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For my mother, Sue, and my daughter, Cameron, who have both taught me so much.


And for Craig, who gave me Broome.




The cruel girls we loved


Are over forty,


Their subtle daughters


Have stolen their beauty;


And with a blue stare


Of cool surprise,


They mock their anxious mothers


With their mothers’ eyes.


DAVID CAMPBELL, ‘MOTHERS AND DAUGHTERS’




Sunday


‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, Morag!’


Fiona winced and pushed Morag’s case off her big toe, then bent to study it. Thirty bucks she’d paid for her pedicure, and she’d kill Morag if it was chipped before they even left Tullamarine.


‘Sorry, sorry,’ said Morag, yanking her Samsonite away so abruptly that it almost hit the legs of the man queuing in front of them.


‘Christ, that thing weighs a ton,’ said Fiona, rubbing her foot. ‘What the hell have you got in there—an iron?’ Her dark red nail polish was intact, she was pleased to see, but the inspection had revealed that her feet were already swelling in her new sandals, even though it was cool in Melbourne, and nothing like the heat they’d experience up north. Fuck. Fiona sighed. She should have gone with the size ten. Who was she kidding? She hadn’t been a nine since before she had Dominic; since then everything had spread. Her feet were the least of it. She stood back up, surreptitiously hoicking her cargo pants from where they’d snagged between her buttocks.


‘Weights, actually,’ Morag said.


‘Weights?’ asked Caro, as the line snaked forward a metre. Everyone picked up their bags and shuffled forward obediently.


‘For running,’ Morag said. ‘Hand weights. I take them with me so my upper body gets a workout too. I don’t have time to go to the gym for that.’


‘Very efficient.’ Caro nodded.


‘You’re nuts,’ said Fiona. ‘You already look like a praying mantis with anorexia—you need to eat, not lift weights.’


‘I eat!’ Morag protested. ‘And they’re not that heavy, only five kilos. Keeps the tuckshop arms at bay.’


Fiona was glad she hadn’t worn a singlet like the other two. ‘Whatever, but this is meant to be a holiday. Jeez—you’re the only one of us who’s completely footloose and fancy-free. You’ve got a week in the tropics, the boys are with Andrew … you should be sipping cocktails, not racing around pumping your skinny arms in the air.’


Caro giggled, then glanced apologetically at Morag, but she was laughing too.


‘As if I’d do that. That went out years ago. God forbid you should know anything about exercise, Fiona, other than jumping to conclusions.’


Caro snorted. Fiona smiled too, to show she wasn’t bothered. Yeah, yeah, she thought. Mantis arse.


‘Plus I like running,’ Morag went on. ‘It’s not a chore. It relaxes me. Maybe Janey would like to come with me, Caro? She jogs, doesn’t she, as part of her training?’


Caro looked across at her daughter, blonde head bent over her phone, as it had been ever since they’d arrived at the airport, and shrugged. ‘Maybe.’


‘Well, anything involving sweat isn’t my idea of relaxation,’ Fiona said, prodding her bag forward as the queue moved up again. ‘Unless it’s the sweat I’m going to work up sitting on the beach, under an umbrella, waiting for someone to bring me a drink.’ She paused for effect. ‘Ideally a black man.’


‘Fiona!’ Caro protested, right on cue. ‘You’re a shocker.’


‘Why? There should be plenty where we’re going, shouldn’t there? I bet Amira’s surrounded by them, lucky bitch. That’s probably why she went.’


Morag shook her head. ‘You know it isn’t, you stirrer. She lowered her voice. ‘Keep it down. Bronte’s right behind you.’


‘Oh, she’s off in her own little world as usual,’ Fiona scoffed. ‘Probably just as well. If she did hear me she’d blush so much she’d lose circulation in the rest of her body.’ Fiona’s daughter was a mystery to her at times. OK, all the time. Who knew what the hell went on behind those cat-like eyes of hers?


‘I can’t wait to see Amira again,’ Caro said, riffling through her handbag as the check-in counter came into view. ‘It’s been way too long. Nine months. And Tess too. I wonder if she’s enjoyed it? I can’t imagine Janey and April living on a mission.’


Fiona was tempted to say that she couldn’t imagine Janey doing anything Janey didn’t want to do, but Morag spoke first.


