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For my Family

The Greek Tapestry (Julie & Friends, Book 2) can be read as a standalone or as part of a series, following on from the delightful Eventually Julie (Julie & Friends, Book 1). In this latest book, it’s Maria’s turn to take centre stage. Joining her are many exciting new characters, as well as some familiar and popular faces from Book 1. 

Eventually Julie (Julie & Friends, Book 1)

Julie has had enough! At 27, she feels overwhelmed with the “shoulds” her family pile on her, and an office job that she detests. It doesn’t help that she’s carrying her “baggage of unfinished business” with her, weighing her down even more ... making it impossible to see clearly and dig herself out of the rut her life has become.

When she finally decides to take action, a chance encounter presents her with an opportunity to deal with her messy past, so she sets off to Paris to find the answers that can set her free, and live a life full of meaning and passion. Julie loses herself in the sights and smells, and in the beauty of travelling in one of the most romantic cities in the world. She opens her heart to love, and begins to be true to herself ... until she discovers a secret that sets her right back to where she began; uncertain about life — about love!

When Julie arrives back home to Sydney, she needs to make some serious decisions, or risk missing out on true love ... and finally having the career she always wanted.

Join Julie and her delightful and witty friends on a journey of fun, adventure, and passion. Set in and around Sydney, as well as London and Paris, Eventually Julie is a “finding yourself” romance that deals with being stuck in a rut and eventually finding the right ingredients to live a life that is true.
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“This has been one of the nicest books that I have read all year! Chick Lit at its finest I’d say!”

Whispering Stories Book Blog
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“I liked how the story flowed smoothly and kept the interest until the last page. I really enjoyed it and I’m eagerly waiting for the next book in the series.”

Liina reads
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"Author Syrokou writes in a clear and compelling way and her scenes of Paris and London are vivid and dynamic."

Readers Review Room
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"A good read. I need to read more by Anthea!"

The Rambling Boho

––––––––

[image: ]


“A sweet, light-hearted chick lit book that will remind you of Eat, Pray, Love in the best ways possible.”

Comfy Reading
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CHAPTER ONE
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“I don’t understand why you had people attend two church ceremonies. The guests are probably so tired by now.”

Maria Reyes rolled her eyes and looked at her husband, Antonio. He was holding their baby boy, Thomas, gently in his arms. She couldn’t wait to take Thomas out of that ridiculous christening outfit. Maria thought it resembled a Greek dancing costume from the moment she saw it. Her mother had made sure that the christening was steeped in tradition — Greek tradition. Thomas’ godmother, Cassandra, one of Maria’s closest friends, had no say in the matter once Maria’s mother insisted on helping with the usual godmother duties, which quickly became grandmother duties instead. It was bad enough that she and Antonio had even agreed to have a traditional christening in the first place, without her mother taking over and making the whole experience stressful. She was relieved that Antonio didn’t hear her mother’s judgmental words. Things were already tense between them.

“Mum!” Maria gave her mother an unforgiving glare. “You’re going to upset Antonio.”

“Like he didn’t upset me when he had you ‘living in sin’,” Mrs Salas continued. “I guess I should count my blessings that he agreed to baptise Thomas in the first place. Everyone was talking about us. I mean, you’re having a christening when you just got married. You’ve taken our good name and ...”

“Mum ... this isn’t the time for this,” Maria pleaded. “All the guests are coming out and Auntie Despina is right behind us.” 

Mrs Salas turned around and managed an agonisingly fake smile. Maria thought that her mother’s cheeks would be permanently scarred from the force of it. She had her “party face” on again. She always ensured that she gave her best performance, and she refused to let the rest of the cast and crew ruin it. Maria and Antonio’s acting contracts were already being reassessed, because according to the star of the show, they had broken all the rules of tradition once Maria had been with child but with no wedding ring. Her mother’s life was always one extravagant stage performance after another, and she needed plenty of praise and applause from relatives and family friends, especially if they were Greek. Mrs Salas believed Maria’s behaviour reflected badly on her, and pressured her daughter to fit into the traditions she found so important. As a result, Maria often felt that she was being forced to run for President of the Hellenic Society, or for a Greek Orthodox sainthood.

“Effie ... it was a lovely christening,” she heard Auntie Despina say to her mother as they watched their footing on the steep steps of the Greek Orthodox church that hot summer’s afternoon. “It was interesting to see the Catholic ceremony as well. So you’re going to a restaurant for the reception now ...”

“Um ... yes, Despina. I wanted to invite all of you, but you see, my daughter and her husband have other ideas. You know how kids are these days. They have their own ideas about everything.”

“Well, they were both wonderful ceremonies anyway,” Despina continued, glancing over at her husband.

“Thank you,” her mother replied, her cheeks almost cracking from her plastered smile. 

“See, I told you,” she whispered loudly in Maria’s ear once Despina and her husband were out of earshot. “You should have invited everyone to the reception afterwards. They think that we don’t want to spend money on them.” 

“What are you talking about? She wasn’t upset at all, and what kids are you talking about? Antonio and I are both nearly thirty.”

“Did you see the way she looked at Spiro? They were upset that they weren’t invited.”

“She always looks at her husband like that. He looks like he’s walking with his eyes closed. She probably wanted to wake him up. Anyway, let’s just get this day over with already!”

“Why didn’t you wear that beige dress I bought for you?” Her mother looked with sudden indignation at her outfit. “How can you wear such a bright-coloured outfit to a christening? Your hair is already so bright. Didn’t you see what they were wearing at Prince George’s christening?”

Maria pursed her lips. She was so close to losing it. She smiled at some of her guests, and tried desperately to keep the perspiration from ruining her makeup. Sydney was in a heat wave, but her mother’s words were making her scalding anger reach volcanic proportions. It was as if lava was running through her veins.

“Again with the dress?” Maria whispered angrily. “You already had a go at me for that ...”

“You really need to grow up and dress your age. You look like you’re at that hippie thing ... Wood ... something,” her mother continued; her scathing eyes scanning Maria’s orange bohemian dress with utter repulsion. Maria felt those hostile, dangerous eyes would fire daggers and tear the dress to shreds.

