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1.   

To be or not to be Mrs. Henry Francis McCann
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2016

On the night of the third anniversary of her first date with Henry McCann, Sarah Franklin arranged for them to have dinner at a swanky restaurant in South Bank, in the heart of Melbourne’s CBD. The reviews said it did the best surf and turf in the city; being Henry’s favourite food she hoped he would appreciate her choice. 

Sarah had been thinking about their relationship and it needed some work. Mostly Henry took her for granted, but she also knew it wasn’t all his fault. 

The restaurant was on the second floor of a small shopping centre overlooking the Yarra River. Across the water was the historic train station at Flinders Street, an iconic landmark of Melbourne. 

She was seated on the balcony, but the tall gas heater next to her ensured the chill off the water didn’t reach her. It was a mild evening in April and the cold weather wasn’t far off, Sarah glanced at her watch, just after seven. She took a deep breath and rolled her shoulders back. 

Henry was never on time, especially when he had to come straight from work. She didn’t know what he did day-to-day, he told her very little about it, but he did name drop the large corporations he consulted with. He was always late home; she thought he worked too hard, but he insisted he had to.

Getting Friday off her nursing roster at the hospital had been a struggle, but she’d had plenty of time to request the leave.

By twenty past seven Henry was making his way through the busy restaurant towards her. His suit was navy-blue suit with subtle pale blue pinstripes and an expensive shirt. With cufflinks, matched the pinstripes. 

Henry was hot; over six feet tall with broad shoulders and narrow hips, he was muscular under his tailored suit. 

‘You have to look as good as the men you’re advising, and it’s just not done to wear an off the shelf suit with them,’ he’d said.

He wore his stark black hair reasonably long and slicked down and was always clean-shaven. It accentuated the strong line of his jaw, and made his aquiline nose look more severe.

‘Sorry, babe. I got caught on a conference call to Perth, they didn’t realise the time difference. I tried to get here as quick as I could.’ His cheeks were flushed, and he radiated heat as she stood to kiss him hello. He must have run part of the way.

‘That’s okay. I knew you’d be late.’ 

Even though I was on time, as usual, she thought.

He sat down opposite her and flipped open the drinks list. ‘Shall we just get a bottle? Maybe red, to go with the steaks?’ 

‘Sounds fine. You pick.’ 

Henry insisted on having a good understanding of which were the best wines, purely to impress clients he said, but Sarah knew he just liked having the finer things in life.

‘Good evening, have you had a chance to decide what you’d like to drink?’ a waiter said, she jumped at his sudden appearance beside her as her attention was so focussed on Henry. 

Henry ordered a hundred dollar bottle of red wine from the middle of the wine list. 

‘I’m sorry I’ve been so caught up lately. I’m glad we have this opportunity to spend time with each other.’ He poured her wine and didn’t meet her eye.

‘It’s alright, for now.’ 

‘It won’t be so hectic soon, once the FBT end of year reporting stuff is all sorted I’ll be able to focus on you.’ 

She’d heard that before. 

There’s always something, she thought.

* * *
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‘Shall we have dessert here? Or do you fancy a walk along the river first?’ he asked after the waiter had cleared away their dishes.

‘I don’t mind, I guess a walk would be nice.’ Sarah’s suspicions were aroused immediately; Henry had never been one for taking in the view, or for going for a stroll, everything had to have a reason, a purpose.

Cool air flowed over her face as they stepped through the sliding glass doors onto the river front walkway. It had been built up from blue stones and offered a very civilized promenade all the way down to the casino. Henry took her hand and placed it into the crook of his elbow; an unusual gesture which added to Sarah’s unease.

Something is going on, she thought, if he’s going to ask me for a favour he might have picked the wrong night for it. 

* * *
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Sarah couldn’t walk fast in her heels, and Henry had to reduce his stride so she could keep up. The ring was burning a hole in his pocket. 

We’re in no hurry, he told himself.

He’d been late because he’d lost the ring. When it wasn’t in his pocket, he’d panicked and thrown everything on his desk on the floor, emptied out his pockets. He’d worked up a sweat searching before he remembered he gave it to his secretary for safekeeping. 

Sarah was talking next to him about the state of the potted vegetable garden they were growing at home. He had a brown thumb at the best of times and even the simple task of watering the plants in the morning slipped his mind. 

‘I’m sorry, babe, it’s just not on my radar. Maybe I’ll put a note on the back of the front door. ‘Have you watered the plants today, dumb dumb?’’ He laughed.