‘Community,’ Morag said. ‘It hasn’t been a mission for years and years. I looked it up on the net. It’s called a community now. Nothing religious. There’s still a church there—I saw it on the website—but I don’t think it’s compulsory.’


Fiona made a show of looking at her watch. ‘Damn,’ she said, ‘and here I was spewing that we’d missed Mass.’


Caro and Morag laughed. Janey looked up from her phone to make sure she hadn’t missed anything, then went back to texting.


The Qantas girl who served them was young and bright-eyed. Too bloody bright-eyed, Fiona thought. Was she on drugs? It couldn’t be that exciting, waving everyone else off to exotic locations while you sat behind a desk in the outer suburbs and heard the millionth upgrade request of your career.


‘And where are you ladies flying to today?’ she chirped, holding out a manicured hand for their documents.


‘Broome,’ Caro replied excitedly. ‘We’re going to see a friend. She’s been working there since the start of the year, and our daughters—’ she indicated Janey and Bronte—‘are friendly with her daughter, so we thought we could all catch up, have a bit of a girls’ trip.’


‘Oh, I hear Broome’s lovely,’ the check-in girl trilled mechanically, tapping at her keyboard.


‘Well, it’s not actually Broome,’ Caro went on. ‘It’s about two hours north. Amira—our friend—is teaching at an Aboriginal school out in the bush there. It used to be a mission. She’s always wanted to do that sort of work.’


Shut up, just shut up, Fiona muttered to herself. Didn’t Caro know that the girl didn’t care? She had only asked them where they were going so she put them on the right plane, for goodness’ sake. Now she’d probably seat them by the toilets just for boring her. Fiona looked away in exasperation and caught the eye of Janey, who raised one sarcastic eyebrow.


‘God, Mum, you go on,’ she said.


Fuck, thought Fiona. You should have been mine.


[image: image]


Bronte hesitated in the aisle, clutching her backpack to her chest. Should she put it in the overhead locker so that she had more leg room? She could always do with that, and the flight from Melbourne to Broome was over five hours—she didn’t want to be any more cramped than was necessary. Then again, it was a long flight, and she might need her stuff. She put the bag down on the seat and began to go through it. Magazine, yes, plus her sketchbook and pens. They could all fit in the pocket in front of her. The apple she’d packed in case she got hungry; ditto the rice crackers. To Kill a Mockingbird? She had an essay on it due at the start of the term and she was only halfway through, but she hated trying to read anywhere other than in her bedroom at home. There might be a good movie on, anyway, in which case …


‘Shit, Bronte, you’re holding up half the plane,’ said Janey, pushing past her to claim the window seat. Bronte turned around and was horrified to discover seven or eight passengers banked up behind her, shifting their own hand luggage from arm to arm. She hurriedly stuffed everything back into her bag and slid into her seat, face burning.


‘Idiots,’ Janey said as they filed past. ‘I wonder how long they would have waited.’


Bronte bent over and wedged the backpack under the seat in front. It fitted, but as she’d suspected there was very little room left over for her feet. Janey watched with interest as she endeavoured to fold it in half.


‘Why’d you bring something so big, anyway?’ she asked, then sighed. ‘Give it to me. I can shove it between my seat and the wall.’


‘Thanks,’ Bronte said, surprised.


‘I guess you need all the space you can get, huh?’ Janey remarked as she took the backpack. ‘How tall are you? Six foot? I reckon you’ve grown another inch since our game last Saturday.’


‘Five eleven,’ Bronte said. Not quite six foot, but way too close for her liking. One hundred and eighty-one centimetres, to be precise. Bronte knew the figure because she had begun measuring herself every week before the netball game, horrified at the way her skirt was creeping up her thighs. She was only fourteen, yet she’d already gone past her brother, who’d be eighteen at Christmas; had left her mum in her shadow months ago. Only her father was still taller than her, and she prayed every day that she wouldn’t end up six foot four, like him. Bronte sighed. She’d need a new uniform soon, but hated the idea of asking for one, reluctant to draw any more attention to herself.


‘You’re a freak,’ said Janey mildly, placing a tab of bubble gum in her mouth. She offered Bronte the packet. ‘D’you want some? My ears always hurt at take-off and landing if I’m not chewing on something.’