“Woodstock? I look like I’m at Woodstock? Thank you for the compliment,” she replied, tossing her rich, auburn-red hair defiantly as she eyed the photographer, who was organising people so that they moved close together for a shot of the whole group. Maria could feel her mother’s disapproval as she smiled at Antonio, moving away from her and closer to him and their baby boy. She looked into Antonio’s pleading eyes and his tight jaw. He was onto her. He could sense that her mother was getting to her again. 

“Say haloumi!” she heard the photographer say.

“Haloumi!” the group chorused.

Great! That’s all I need; a cheesy photographer who thinks Greek-Australians eat nothing but Greek food, she thought to herself. 

“Say dolmades!” he continued.

“Dolmades!”

Nicki straightened her magenta-coloured dress. She had made an effort to wear the brightest colour she could find. She wanted to show how happy she was for her younger sister at the christening of her baby boy — her precious nephew.

“Hey, are you sure you’re all right, honey?” her husband Marco asked her as his arm made its way around her waist, pulling her into him.

“Yes, I’m fine. I’m so happy for my little sister. She’s come so far in her life. Let’s get in the photo. We’re going to miss it.” Holding Marco’s hand and moving him along with her, Nicki gently pushed her way through many relatives and family friends she hadn’t seen for years, smiling at them as she passed by. She wanted to be near Maria in the photo. 

“Okay, one with your lovely sister and her handsome husband!” the photographer shrilled as Marco placed his arm firmly around Nicki’s waist, sneaking an affectionate kiss on her head. Nicki could feel her husband’s adoration. She giggled slightly as he whispered into her ear, “Did I tell you how beautiful you look?”

“Hey Marco. Save that for the hotel, okay? Looks like it’ll be their turn next ... for a little bambino,” she heard her cousin, Angelo, call out. 

Nicki’s smile quickly faded. 

“It’s okay, Nicki. Don’t worry about them,” she heard Marco softly whisper.

“Say nappies!” screamed the photographer, a little too enthusiastically, and with a click of the camera, Nicki’s face gave way to a heavy frown. Where did Maria find this clown? she thought. He must be a replacement. Maria would never intentionally stand for such nonsense.

The reception was held later that evening at a cosy restaurant by the sea. A relatively small group had joined Maria and Antonio, and was spread out across a few tables. Maria and Antonio shared a table with several close friends and relatives, including Marco and Nicki. 

Marco offered Nicki a glass of wine. Nicki looked at Marco in shock, her wide-eyed stare immediately scolding him. Why was he offering her wine when he knew they both had to remain fit and healthy? He knew what was at risk. She could see the pain in his eyes the moment she looked at him. She knew what he was thinking — that it was tough for her; that he wished he could click his fingers and make the pain go away. He was always able to fix any problem. He had learned firsthand from his dad who had worked his way from nothing, arriving in Australia from a village outside of Naples with only a suitcase at the ripe age of sixteen, to buying most of the houses in their street. From his father, he learnt that nothing is impossible — you could start with nothing, and with hard work and dedication, you could achieve anything. Marco would repeat this to Nicki often; it was an important part of his childhood. But he couldn’t fix this. Their problems weren’t just bricks and mortar. Feelings were involved: her dreams — their dreams. She watched as he was just about to pour the wine. “Marco. What are you doing? You know we shouldn’t drink alcohol,” she whispered into his ear.  

“I just thought, one drink won’t ...” Marco began. Seeing Nicki’s concerned expression, he quickly put down the bottle of Riesling and grabbed the sparkling water instead. 

“That’s better,” she said. “We have to be careful. Anyway, I think I’ll be the first to congratulate the happy family.”

Nicki stood up from her seat. “Congratulations to my sister and her handsome husband. You’ve made the most adorable baby. I wish nothing but the best for you,” she said, her face beaming with pride. She continued her speech, noticing Marco looking at his plate from the corner of her eye. “I’m so proud of how far you’ve come, and you make the most wonderful parents.” 

“Honey, I think that you’ve made your point,” Marco said while gently nudging her to sit down.

“It’s okay, Marco,” Cassandra, Thomas’ godmother, softly said from across the table. Nicki watched their private interaction. Cassandra’s fiancé, Connor, looked at her with gentle, compassionate eyes. She knew what they were thinking, but knew they both meant well. They were merely concerned.

“Thank you so much, Nicki. I’m sure you’ll spoil him rotten,” Maria replied, giving her an affectionate smile.

“Nicki!” their mother shouted out from across the long table. “That dress is so beautiful on you. The colour really suits you!” 

Maria’s jaw dropped. She looked at her mother with unwavering eyes. “You just said that I shouldn’t wear bright colours.” 

Mrs Salas sighed. “Always ready to argue, Maria. Don’t you think that the colour suits your sister?”

“Yes, I do but that’s not really the point now, is it?”

“Well, you’re the mother of the child ... it’s different and your hair is so bright already.”

“Really?” Maria challenged. “I bet if Nicki was christening her ... um ... I mean ...” Maria instinctively looked at her sister.

“It’s okay, Maria,” Nicki interjected.

“Effie, both my daughters look beautiful. They always do,” their father, Mr Salas, interposed, nervously looking at his older daughter.

“Mr Salas is right. You both look beautiful — whether you’re wearing bright colours or not! That’s what I think anyway. Don’t you, Marco?” Antonio smoothly added.

“I definitely do,” Marco replied from across the table. “We’ve married the most attractive and intelligent sisters in Sydney,” he said, and kissed Nicki on the lips.

Maria and Nicki rolled their eyes. Maria was thankful for Antonio and her dad’s save. She had to be careful with what she said to Nicki. “That’s laying it a bit thick, don’t you think? You’re right though, we are a great catch,” Maria said, laughing as she wiped a crumb of vanilla cake from Antonio’s face.

Marco leaned over and kissed Nicki on the lips again. Nicki met his olive green, determined eyes with her own. She knew that he was trying to display his affection for her. He knew that the day would be emotionally draining, and wanted to provide her with all the support he could. 

“Why don’t we sneak off early? I have something special planned for us back at the hotel,” he suggested. “Come on. We don’t want to waste the harbour views that came with our hotel room. We’ll be back in Melbourne before you know it.”
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Nicki looked at the kids in the laneway. With one swing of the bat, they all cheered with excitement. 