‘That might help.’ She rested her head briefly on his shoulder.

They had followed the promenade along the length of the river and were approaching the casino. Here a row of thin rectangular towers, referred to as the Gas Brigade, shot balls of flame into the air above them at intervals. Henry loved the unique combination of light, heat and sound they produced.

‘Let’s stay till they go off.’ It was nearly nine and he thought they went on the hour.

‘You must have been a pyromaniac in a past life,’ she said.

‘Maybe.’ He put his hand into his pocket, ran his fingers over the velvety box, checking for the hundredth time the ring was still there. 

Even though he knew they were coming, the first massive burst of flame caught him off guard. He flinched against Sarah’s side, and hoped she didn’t notice. He indulged himself watching the fireballs for five blasts before pulling away from her. 

He held her shoulders and gently turned her around to face him. They were standing with their profiles to the pillars of flame and he dropped down onto one knee.

‘Oh, my God. Henry! What are you doing?’ Sarah squealed.

‘What does it look like I’m doing?’ he said, grinning.

She stamped her feet with glee. ‘You have to do it properly.’

‘Will you, Sarah Ellen Franklin, do me the honour of becoming my wife?’

‘Yes! Yes, of course, yes.’

He held open the black velvet ring box and she took the ring out and slid it on. 

‘You know I’m not changing my name, right?’

He pouted in mock sadness. ‘You won’t be Mrs Henry Francis McCann?’ 

‘No. But I’ll marry you.’

‘Well, I guess that’s alright then.’

He stood up and kissed her. He pressed his lips into hers and breathed in the scent of her skin and excitement. Her remembered the first time they’d kissed and the scent of grass and summer then. They kissed for a very long time before he stepped back. The small crowd around them applauded, and he turned to bow theatrically. Sarah giggled.

I hope’s this puts end to the ‘where is this going’ conversation. I’m getting sick of reassuring her, he thought as they walked back to the train station.
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2.   

The Ring
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‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ Sarah said, holding her hand up and wriggling her fingers at her sister. The ring sat on her fourth finger, a fat diamond surrounded by little blue stones, sapphires probably, and a white gold setting. Katie thought it looked like silver, but Henry wouldn’t have bought silver.

‘You’ve shown me like five times since you got here.’ Katie had been excited for her sister the first two times, then slightly bored, and now was getting annoyed. Katie turned to look out the kitchen window at the grey clouds overhead. Typical of Melbourne it had been threatening rain for days but had yet to produce any.

‘Didn’t you say you were gonna break up with him last time you were here?’

‘Well, yeah, but that was before he did this.’ Sarah stared at down at her ring and fiddled with it.

‘What’s changed though? I mean, really?’

‘He’s shown he’s serious.’ 

‘As far as I can see, he’s made a ‘grand romantic gesture’, it doesn’t make him a better boyfriend. And it certainly doesn’t demonstrate he’s husband material.’ 

‘Don’t you get it? He’s made a commitment. He’s taken the step I needed to make it all worthwhile. The nights when he’s working and the constantly being late for our date nights. I mean if he’s really serious about us then those things don’t matter do they?’ Sarah said.

Katie sniffed and rubbed her hands across the fabric of her jeans. ‘He’s your boyfriend – sorry, fiancé – so you know best.’

‘Yes, I do.’

Katie took a sip of her coffee. The two sisters were sitting in her kitchen at the battered formica table in the share house where Katie lived. Sarah disapproved of the situation. Katie hadn’t worked out if it was because two of her housemates were students, or some sort of dig about her being single. 

‘Is he going to help with any of the wedding planning? Have you set a date yet?’ Katie had little interest in the wedding but Sarah seemed set on talking about herself.

‘We’ve been riding the high of the actual proposal.’

You have you mean, Katie thought, and Henry is back to being completely self-interested now he’s bought himself some time. ‘Sounds good.’

Katie’s last relationship, with Ella, had ended after only a couple of months. They’d met at a gay night in one of the bars in Smith St, in the inner north of Melbourne. It had been going well, they had lots of mutual interests, Ella followed the football too which helped. She wasn’t particularly into fitness, which was fine, except Katie thought it had contributed to their breakup. As a sports physiotherapist in her first year out of university she was very enthusiastic about it. It was hard not to try to correct Ella or encourage her to get active. 

‘You can’t control people.’ Ella had said, crying. Katie was completely caught by surprise. 

‘What do you mean?’