‘No, thanks,’ Bronte said. She had no idea if her ears would hurt. This was only the second flight of her life. The first, seven years ago, was when her parents had taken them to Sydney one Easter. Dom had got some sort of tummy bug and vomited all over their hotel room; when he was finally well enough to do a tour of the Opera House, their father had been so appalled at the cost of the tickets that he’d stormed out of the building, claiming they could look at it for free from the harbour. Since then any family holidays had taken place at her grandmother’s house in Rosebud, with its splintery decking and seagrass matting. It was different for Janey, Bronte thought as the plane began to vibrate, then started rolling slowly along the tarmac. She flew all the time—most term breaks, it seemed, with her parents and sister to Noosa or Port Douglas; with her swimming team to their various meets around the country. She was fiddling with her phone again now, not even listening as the flight attendant carefully lifted a banana-yellow lifejacket over her hairdo, then gestured, arms stiff, towards the exits. This was all old hat for Janey, as boring as a maths class, or a cafe with no wi-fi.


Not for her mother, though. Bronte leaned forward, peering between the seats for a glimpse of the three women in the row in front of her. Morag’s fair head was buried in either a magazine or the safety guide; Caro was watching the attendant and absently playing with the strand of pearls around her neck. Bronte watched as her hand lifted automatically to smooth her silvery-blonde bob, then, satisfied that everything was in place, returned to her throat. Pearls to Broome. Coals to Newcastle. Bronte smiled to herself, but she knew Caro couldn’t help it. She was wedded to those pearls, to always looking immaculate. In contrast, her own mother’s dark hair stuck out from her head. She had her eyes tightly closed, hands clenched in her lap. She probably wanted the others to think she was napping, but Bronte knew the truth. For all her bravado, her mother was ridiculously afraid of flying. Bronte had watched her growing steadily more tense as their bags were weighed and check-in was completed; had stood with her in the public toilet next to the boarding gate and held her purse while her mum took a swig of water straight from the tap and washed down a sleeping tablet, then two Valium. She’d offered Bronte one, but Bronte had refused. Maybe she shouldn’t have, she thought. She probably could have sold it to Janey.


The engines roared and the plane shot forward. Behind them, in the galley, bottles burst into tinkling conversation, as if exclaiming over the sudden movement; Caro’s carefully coiffed hair defied its coating of lacquer and swung momentarily free around her face. Bronte grabbed the armrest and felt her stomach contract. Up, up … the brown Tullamarine paddocks tilted outside her window and fell away, replaced by blue. The plane lurched, shuddered, and hauled itself into the air. Beside her, Janey blew a large purple bubble and then popped it with her tongue.


‘Are your ears OK?’ Bronte asked.


‘Fine,’ said Janey, licking shards of gum from her lips. She stared despondently at the silenced phone in her lap. ‘But it’s such a drag to have to turn my mobile off. I wanted to text Caitlin. She gave me a card to give Tess, but I left it at home.’


‘Do you miss Tess since she left?’


Janey looked surprised, as if this was the first time the idea had occurred to her.


‘I guess so, but it’s not as if she’s my BFF or anything.’


‘But you were, weren’t you?’ Bronte persisted. ‘All through primary school, and in year seven too, I thought.’ She’d spent every one of those primary school years in the same class as Janey and Tess—it was how their mothers had met. Morag too, though she had twin boys, Callum and Finn, who liked to pull Bronte’s ponytail when she was looking at the board, then blame the other when she turned around. Bronte had often been jealous of Janey and Tess’s friendship, their contrasting blonde and black heads always bent together over the desk or whispering furiously in a corner. It wasn’t that she liked Janey, especially—being with Janey was like sleeping with an echidna, her mum had once said: no matter how careful you were, you were bound to get hurt—but what she did envy was their closeness. Bronte had friends, but not ones that called her every night to talk for two hours about nothing, or who nagged their mothers into buying the much-coveted heart-shaped charms sold at Bevilles in the city. Gold and shiny, the charms split down the middle into two matching halves, to be worn ostentatiously by besties wanting to flaunt their allegiance.


Tess and Janey, of course, had taken it even further than that. One day in grade four they had gone into the toilets at lunchtime and swapped underwear, proudly lifting their dresses in the playground to show the rest of the girls what they’d done.


‘You’ll get germs,’ Bronte had ventured, to which Tess had replied, ‘No we won’t, because we’re best friends.’ The underwear swapping had continued daily, a ritual of devotion and exclusion, till almost the end of grade five, when Janey had suddenly declared it ‘gay’ and the whole thing had stopped. Six months later, when Bronte won a scholarship to a private school, her main emotion was one of relief. Tess and Janey would be going to the local secondary school. She wouldn’t have to endure another six years of watching them together. Bronte pulled at a cuticle. But a week would be OK, she told herself. She could manage a week.