“You’re out!” one of the players, a young girl, yelled. A feeling of nostalgia washed over her exhausted body. She couldn’t wait to take her heels off. She imagined herself wearing sneakers and playing freely like the kids were doing, with no obligations — just a bat, a ball, and a few laughs amongst good friends. The little girl inside her wanted to come out again. Life seemed so simple back then, she thought, sighing heavily. She wondered if she would ever have one of her own, and watch her or him play on the street. Her mind went back to childhood, as she remembered a time when she and Maria used to play out on the street with their friend, Dimity.

“Why can’t I have a turn to bat?” she heard ten-year-old Maria in her mind.

“You’re too young. This bat’s for older kids,” Nicki had told her.

“We should have brought the little bat that I still have in the garage, so Maria can have a turn too,” Dimity had offered, looking at Maria with regret.

“As if I can’t use that bat!” Maria had protested. “I’m probably better at it than both of you.”

“Dimity and I need to go and finish our art project, anyway.”

“I love art. Can I help you with that then?”

“It’s a tapestry. It’s hard to make. Maybe when you’re older ...” 

“It’s not fair!” Maria had cried. “No one lets me do anything. Mum tells me to stay with you and you don’t let me do anything. When I’m with her, I have to do whatever she tells me to do. When will I do what I want?” 

“Don’t you have to finish your homework from Greek school?” she had reminded her younger sister.

“It’s not fair,” Maria had complained. “Why do I have to go to Greek school? You only went for one year. Why are you always allowed to do whatever you want?”

Nicki smiled at the memory as she stepped into their hire car. She turned to look at Marco as he turned on the ignition.

“Why were you offering me wine?” she asked him. “You know that the doctor said we shouldn’t ...” She looked into Marco’s cautious eyes. “I mean don’t you care about our chances? It’s like you’re giving up. I thought nothing else mattered.”

“Of course I haven’t given up, Nicki. I will never give up on our family — on us.” He leaned over and kissed her on the lips. He then looked at her with intent. Nicki felt his fingers stroking her smooth, perfectly made-up skin. They then worked their way through her mid-length, silky, buttery-blonde hair.

“Let’s go. After tonight, you’ll never ask me that question again. I have a good feeling.” 

A glimmer of hope suddenly comforted her heart. They were still on the same page. Everything would be okay. She and Marco would make sure of it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO
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Dimity grasped the cricket bat tightly in her hands; the unforgiving sun on her back weighed her down as she practised her swing on the dry grass. Her sun-kissed skin was crying out for moisture, and she knew that she would pay dearly later. The slight redness on her chest already began to sting as she straightened her sun hat. How she wished she had thrown on her kimono wrap on top of her tank top before the damage was done.

“Come on Mum!” Olivia yelled.

Positioning the bat on the ground, Dimity looked from her daughter to her husband, Malcolm, through squinted eyes. Everything seemed hazy as the intense sun cast a bright light in her path. The heat intensified as she waited for the first bowl. Malcolm began to run and with one quick motion the ball came flying towards her. Dimity swung the bat with great force and skill, and with one huge hit, the ball was airborne. Her eyes instantly combed the field, which stretched towards the beach, waiting to see where it would land. A golden retriever began to bark playfully as the ball neared its direction.

“Wow!” a few long-haired teenage boys cried out from where they sat on their skateboards on the footpath, looking on. “Woohoo!” they called out, whistling and yelling as though they were at the Sydney Cricket Ground.

Samantha, her eldest, ran up to her. “Mum, those boys are cheering for you. They can’t believe how good you are. You’re a legend, Mum.”

“Well, your mum wasn’t in the softball team for no reason,” Malcolm said with pride. “I take my hat off to you, Madam. You have excelled yourself.” He took off his cap, and bowed gracefully. 

Dimity began to laugh, and couldn’t help but admire Malcolm’s athletic physique. He then walked over to her and planted a playful kiss on her head as he hugged her. Then he picked her up by the waist and spun her around as though she was the player of the day. 

“Malcolm ... stop! Are you crazy? You know what the boys ...” Before Dimity could finish her sentence, she heard the teenagers whistling. 

Olivia appeared beside her sister. “Mum, those boys are whistling at you and Dad.” 

Malcolm smiled at his daughter and then looked at Dimity. “Relax, Dimity. Maybe I’ll teach them a thing or two about romance,” Malcolm offered. “The things they see these days ... they wouldn’t have a clue ...”

“Okay, now you’re making us sound like we’re old,” Dimity laughed. “Is that how sexy industrial designers are supposed to talk?” 

“What’s this about sexy interior designers?” Malcolm challenged. “How are they supposed to talk?” 

“Well, I’m beginning to forget. I gave up that role a while ago.” 

“That may be true about the latter part but you definitely didn’t give up the sexy part. I know, I have a feel for such things, as a designer and most importantly as a husband,” he continued, smiling. “Besides, you’re always a designer at heart. It’s always with you. Seriously Dimity, you’re quite the batswoman. I mean, you’re exceptionally good.”

“It’s not just the softball,” Dimity responded. “It’s all that continuous cricket I used to play with Nicki and Maria in our street when we were kids. We played every day after school. Those were the days. Okay, now I’m really sounding ancient. I guess sport makes me feel like I’m young and free again, and I’m able to keep up with you two,” she said, looking at her daughters. “Although, your dad and I still have it going on, even if we’re both nearly in our mid-thirties.”

“Yeah,” Malcolm said. “We’re the coolest parents at your school, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

Dimity smiled as her daughters rolled their eyes. 

“Why don’t we go get some fish and chips and eat it at the boat,” Malcolm suggested. “I’m sure your mum would love to have a break from the kitchen. She’s been cooking so much since we arrived.”

“That sounds great. I’ll go and put a bottle of Riesling in the fridge,” Dimity replied, as they began to pack the cricket gear and shake their beach towels vigorously to rid them of any leftover sand.

Dimity walked back carrying the beach bag. She watched as Malcolm and her daughters raced each other to the main house, each of them carrying something in their hands. Seagulls hovered over them in the hope for food, and the golden retriever joined them, milling about their ankles. She recognised the dog as the neighbours’. They would often see him when they came to visit her parents. 