‘You know what I mean.’

Katie had known, but she didn’t want to admit it had led to another breakup.

‘I’m gonna go. Let’s not try to be friends.’ Ella had picked up her bag and left. Katie sat in her lounge room and stared into space. When her housemates came home later she could barely manage to speak.

And now, less than a fortnight later, she was watching her sister flaunt her newfound relationship bliss. 

Am I mad at her because I think the relationship is doomed? Or just because I’m jealous? she thought as Sarah spoke.

‘What do you think?’ Sarah asked.

‘Sorry. Miles away.’

‘Typical. I’m trying to share a moment with you and you’re making it all about you again.’

‘I’m not doing it on purpose. It’s just, I’ve had such bad luck with relationships and you’re here with your ring. Even if I did manage to find someone who would stay with me long enough to get married, I can’t.’

Sarah’s frown deepened. ‘I’m sorry. It’s shit that, by a simple chance of birth or whatever it is, my relationship is socially acceptable and yours is... well, it kind of isn’t... I don’t mean it like that.’

Katie looked out the window again, hoping Sarah would drop the subject.

‘I just mean it’s pathetic in this day and age we’re still looking at gays like they’re somehow flawed. It’s not fair. I’m sorry if I’ve been insensitive,’ Sarah said.

Katie hadn’t expected it. ‘I... thank you.’

‘You’ll find your Henry. You’re loyal, strong, caring-’

‘I’m not a dog.’ Katie laughed.

‘I’m trying to be nice, you idiot.’ Sarah reached her hand across the table and squeezed her sister’s forearm.

‘I know... tell me again how he did it? Did he kneel and everything?’ Katie wanted to get the topic off herself; her sister’s new interest in her emotional well-being made her uncomfortable.
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3.   

The Tree Over the River
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1996

‘Stop following me,’ Sarah said.

‘No! I wanna go on the rope swing too!’ Katie said.

The two girls made their way towards the river, Sarah, the oldest, ran ahead. 

‘You’re too little to go on the rope swing. It’s only for big girls like me.’ Sarah puffed out her chest as she spoke. She’d reached the bank where the branches of a gum tree hung over the water. Someone had tied a fat rope around the branch. The rope had two large knots about halfway down its length, just below them a piece of wood was tied on; worn smooth from hands and bums over many summers. The end of the rope looped around the stump of another branch sticking out of the main tree trunk.

Sarah grabbed the rope and pulled it back up the hill. A rut about fifteen centimetres deep ran from the top of the bank down to the river’s edge underneath the path of the rope swing. Sarah’s legs weren’t long enough for her to sit on the wooden seat, so she hooked her arms over it, backed up three more steps and launched herself towards the water.

The wind rushed past her ears; her hair streamed behind her and her T-shirt flapped on her back. She’d done this before, her dad had brought her there last summer. As the felt the rope reach the top of its arc, she let the seat go. She pedalled her legs in the air until she hit the water.

The water was icy cold, but the flow of the river here was slow. She gasped as she breached the surface of the brown muddy river and squealed with surprise.

‘Why didn’t you wait for me?’ Katie stood on the top of the hill looking down at the water her arms crossed over her chest. Last year their dad had insisted she was too young to go on the swing. Sarah was glad it was still her special thing. Now Katie was at school, and with all the trouble with the divorce, she worried Dad would change his mind and she’d have to share the rope swing.

She shivered in the water and doggy-paddled back to the shore. The river mud squelched between her toes as she clambered out. It was her least favourite part. Dad hadn’t come around the bend yet, so Sarah decided she would go once more before he got there.

‘Get out of the way. I told you, you’re too little.’ Sarah pushed Katie aside as she dragged the wet rope back up the bank to the launch spot.

‘I am not. I hate you.’

As Sarah wrapped her arms around the weathered plank of wood and prepared to launch herself and had taken only two steps forward when she felt the weight of her little sister jumping onto her back. The rope wobbled with the extra weight and Sarah’s grip on the wood slipped. 

They were two metres from the launch spot, still over the dusty ochre earth when they fell heavily into the furrowed dirt. Sarah landed directly on top of her sister, who started to wail. 

‘What’s going on here?’ Dad jogged towards them. ‘Ah fuck, your mum’s gonna kill me.’ He scrambled down the bank to where Katie lay, stuck in a hollow in the ground, apparently unable to move. 

