time sheets would be suffering from this waste of productivity, and a cheery human resources manager who lived for this one event a year.




  She focused on the screen once more, feeling the pinch under her skin as she read the rest of Michaela’s email. Michaela was still fretting about how to find the money for Sopheak’s spinal fusion operation back here in Australia to correct her scoliosis. Sopheak’s wheelchair was also getting on, and while not urgent, it would be wonderful to replace it so she could get around more easily to play with the other kids. Michaela always felt guilty that she couldn’t do more.




  Maria knew about guilt. It was a pervasive and toxic emotion, and incredibly difficult to shake.




  She started to type a reply to Michaela, then deleted it. It was far too pragmatic and Michaela was all heart. She’d given up her life in Australia to serve orphans in a treacherous, often violent country, with nothing but faith. Maria understood that too.




  She wanted to be a shoulder for Michaela to cry on. Clearly, Michaela wanted that too or she wouldn’t unburden her soul to Maria so frequently. But Maria knew she just didn’t have the words Michaela needed to hear. So she settled on a prayer—one of her favourites, from Saint Therese, the ‘little flower’ who didn’t think herself capable of much at all but who inspired miracles around the world. Little Therese, benefactress of the needy, pray for us. And she told Michaela that she would say a decade of the rosary for her.




  It had been years since she’d said the rosary each day, but she still liked to do it from time to time. After doing it her whole life, her body had a physical reaction to just holding the beads in her hands. They were prayer beads, essentially, not dissimilar to those used by the Buddhists in the Cambodian orphanage. Meditation beads. They brought her great peace.




  Maria hit send, checked the time, decided to make a cuppa, and then returned to the laptop carrying a steaming mug of black tea with just a splash of milk.




  The next email was from Tansy Butterfield. Her niece.




  Another jolt zapped Maria’s chest and she automatically placed the warm mug there, in an unconscious attempt at solace. Once again her sense of safety had been pierced. In the past, she could have hidden from the world. Now it seemed anyone from anywhere could track her down and invade her private space.




  

    Hi Maria,




    I hope you received my letter on Friday and have had the chance to consider it. (If you haven’t, this email will be quite a bolt from the blue!) I was at mass yesterday (at St Columba’s) and thinking about you. Look, in short, I’d like to meet you. I work for myself, so I have some flexibility in my days, and you’re not that far away.




    Maybe I could come up and help out with some chores? I’ve been reading about the orphanage in Cambodia—so horribly sad—and I’d love to help raise funds. It’s clever of the orphanage to have a business here in Australia to create a steady supply of income. I think that’s going to be the way of the future for charities, don’t you? It’s hard to just keep asking people for money for nothing but a good feeling in return. It’s far more sensible to link it to a business. Maybe I could offer some help through my business. I’d love to chat to you about that too.




    Gosh, I have raved on, haven’t I? You see, we won’t have any trouble filling the silences! So, what do you think? Would it be okay if I came up to see you?




    Tansy xx


  




  Maria didn’t know whether to laugh or shake her fist at the screen. Part of her was intrigued by this young woman, with her rambling thoughts and her whimsical attitude to life and her belief that Maria would of course love to meet her too. Part of her was also drawn by Tansy’s offer of assistance to the orphanage. Maria was focused on one thing only, raising funds for those children, and she never, ever turned down help, donations or publicity from anyone (although she was careful to keep herself out of the limelight as much as possible and refer interviews to Michaela). Part of her was outraged that Tansy was so pushy and had managed to break into her early morning solitude. And part of her was deeply saddened.




  Tansy was her family, and family was something she’d long since let go of. Family was something she’d worked hard to forget. But sometimes a memory would float to the surface and she’d find herself watching it, like stepping into a room and finding a movie playing on the television.




  There was the one about the hard years after her father’s death, with her mother doing leatherwork to make a little money, staining the strands and weaving them into belts and handbags; sending her three daughters to school in second-hand uniforms the nuns found for them; and inventing a thousand different ways to use pumpkins.




  Heavens, Maria hated pumpkins. For years, she could barely walk past one in the convent garden without gagging. Mother Veronica had made her pray to stop being so wasteful and ungrateful. But as far as she was concerned, the pumpkin’s only virtues were that it was large and easy to grow, it multiplied faster than the loaves and the fishes in the Bible, and it was versatile. Actually, that was quite a lot in its favour. But there was only so much of the stuff anyone could eat in a lifetime. Now the ones she grew in the garden she could sell for money for the orphanage. For that, at least, she was grateful. But her dislike truly did verge on hatred.




  She stopped herself; now she sounded like one of the fussy eaters who came to stay at the Haven.




  Another memory arrived, this one the mini movie of the three of them—Maria, Enid and Florrie—playing in the creek one hot summer’s day and disturbing a huge red-bellied black snake. Maria screamed, Enid wet herself, and Florrie fainted, and the two older sisters had to carry her back to the house, slowed down by her small frame flopping between them, terrified the snake was chasing them the whole way, waiting for the feel of its fangs in their ankles.
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