Dimity breathed lightly and contently as she admired her surroundings. The south coast was full of beautiful, crystal clear beaches and was the perfect getaway every summer. The fact that her dad owned a boat was a bonus. It was their family time, away from the clutter, routine and responsibilities that came with raising a family. Dimity breathed in the smell of the ocean. The salt in her hair made it feel rough and wild. She loved that feeling — of traces of sand on her skin, of a sense of true freedom, without worries about perfection or trivialities. It was a nice change. She sighed at the thought that it would be over all too soon. 

“Come and grab some salad, Dimity,” her mother motioned to her. Dimity grabbed her plate and squeezed between Olivia and Samantha to reach the salad on the table. Malcolm poured wine as the wind began to disturb the corners of the white tablecloth on the small table at the deck of the boat, threatening it and everything upon it. 

“I caught a flounder the other day,” she heard her father say to Malcolm.

“We’ll have to get some fishing done before we leave,” Malcolm replied as he made his way down to the kitchen area after noticing Olivia didn’t have a fork. 

Dimity eyed Malcolm’s mobile phone, which was ringing persistently on the table. She hesitantly picked it up. She didn’t feel like talking to his work associates. Lately, she’d felt so far removed from the design world — a world she had become so accustomed to and felt so comfortable in. So many years had passed since she severed ties with it. 

It wasn’t one of Malcolm’s work associates calling; it was Sylvia, his mother. Walking hastily towards the kitchen area, she called to her husband from the top of the small, winding stairwell. 

“It’s your mother!”

“Can you get that, Dimi? I’ll be there soon,” he called back.

Dimity answered. “Um ... hi ... Sylvia.” She would ensure Malcolm had his phone on him next time. “He can’t talk right now. Yes, I’m fine. Excuse me? I’m sorry ... I can hardly hear you. It’s slightly windy on the boat and everyone is talking so loud. Yes, we’re on the boat eating dinner.” Feeling every muscle in her body tense, she listened to her mother-in-law’s reply. “It’s fine! We always love eating on the boat,” Dimity continued. “It’s near the shore. Yes, we always have life jackets when we take it out to sea. My dad knows all about that!” Dimity rolled her eyes as she spoke. Where was Malcolm? How long did it take him to get a fork! She was usually okay with his mother’s remarks, but lately, they were beginning to get to her. 

“Olivia and Sam are on school holidays. They’re only in primary school ... they don’t have homework in the holidays. Yes, we’re having fish and chips. My mum does eat it every now and then, and other food that isn’t organic at times, but I don’t think eating healthy food is exactly a bad thing ...” Dimity struggled to catch her breath. Her words were, once again, lost on her mother-in-law. She could feel the heat in her face as her anger began to surface. She tried to steady her breathing. She felt like she was drowning; like she had dived into rough waters — head first — with no life jacket. A feeling of relief washed over her as soon as she saw Malcolm climbing up from the stairwell. 

“Anyway, bye! I have to go. Malcolm’s here.” Malcolm grabbed the phone and gave her a reassuring smile.

Thank God he’d arrived before she really lost it. He had rescued her once again — as he always did when it came to his mother’s interfering ways.

“Yeah, the girls are having the time of their lives, as usual. They’re so lucky to be able to spend most of the holidays here. They absolutely love it, and I can’t believe how much salad they’re eating with their mains. Mrs McKenzie is quite the healthy cook.”

Dimity looked at Malcolm as he spoke; his wavy, almost black hair slightly covered his eyes as he leaned over the table to pour the rest of the wine. Her chivalrous husband always thought of her. She gave her parents a knowing smile. They smiled back. Her dad comically raised his hands as though he was in shock. Malcolm also smiled, noticing Mr McKenzie’s antics as he continued to speak to his mother. He had become part of her family. He was okay with it all. He knew that his mother would often go too far, and was happy to oblige in taking her down from her high horse.

“Thanks,” she said when he hung up. “You’re off the hook. You managed to arrive just in time.” She planted a kiss on his lips when her parents weren’t looking. She knew Malcolm would have no hesitation in displaying affection in front of her parents, but it was a bit too much for her comfort. She didn’t want to entice him. She couldn’t control him at times. Dimity thought it must be such a relief to spend time with her carefree parents. In his eyes, Mr and Mrs McKenzie were practically hippies — an easy assumption to make when comparing them to his parents, the uptight and righteous Mr and Mrs Stewart.

Later that evening, Dimity leaned on Malcolm’s chest after taking another sip of wine. The button of his white linen shirt was undone and she could feel his skin on her face. The smell of coconut-scented sunscreen lingered on it. They had taken the rest of the wine and sat by the beach that evening on the jeep while her parents got the girls ready for bed. It was their quiet time. 

A chorus of cicadas pierced Dimity’s eardrums as they began their nightly performance. The continuous singing quickly merged with the sound of the waves crashing to the shore, creating a soothing atmosphere.

“Stefano called earlier. He wanted to fill me in on the industrial design conference in Munich later on this month,” Malcolm said. “There’s also the Amsterdam conference in July ... Or is it an exhibition? I’ll have to look it up ...”

Dimity felt her chest tighten. “Malcolm, let’s just enjoy the view,” she quickly suggested. She breathed in the salty breeze as she leaned on his chest again. 

“You’re right! I love that we’re able to have our ‘alone’ time.” He stroked her face, pushing back her wind-blown beach hair, and kissed her gently on the lips. “You’re so cute ... all messy and wild-looking.” 

“Look!” Dimity exclaimed. “There’s a stray kitten near the jetty. Poor thing. Maybe we should give it some sorbet,” she suggested, her heart melting as she picked up the sorbet that she had placed beside her, scraping the last of it from the dessert glass with her spoon.

“Dimi ... you can’t save every animal, or every person that needs help. I mean, you nearly made me stop to make sure that possum was okay on the freeway. You’re too sweet for your own good, you know that? How could I not love that about you, though?” He kissed her on the lips again. “Besides, it seems that someone has beat you to it,” he said, looking at a family tending to the kitten.