Sarah watched, standing a few metres away on the dusty ground. Her clothes were wet and covered in mud, her arms hurt where the wood had scratched her, and her backside ached from the fall. She was getting cold and she worried she’d be in trouble if Katie was hurt.

‘It wasn’t my fault, she jumped on me. I told her she was too little.’

‘You promised you weren’t going on the rope, Sarah,’ Dad said.

‘No, I didn’t. You said, ‘Promise you won’t go in the river’ and I didn’t say anything.’ Sarah shivered violently. Her father didn’t look at her. 

‘I want Mum,’ Katie said, her voice wobbled with tears.

‘Where does it hurt?’ Dad asked.

‘All over, everything.’

Dad examined Katie and seemed to find her limbs intact. ‘Stick out your tongue.’

‘I can’t,’ she said.

‘You must have bitten it when you fell.’ He held her small face in his right hand. ‘Looks like you’ll live. Come on. We better get straight home before you freeze or bleed to death.’ Dad scooped Katie up out of the ditch under the rope swing and held out his hand to Sarah.  She bent to pick up her thongs and marched off, barefoot, towards the car. 

She reached it well ahead of her dad and sister and sat down on the narrow ledge at the back to wait for them. Her dad had a big green Land Rover, for going camping, he said. He hadn’t taken them yet, but he’d promised they’d go in the school holidays. The car always smelled of petrol and grass from when he put his tools in there for work. From outside she could almost smell it. 

It seemed like a very long time before the other two came out of the trees and joined her.

‘I don’t think we need to tell Mum what happened, do you?’ Dad directed the question at both girls. Katie snuggled into his arms like a baby, and Sarah hated her.

‘What about my clothes. They’re all muddy. You’ll have to wash them,’ she said. 

Dad spoke through clenched his teeth. ‘We’ll see to that.’
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4.   

The Next Day
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By the next morning Katie’s tongue was apparently so sore she refused to speak. Sarah was not speaking to her father either. When he’d washed her clothes Dad had put them in with his underpants.

‘I can’t wear them now. They’ve got your poo all over them,’ she said.

‘What? My boxers don’t have poo on them. Your clothes are clean, Sarah, you put them back on right now.’ 

Sarah stood in her pyjamas, her sister watching silently, and shook her head.

‘I’m going to count to three...’ 

Sarah walked past her father and into the kitchen. The kitchen cabinets were dirty white and the benchtops were a horrible orange like the colour you’d get if you squeezed a rotten peach. She stood next to the fridge, waiting.

‘You aren’t getting breakfast until you’ve put your clothes on. There’s nothing wrong with them, and if you won’t wear your clothes, Mum will be suspicious and then I’ll get in trouble.’ Dad followed her in.

‘Good, I want you to be in trouble. I hate you,’ Sarah said. 

Her dad ran his hand over his face. ‘I’m sorry you hate me. I love you, I will love you no matter what. But you aren’t getting breakfast until you’re wearing proper clothes.’

‘You can’t starve me. I know my rights.’

He made a noise in his throat like a groan. ‘You’re right. I can’t starve you. You can have one piece of toast with no butter or jam on it. If you want spread, you can put your clothes on.’

Sarah threw up her hands. ‘Fine.’ 

Her sister was now hovering in the doorway of the kitchen.

‘You want something to eat kiddo? Maybe, uh, a nice warm Milo? So you don’t have to chew.’

Of course she gets warm Milo for breakfast, Sarah thought, walking back to her room where she dragged her pyjamas off and put her clothes back on. She was still suspicious they had poo on them, but her tummy grumbled and reminded her that toast without anything on it was too gross to endure. 

Katie was sitting at the kitchen table when Sarah came back in. Graham lived in a share house since he’d moved out of the house he’d shared with their mum. He said he couldn’t afford to rent the whole place to himself. His housemate, Chris, was divorced too, a pale man who Sarah didn’t really like. He smelled funny, like B.O. and cigarettes and his clothes had holes in them. 

Chris walked out into the kitchen, fixing himself an instant coffee; he didn’t talk. Dad warmed some milk in the microwave and added milo to it.

‘See, this is the only way to get it to be all nice and smooth,’ he said as he stirred the third teaspoon into the mug. ‘Don’t look at me like that,’ he added looking at Chris. ‘She has a sore mouth.’

Chris raised his eyebrows. ‘I didn’t say anything.’ 

‘Here you go. I could make you a Milo too if you’re going to be good?’ Dad looked at Sarah.

She didn’t reply

‘Careful, if it’s too hot just blow on it, okay?’ he said to Katie.