Janey yawned, and pulled her gum out of her mouth with two fingers. Daintily, she rolled it into a ball, then stuck the wad to the side of her seat, dangerously close to Bronte’s bag.


‘It’s different at high school,’ she said. ‘Everyone’s replaceable.’ She looked restlessly out the window, then pulled some earbuds out of jeans so tight Bronte didn’t know how she could even get her fingers in the pocket. ‘How’s St Anne’s?’ she asked grudgingly.


‘Great,’ Bronte replied. ‘I’ve got this fabulous art teacher, Ms Drummond.’ She blushed and stared at her lap. Would Janey understand about Ms Drummond? ‘She thinks my drawings are really good. I mean, she probably says that to everyone, but still …’ Bronte took a deep breath and rushed on. ‘She wants me to take her fashion design class next year. We have all these electives for art in year nine—fashion’s one, but there’s also ceramics and woodcraft … and I really want to, but I’m not sure what Mum will say. I think she wants me to stick with French. What would you do?’


She turned to Janey, but Janey wasn’t listening. She had her earbuds in and was mouthing the words of a Rhianna song.
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Caro shifted in her seat, uneasy. To her right, Fiona sat with her eyes closed and her body frozen in position, turned away towards the wing; to her left, Morag was reading a guidebook, highlighting every second or third paragraph. Behind them Janey stared out the window nodding along to her music while Bronte flicked through a magazine. Had this been a mistake?


When she’d first come up with the idea for the trip, she’d imagined Fiona, Morag and herself giggling together on the flight, feet curled beneath them, leaning in to exchange confidences about the bikinis they’d packed or the waxing they’d endured. She’d pictured Janey and Bronte reconnecting, chatting about their schools or their nail polish, whatever it was fourteen-year-olds were interested in. Instead, they were already an hour out of Melbourne, and barely anyone had said a word to each other.


It would be alright once they were there, she told herself. Amira would put them all at ease, would enfold and include them. She was the one who had brought them together, after all. Eight years, Caro thought, leaning back in her seat. Nearly nine. You knew you were middle-aged when you found yourself wondering where the time had gone. But where had it gone? She still remembered that morning—the humid February drizzle, remnant of a cool change; Janey in a too-big uniform, starched and pleated, her hair in plaits. All summer she’d been excited about going to school, boasting about being a big girl, but when the day actually arrived she’d gripped Caro’s hand so tightly that her fingernails almost drew blood.


Amira had noticed. Amira, a total stranger, had seen Caro hesitate, seen Janey’s face quiver, and had swooped down and complimented the girl on her bright blue ribbons. ‘They match your eyes,’ she’d said, the perfect praise for a girl like Janey, who even at six couldn’t walk past a mirror without assessing her reflection.


‘I like your hair,’ Janey said in return, reaching out to touch it. ‘It’s all fuzzy.’


Amira had laughed. ‘That’s because of the rain.’ She tried to smooth it down, but the black curls sprang back undeterred. ‘Actually, it’s always pretty crazy. My daughter Tess thinks I look like a sheep. Would you like to meet her? She’s in this class too.’


‘OK,’ said Janey, dropping Caro’s hand and allowing herself to be led to a table where a dark-eyed child sat quietly colouring in a picture of a koala.


‘Thank you,’ Caro said once the two girls were exchanging textas.


‘Sorry—I hope you didn’t think I was rude, or interfering,’ Amira replied. ‘It was just that I could see she had her hands full.’ She nodded towards the teacher by the blackboard, one crying child clinging to her hip, another sitting at her feet calling for its mother.


‘Rude? I thought you were brilliant.’


Amira smiled. ‘Thanks. I’m a teacher myself. I know what first days are like, but most of the kids just need to be distracted.’ She held out a soft brown hand. ‘I’m Amira. Nice to meet you. They look fine, don’t they?’


Tess was peering over Janey’s shoulder offering encouragement while Janey carefully coloured the animal pink. A sliver of tongue protruded from her mouth, and her eyes were fierce with concentration.