Dimity smiled at him. She then looked at the stray kitten. He was right. She couldn’t save every animal or person that was neglected. But she couldn’t help it; it was in her nature. Growing up, her father always gave free legal aid to many clients who couldn’t afford it. Dimity remembered one particular client who had a cat — one that she definitely couldn’t feed herself. As a ten-year-old, Dimity had figured that the woman didn’t even have money to feed herself. She looked so lost — so sad and so lonely. She lived with her children not far from Dimity and her family, and she often saw her walking through the neighbourhood with a look of dejection and sadness upon her face. One evening, Dimity had overheard her father telling her mother that the woman’s husband had left her and she had no one to turn to. He had also left her with a huge debt to pay off. The woman hadn’t worked for years and she had no idea how she would look after herself and her children. 

The next day, Dimity had walked over to the woman’s house, and offered her all the money she had saved in her piggy bank. The woman smiled at her with tearful eyes, and patted Dimity’s shiny hair. 

“Thank you dear but I don’t need money right now,” the woman had told her. “Keep it and buy something special for yourself. Money is important ... but it’s belonging somewhere that makes people happy. Feeling loved and appreciated can make a person feel like they have all the money in the world, and you definitely know how to make someone feel that. You’ve managed to bring a smile to my face with your kind gesture. Don’t ever lose your humanity.”

Dimity felt a tear stream down her face at the memory. 

“We should have some more sorbet. What do you think?” she asked Malcolm, coming out of her momentary trance and surreptitiously wiping away the tear. She stood up from the jeep to reach for it in the esky.

“Sure. Why not?” Dimity could feel his eyes combing her body. He stroked her waist with his hand as she moved towards the esky.

She could feel Malcolm’s eyes looking at her with admiration. She knew he wanted her to feel loved and appreciated. He had been going from one conference to another lately, always far from her and the girls. She didn’t want to remind him that he had also mentioned something about a conference in Amsterdam in July. She didn’t want to focus on that now. She would take one overseas trip at a time. His career was so demanding. They were lucky if they got to see each other at all during the week, and needed this time alone.

Dimity handed Malcolm his dessert glass, refilled with sorbet. The wind caused havoc with her hair as she tried to take a bite. Leaning on his chest again, she sighed contently. Feeling safe in his arms, she repressed the slight melancholic feeling that threatened her peaceful state. She tilted her head up and looked up at his face.

“I love you, Malcolm,” she said.

Malcolm smiled at her. “What brought this on?” He kissed her on the head as she nestled against his shoulder.

“I don’t know ... I feel so happy being here with you right now ... with you ... and with the girls. It was such a perfect day. Let’s promise each other that we won’t stop having moments like this, okay?” Dimity looked into Malcolm’s searching eyes. 

“It’s okay Dimi ... that’s all we need really, isn’t it?” he said, stroking her hair. “We just need each other and everything else will fall into place. I love you Dimi ... so much. Sometimes I think I’m the luckiest man alive.”
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Six Months Later

“You know, you could stand to lose a few kilos,” Dimity blurted out. The words instantly sliced the air of the already cold atmosphere. She couldn’t stop herself, even after seeing her mother-in-law’s horrified expression. “I mean, the food you cook isn’t exactly healthy. It’s full of butter, and don’t get me started on the amount of oil, not to mention the white rice and pasta which feature so heavily in most of your meals.”

As confident as she appeared on the outside, Dimity was a mess on the inside. She didn’t know what to do or say next as she stood at the end of the dining table that she had taken particular care to decorate, in order to impress her guests, who were all now looking at her in shock. She didn’t dare look at Malcolm.

A minute must have surely passed — yet not one word from anyone. Dimity couldn’t take it anymore. She had to do something. She was positive everyone thought she had lost her mind. She couldn’t stand the awkward silence any more. Gaining an ounce of strength, she finally spoke.

“Anyone for dessert?” she managed.

Everyone sat staring at their plates. She cast her eyes around the table and met Malcolm’s. He was the only one looking at her. His jaw was tight. His blue eyes seemed cold and distant. After meeting her gaze, he too looked down at his plate with disappointment on his face.

“We bought a delicious cheesecake from the patisserie down the road,” Dimity continued defiantly, knowing her mother-in-law would frown at the fact that she didn’t make it herself. 

She made her way to the kitchen, still feeling the stares of the five shocked people in the dining room, which included Malcolm’s parents Sylvia and Stanley, his younger brother Alex and his Aunt Marianne. Her legs trembled as she stood behind the bench in her designer kitchen. She was ready to continue with the third act of the evening. She was surprised she was able to walk at all. Usually, she would feel relieved by dessert stage, knowing that the end of the evening was imminent, and applauding herself for nearly surviving yet another dinner with guests she forced herself to tolerate. Whenever they were in Sydney, they always expected to be invited for dinner.

Dimity felt a familiar hand on her shoulder. Malcolm stood next to her, looking at her inquisitively for a second before helping her with the dessert plates. When she looked into his confused eyes she felt sorry for him.

“Who wants coffee?” he called out to the guests, who had overcome much of their shock and were now chatting again, cautiously. 

Surprisingly, Dimity began to feel empowered as she walked back into the dining room, staring at them as she did so. She suddenly felt that she was the teacher and they were her nervous students. They anxiously waited for her to hand out the dessert plates, the same way a teacher would hand out papers in an unexpected quiz. They definitely look unprepared, she thought. She had really surprised them. She wondered if they would hang around to eat the cheesecake. 

“Well, I could do with a slice,” Alex said wickedly, and slightly too emphatically, eyeing his mother as he spoke. “Pass me a slab, Dimity. I could stand to put on a few kilos. I’ve been too healthy lately — no white bread or white rice for me. I’m actually eating quinoa. It’s actually a lot healthier than rice, even than couscous. Barley is okay too. You know what quinoa is, Mum, don’t you? Most of the celebrities eat it.”

Alex was always ready to try and get a reaction from his mother. Even though he was twenty-four, he still acted like a cheeky eighteen-year-old. He was intuitive, though, and to Dimity it felt good to have an ally sitting across from her.

Although the words had come out of Alex’s mouth, her mother-in-law was glaring at her.

“That’s it! I’ve had enough,” cried Sylvia. “I can’t breathe. Where are my pills? I need my pills. My blood pressure has gone up.” She began to frantically search her bag. “Stanley!” she commanded her husband. “Please, help me find my pills.” She thrust her bag towards him, her face flushed.