Dad moved over to where she sat. Everything seemed so unfair. 

‘You okay, monkey?’ he asked.

‘I wish you and Mum still liked each other.’

‘I know you do, baby. I do too, but you remember what it was like when we tried to pretend? And we were both sad and cranky all the time?’ 

‘But can’t you just be not sad and cranky?’

‘Have you ever tried to not be cranky?’ He smiled.

‘Yes. I tried today but I’m still mad at Katie for jumping on me.’

‘I know you didn’t mean to hurt her. She shouldn’t have jumped on you, but she’s only little. She’ll know for next time eh?’

Chris was leaning on the bench near the sink, his steaming cup in his hands. Dad put two slices of bread into the white metal toaster and took out the Nutella. 

He must be trying to make up for giving Katie Milo, Sarah thought. 

‘I’m sorry I squashed you. I didn’t mean to,’ she said.

‘I dow.’ Katie replied around her inflamed tongue.
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5.   

Have you set a date?
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2016

‘You’re home late.’ Sarah was already in bed this time. Henry was wearing his grey suit today with a vest and a blue shirt. His tie was already in his hand. He had a submission for one of his big clients looming. Home after ten every night this week and gone before seven each morning. 

‘Yeah, it’s been hectic.’ He leaned over the bed to kiss her forehead. 

‘It’s not sustainable you know, they can’t work you this hard forever.’ 

‘I know, babe, the submission will be in soon and then I’ll be able to take a couple of days off. Maybe we can go down to Phillip Island or something. A little break.’

‘That sounds nice.’ Sarah rolled over and went to sleep.

* * *
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She didn’t feel Henry get into the bed but woke to his alarm. She didn’t have to work until three p.m., so she stayed in bed while he went about his morning routine.

‘Have a good day,’ she called.

‘You too.’ He pulled the door shut behind him.

Their apartment was on the first floor in a set of four in Clifton Hill, a suburb in the north close to the city but not as trendy as neighbouring Fitzroy. It felt very empty as she snuggled back down into the covers. The August morning was chilly; Henry didn’t like to put the heater on unless it was really cold and his definition of really cold differed to hers.

Sarah shivered and flicked back the covers. It would be no use trying to get back to sleep now. She flicked on the central heating and cranked it up to twenty-five degrees.

I’ll put it back down once it’s taken the edge off, she thought.

Henry had left his blue shirt crumpled in a heap on the bathroom floor when he came in last night, she picked it up. It gave off a waft of scent as she picked it up, she lifted it to her face. Perfume. Strong women’s perfume. 

Maybe the client’s secretary wears a lot of perfume, I’ve certainly met my fair share of uptight business ladies who reek, she thought.

Sarah put on a load of washing, swept the floors, and made herself a coffee with the machine the Henry had bought.

He hardly used it, even on weekends when he was at home he tended to go out to a café rather than make coffee. Sometimes Sarah wondered how two people with such obviously different values had ever ended up together, but that led to unpleasant thoughts. Like whether she really wanted to be with Henry.

Of course, she loved him; stable, employed, kind to wait staff, and she’d never suspected him of cheating, unless she counted being married to his work. His friends were all very cool, up and coming types with high-flying jobs like he had. Their partners were much more high maintenance than her. Acrylic nails, fake tans, new hairstyles every six months. They all seemed to have Barbie doll figures, long legs and big boobs. Her own figure was boyish in comparison. Sure, she had nice legs, but no bum or boobs to speak of. Her long hair fell almost to her waist, a boring middle brown and dead straight. It wouldn’t hold any curl or volume, so she usually just tied it back in a low ponytail.

She’d tried dyeing it once.

‘What did you do that to your hair for?’ Henry had said when he saw it.

‘You don’t think the highlights suit me?’ 

‘No. Did you pay someone to do that?’ He’d almost laughed at her.

‘Yeah, one of the girls at work recommended someone.’ Her cheeks had flushed, and she’d felt ashamed.

‘Your hair is gorgeous. Don’t I always say so? Why would you mess with it?’ He drew her into a hug.

She rested her hair against his broad chest. ‘I thought you’d like it.’

‘Well, I like the real you. I don’t want a Barbie on my arm for parties. Don’t try to be something you’re not, babe. Just be you.’ 

She’d remembered why she loved him then; he was a straight talker: sometimes hurtful, and sometimes nice. Then there were times, like this one, it seemed to be both.
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