“All right, don’t panic Sylvia. They’re in here somewhere.” Stanley half-heartedly looked for the pills, sorting through the various bits and bobs in the voluminous handbag. 

“Quick, get her some water!” Her loyal sister Marianne was almost hysterical. “Are you okay? Don’t worry, we’ll get you back to the house. Maybe it’s the food you ate. She’s not allowed to eat too much salt ...” Aunt Marianne instantly glared at Dimity, “... or be under any stress for that matter.” 

Malcolm quickly rushed to his mother’s side, helping his father look for the pills. Everyone looked on with grave concern — everyone, that is, except for Dimity. She was left standing alone, looking guilty, dessert knife in hand. She was used to feeling alone lately. Dimity caught a glimpse of herself in the shiny tiles of her designer kitchen, dressed in her designer cocktail dress and expensive mid-heels, still holding the dessert knife. She felt like everyone was avoiding looking at her. She looked guilty and she was guilty, knowing her words would have instantly attacked her mother-in-law like a stab to the heart. Funnily enough, she didn’t care what they all thought of her at that moment. The fear had subsided. The only thing that hurt her was that Malcolm had left her to side with them, again. When did he stop defending her? Just a few months ago, he would have rushed to her side.  

“Dimity, please, bring her some water!” 

Malcolm’s accusing tone instantly brought her back from the trance into which she had fallen. He looked out of place amongst the guests, who, apart from Alex, she found dull and uninspiring. Malcolm was sophisticated in a rugged, cool way. He was also very intelligent, not to mention creative and handsome. In a daze, she poured some water from the filter, suddenly worried if the sudden health scare wasn’t an act, as she often thought it was. A “boy cried wolf” scenario ran through her mind as she hurriedly handed her mother-in-law the water. Sylvia took it from her hesitantly and cautiously. 

“Don’t worry, Mum. It’s not poison,” Alex said, smiling at Dimity. 

“Perhaps you should lie down on the couch,” Dimity found herself suggesting. She was back to being the accommodating, dutiful host and daughter-in-law. She began to sense that she had gone too far when she caught Malcolm’s questioning gaze. He really looked confused and hurt.

“That couch isn’t comfortable. I need to go home. I can’t breathe here. I need some air,” Sylvia gasped.

“It’s ergonomically designed,” Dimity replied, admiring their purchase, which had been shipped from a Melbourne studio to their home in the affluent eastern Sydney suburb of Rose Bay. The contemporary design of the couch worked beautifully with décor in the rest of the house.

“That thing? A park bench looks more comfortable than that. Malcolm, please drive me home. I’m sure you didn’t choose or design that. Your taste always puts comfort first. It’s a lot less presumptuous. You really are a great designer. Your father and I are so proud of what you’ve accomplished. This beautiful house is proof of how far you’ve come,” she stated in a matter of fact way.

Dimity couldn’t believe her audacity. She had almost fallen for it this time. She definitely wasn’t short of breath when delivering such well-thought-out and heavy praise for her son, and ensuring that Dimity’s contributions were not at all mentioned. She was thinking very clearly, Dimity thought; in fact, too clearly.

“Well, you seem to be feeling better!” Dimity was fuelled by anger once again.

“What are you talking about? Look at how pale she looks. In fact, she’s trembling all over,” Aunt Marianne retorted. “Sylvia, don’t worry, I’ll call one of the girls to drive you and Stan back to the house. They both live close by anyway.”

“No, no, I don’t want to bother your girls. They’re busy with their jobs and their own lives. I’m sure they’re all extremely busy. Malcolm will take me home.”

Dimity couldn’t believe it. Sylvia knew that he was catching an early plane for Amsterdam the next day for the industrial design conference and exhibition.

“I need to help Dimi clean up. Is it okay if Alex takes you?” Malcolm queried.

Alex shrugged. “Sorry bro, I’ve got the bike today.”

“Malcolm is catching an early flight tomorrow. He has to finish packing and also spend time with the girls before he leaves!” Dimity exclaimed. “Anyway, how much did you drink?” She looked at Malcolm, hoping that he would pick up on her cue, even though she knew that he only had one glass of wine.

Aunt Marianne eyed the kitchen and then looked at Dimity. “Didn’t Malcolm just get you a new German-designed dishwasher?”

“I’ll take you home. I can take Aunt Marianne home too. It’s on the way anyway,” Malcolm offered. “I’ve only had one glass of wine. I’m not over the limit. That’s okay with you, isn’t it Dimi?”

Before she could answer, he headed to the hallway to grab his coat.

“Dishwasher?” her father-in-law questioned abruptly. “You don’t need a dishwasher. You’ve got two grown girls that can help you. It’s good for them to start knowing their way around the kitchen from a young age. Where are those two anyway? We haven’t seen them for a while. They just ate and then disappeared.”

“They’re on the computer. Sam is helping Olivia with her proj ...”

“Again on the computer? It’s not good for them to be stuck all day on the computer. Kids these days have no social skills.”

“They have a project to complete, and exams to study for.” Dimity insisted on being heard — to no avail. 

Her father-in-law continued his rant. “It’s also not polite to just leave the dinner table like that. You really need to teach them ...”

“Here’s your coat, Stan. Thanks for coming over.” Dimity smiled between gritted teeth as she heard Malcolm approaching.

“Finally found my keys,” he said, innocently. He’d missed out on hearing his father criticise his daughters yet again, and his outdated beliefs about gender roles.

“Dimity, dinner was great as always. You’ve excelled yourself again,” Alex said in a loud voice. “I’m not just referring to the food,” he whispered in her ear. “Tell that uptight brother of mine to chill. He’ll give industrial design a bad name. It’s supposed to be a cool job.” 

“Thanks Alex, I’m glad you enjoyed yourself,” Dimity replied, giving him an appreciative smile.

Dimity rushed them out before they could say anything else, avoiding Malcolm’s gaze as she did so.

The door finally closed, the same way the curtains would at the end of a dramatic play. It was quiet in the space of a minute, except for some murmuring coming from Olivia’s bedroom. The girls hadn’t come out to say goodbye to the guests, and Dimity had chosen to ignore her father-in-law’s demands, conveniently neglecting to tell them that everyone was leaving. She looked at the kitchen. Plates and half-filled glasses were all over the kitchen bench. She walked over to the sink, ready to commence the task of tidying up, which she usually enjoyed, finding a satisfaction in placing things where they belonged, and relishing the time when things went back to normal and the house was once again peaceful. She usually enjoyed the process, but she wasn’t in the mood that night. She angrily stacked the dirty plates and, with one motion, tossed them into the sink. She then went to her bedroom and threw herself onto the bed. She buried her face under the pillow and screamed. Then she began to sob indulgently. She sobbed for a while. She felt like she was a fifteen-year-old girl again, the last time she had felt so hurt about life and her circumstances.
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Nicki felt as if she was drowning in tears as she sat on her bed, staring at Marco in disbelief, a nagging angst beating deep within her chest. Lately, she felt like the more she tried to swim to shore, the more the waves knocked her back, tumbling her further down into the deep. 

She looked at Marco. “What are you saying exactly? What do you mean, ‘It’s all right’? It’s not all right. Nothing will be okay if we don’t continue trying ...” Nicki hugged her waist tightly, her robe blanketing her fragile, quivering body. The slightly drawn curtains revealed a ray of mid-morning sunlight, which illuminated part of their bedroom that Sunday morning. 

“What do you want from me, Nicki?”

“What do I want from you? What sort of question is that? You know what I want from you. How could you ask such a thing?”

“We’re going around in circles. It’s all we talk about ... all we think about. Don’t you see, our life has become about what we don’t have?”

Nicki sat at the end of the bed, and hugged her robe even more tightly. Its warmth made her feel safe. Her heart began to ache again. She felt a pain in the pit of her stomach. 

“It’s okay, Nicki. It’ll be okay.”

“I know it will be okay. Why do you keep saying that? It’s as though you’re giving up.” Nicki knew she was talking in circles. Her eyes were blurry, and her tears stung her face. Nothing looked clear anymore. Half the time, she felt that she was walking with her eyes closed. It was as though her thoughts had no guidance; they were chaotic; anarchical.

“Nicki, I haven’t given up for years. Especially these last few months; we’ve become consumed with it. I’m just saying we need to step back and just have some fun. I mean, don’t you see, by not giving up, you’re giving up on us. I’m tired, Nicki. We don’t even know what we’re doing anymore ... how to talk to each other. You’ve forgotten who you are; what we are together. I mean, when was the last time we went out and had some fun?”

“Fun! Is that all you can think of? How to have fun? Do you think I’m not tired? I’m emotionally drained, but I’m not giving up. I’m never going to give up on our dream.” 

Nicki could feel her tears forming again quickly. She couldn’t remember a day in the last few months she hadn’t cried. She looked into Marco’s olive green eyes. They looked almost child-like; vulnerable. She couldn’t help him. She had nothing to offer him. He was right. She didn’t even know who she was anymore, or who they were as a couple. 

“So what do you want from me, Marco? You want me to go out and dance or eat at a fancy restaurant and pretend everything is okay? Is that what you want? Well, I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. Nothing will make me forget; nothing will rid me of this pain I carry with me every single day. You’re tired? I’m tired. My body knows how tired I am. My heart feels as though it’ll explode.”

Nicki could feel his confused, defeated stare from across the bed. She felt so fragile, as though she would break at any moment. Marco walked over to her and sat next to her. “Nicki, it will be okay. You’re going to make yourself sick, and then what?”

“Stop it! Stop saying that it’s going to be okay. What are you really saying with that? It’s as though you’re giving up. I’m never going to give up. Do you hear me? Never ever ... I’m never going to give up on our child.”

He began to stroke her hair, as he had so many times before, when she needed comforting, and when they were happy — with each other, and with their life. Nicki felt the strength of his arms as he held her close. 

“We’ll get through this. We just forgot who we are together; how we work. We just need to give it a break for a while ... not talk about it ... just let it come naturally. We need to see things more clearly.”

“What?” Nicki shrieked. 

She looked into Marco’s hurt eyes as she abruptly pulled away from him. The look in his eyes was one she didn’t recognise. It tore right through her heart — the look of defeat. He was giving up. He was giving up on their plan. She was losing him. She finally spoke. “I see things clearly. I see that you would rather think of other things than the one thing that I always wanted, that would bring so much joy into my life ... because you’ve obviously failed at that task,” Nicki said, shaking all over. She could see the hurt on her husband’s face, and she could feel vindictiveness consume her.

“Nicki, I didn’t say that,” Marco placed his hand on Nicki’s heavy shoulder. He had faced many of her meltdowns and the insults that marked them. That’s what she would call them — meltdowns — every time she apologised later, when he would eventually give her the hope that she needed. Time would give her hope, and they would be on the same page again. But it felt different this time. She couldn’t breathe. His eyes were betraying her; they revealed the decision he had made — the decision he had made without her. It was too much. She didn’t want to hear another word from him. “Get your hands off from me!” she screamed.

“Nicki ... calm down!”

“Stop telling me what to do, or how I should feel! You’re just like the rest of them. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll have a baby girl or boy in no time.’ ‘Keep practising. You’ll get it right, you’re both still young.’ Here’s a good one. I’ve heard this so many times: ‘Just enjoy your freedom while you can. Once you have a kid, you’ll be wishing for the days when you were single.’ ‘It will happen — these things usually happen when you least expect it.’ Well, I’m sick of it. I’m sick of the looks, the whispering, the pity, the tip-toeing around the subject. I mean, do you notice the silence that suddenly descends upon the room when we enter, thinking they’ve fooled us, that they weren’t just sharing baby photos and gushing over how cute their kids are? Well, if anyone is tired of it all, it’s me. I thought you were on the same page, but you’re obviously not. You’re just like the rest of them. The way you look at me, the pity in your eyes. I’ve had as much as I can take. You want to give up on our dream. You’re wrong Marco — for me, giving up on the one thing I wanted ... that’s giving up on us. I want out of this circle. You can go and have your fun — without me. I apologise for ruining your life with my problems. Yes, my problems because you obviously don’t care — I’m beginning to think that you never did.”

“Nicki, where are you going?” he called out, as she leapt up from the bed and headed toward the door.

“It’s over, Marco. Whatever this is — I can’t do it anymore. It’s over. It was over a long time ago, when you began to look at me the way you’re looking at me now — the way everyone looks at me!”

Feeling his confused stare upon her, she stormed out of their bedroom, shooting him one final glance. He was sitting on the bed with his face in his hands. He didn’t run after her this time. She knew he wouldn’t. She knew that he was out of words; he didn’t know what to say to make her feel better. He didn’t know how to make himself feel better — to fill the void in his heart. She saw the tears stream down his cheeks through his thick, unkempt brown hair that had fallen forward, partially concealing his unshaved face. Nicki knew what he was thinking: this was the first time in his adult life when he truly believed he couldn’t fix things. Even the complex renovation projects he worked on were never too much for him, the always confident housing project manager. But the cracks were too deep in their domestic project; its walls were weak, it had too many leaks, and it was all wired wrong. Nicki knew that her soulmate had given up on them, and wondered if their foundations had ever been strong.

She picked up the pace and stormed out of the house. She needed to breathe again — to feel again. She couldn’t rely on him anymore. She had been so hopeful that it would be their year — their turn — but it had been six months since Christmas already, when her nephew had been christened. How many more months and years would she spend waiting? She knew that Marco was right, and that’s why she didn’t want to look at him anymore. All they were now to each other was a constant reminder of what they couldn’t have together — what they may never have together.

She suddenly heard the laughter of children from the house next door. Nicki could smell sweet red capsicum cooking on the grill. Another Sunday barbecue, she thought. The grandparents were probably visiting again. Her eyes rested on the front porch of their own Edwardian house. It had so much character and old world charm. Nicki had thought it was the most romantic house she had ever seen. Their real estate agent had told them they were lucky to have purchased it for the price that they did. It was close to St Kilda beach, and the local primary school was also nearby. Marco had known it was a gem; his father had taught him well about investing for the future. She had felt so lucky to be with someone so savvy. They had so many dreams and hopes for their life together in their romantic house. 

“Wow, we finally got it? You mean it’s actually ours?” Nicki had exalted. “This is the perfect house for us Marco, and it’s ours. Can you imagine, living near the beach, dropping off our kids at school ... I mean it’s a ten-minute walk.”

“It’s also full double brick. You know what? This calls for a celebration,” he had said. “Remember that Italian restaurant that had you beaming with memories of our wedding, that one in the beautiful little town in Tuscany, with the wishing well?”

“Yes?” she had replied, her heart racing with anticipation. 

“Perhaps you should close your eyes,” he had said as he slowly guided her through the entrance of the house towards the garden. 

“Open your eyes,” he had exclaimed. 

Nicki opened her eyes, her breath catching in delight. “It’s a wishing well! Just like at that restaurant; just like the one at our wedding!” she had cried, jumping with joy, wrapping her arms around him. “How did you have time to organise this?” 

“I told you if you married me, your life would be full of surprises,” he had said, his olive skin glowing under the patio lights, his eyes filled with pride. “Together we’ll make sure this house is full of surprises and sweet, beautiful memories,” he had said as he handed her a gold coin. “This I promise you.”

“What’s this?” she had asked. 

“It’s a special coin ... you know ... wishing wells and coins tend to go together? You can be the first to make a wish. So, go on Nicki, make a wish,” he had continued playfully, his eyes fierce with ambition, hope and conviction.

“I have three wishes. Is that okay with this one special coin?” she had asked, smiling. 

“Anything is possible Nicki, that’s what I’ve learned in life. Nothing is impossible. If you want something, you work at it and your wishes will be granted,” he had said as he twirled her around and then grabbed her in his toned arms, kissing her passionately.

She looked at the house — their home. It had appreciated greatly since then; it was a good investment, for the future, the one that was supposed to include laughter from three cute ... No ... I can’t do this anymore, she told herself. She wiped away yet another tear, and quickly made her way back into the house. She didn’t want to have to rescue another ball, and pass it over any neighbour’s fence again. The young family was always playing a game of soccer that usually spilled out into the street. She didn’t want to pass back a Frisbee, or a ball, or a balloon or any toy — only if it was to pass it back to her little ... She couldn’t think like that anymore. She had to make plans.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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The sun burned the cement underneath Dimity’s sneakers. She could feel the heat on her back becoming more intense, but she refused to move from the bench upon which she had decided to sit almost an hour earlier that Sunday morning in July. Her white linen shirt and orange and beige-coloured sun hat did their best to shield her from its ferocity, but they were no match for its strong rays. Despite this, Dimity refused to move. She was too engrossed in the activity around her. She felt as though she was a spectator and she liked the sense of carefreeness that came from watching something exciting and new. She was witnessing a spectacle she hadn’t seen for a long time from behind the lenses of her designer sunglasses, right from the comfort of a park bench — and a surprisingly comfortable one at that. 

There were people laughing, sitting in the sun, eating, drinking, catching up, and just simply being there — being present. Others were in the Bavarian Club bistro, while the rest were out enjoying the sudden and unusually warm winter weather. They looked relaxed and content. At times, Dimity would hear some German words thrown into a conversation. Most of the people had German accents. From what she could make out, it was some sort of get together that perhaps occurred consistently, at a given time, just for the simple reason of catching up with friends and loved ones. She had become part of it — not by invitation, but by chance. 

After having dropped off the girls at yet another birthday party at one of their friend’s houses on the other side of the large park, she had decided to take a stroll and think in solitude, when she stumbled upon the bench situated right outside the Bavarian Club. Its patrons were spilling out into the park. At first, she didn’t know if she should be there — if it was a private function —but no one seemed to mind, so she just sat and observed, instantly drawn into the soothing ambiance. How can people be so mellow? she wondered. It almost looked like a hippie festival from the 70s, as people were mostly dressed in relaxed jeans, floral dresses or loose-fitting shirts. Probably, however, there were no hallucinogens involved. She had never seen people so present, centred and engaged in what they were doing in the moment. People smiled at her as they passed her. Strangely, she felt that she belonged there. She wanted to belong there. It was such a carefree, kind, and festive atmosphere — a huge contrast to the atmosphere the night before. 
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