‘They do,’ Caro said and shook Amira’s hand, feeling herself relax. ‘Caroline. And thank God. I don’t know who was more nervous about this morning, me or Janey, particularly when Alex couldn’t come. That’s my husband,’ she explained. ‘He’s away for work. He travels a lot. Is yours here?’


Amira shook her head. ‘Single parent. It’s just me and Tess.’


‘Oh. Sorry,’ Caro said.


‘Don’t be,’ said Amira. ‘The best thing he ever did was leave.’ She’d smiled, her white teeth a bright flash of light in her face.


Caro had liked Amira immediately, she recalled now: her confidence, her warmth, the way her gold hoop earrings gleamed against her hair. When Fiona bowled up, demanding to know if this was Prep L, Caro had wanted to shoo her away, to keep this lovely woman all for herself, but Amira had welcomed and soothed her too, positioning Bronte on the other side of Tess. Fiona was also by herself. ‘I didn’t even think of asking Todd to come,’ she’d murmured, looking around the classroom at all the fathers there to see their children launched upon the seas of formal education. She shrugged. ‘He probably wouldn’t have wanted to anyway.’ Then Morag had struggled into the room with a tow-headed boy tugging at each arm and a belly that arrived a full minute before the rest of her. Morag’s husband Andrew was there, Caro remembered, but it was Amira who had detached the twins and shown them where to put their bags, had urged Morag to sit down lest she go into labour on the spot, had quietly handed them all tissues when Prep L’s teacher finally told them it was time to go and the small faces of their children had turned towards them wreathed in doubt and anticipation and a perfect blank innocence that would never be there again.


It was strange, Caro thought. Theoretically, Amira was the one who needed help, the single parent with the useless ex—trying to get by on a teacher’s pay cheque and whatever else she could scrape together from the jewellery she made and sold at local markets. The rest of them had husbands, superannuation funds, mortgages that were almost paid off … Yet it was Amira who looked after them, Amira who was always there. She picked up Bronte and took her home on the days Fiona had to work late; she reassured Caro when Janey was hauled before the principal for hitting another child in the playground; she organised a class meals roster after Morag gave birth to Torran the day after the sports carnival.


‘She’s got three kids,’ Amira had demurred when Caro had commended her for her initiative. ‘It’s the least I could do.’


‘Three and a half,’ Fiona had said, because by then they all knew about Macy.


Caro peered down the aisle, hoping to spot the drinks trolley. It would be wonderful to be with Amira again. She’d missed her. That was why she’d organised this week, for them all to see Amira, and for Janey to see Tess. True, Janey didn’t exactly seem to have been pining for her friend, but maybe that was just Janey. She didn’t give much away. The trip would be valuable for all of them. It would be good to spend some proper time with her eldest daughter, rather than just ferrying her to training or nagging her about the mess on her bedroom floor; it would be good for Tess, Janey and Bronte to be together again, as they had been in primary school. And there were her own friends too—Morag must need a break from all those boys and the upheaval that came with Macy two weeks a month, while Fiona … Caro shook her head. Fiona definitely needed to get out of that house. Not that you could tell her, especially now Bronte was going to St Anne’s and Caro and Fiona didn’t run into each other every day at pick-up. The girls were still in the same netball team, of course, playing every Saturday morning from nine to ten thirty, but Fiona rarely came to watch, dropping Bronte at the last possible minute without getting out of her car, then racing off to rush through her supermarket shopping before the game had finished.


The truth was that they’d drifted. It was inevitable, wasn’t it? Bronte at a different school, Tess off in the back of beyond, Callum and Finn preoccupied with their skateboards and the latest surf report … with the children all moving in different directions, what hope did the mothers have? Still, it bothered Caro. Just a few years ago they’d been thrown together almost every day: at drop-off, on tuckshop duty or classroom reading, at the innumerable sports days and recorder recitals and choir concerts, at the gate every afternoon where they gossiped and bitched while they waited for the bell to ring. Fiona hadn’t made every event and neither had Caro, but back then there was always another one coming up behind. The school, it turned out, had organised their social lives for them, had knitted them together. Caro sighed. It was a relief to attend one less class assembly, it was only right that their children were growing up and able to make their own way home from school, but she missed those daily meetings with her friends: hearing about Morag’s latest saga with Macy, all the more entertaining for Morag’s droll, dry delivery; Fiona sniping at another mother’s outfit and making them all laugh; Amira asking them back to her place for a drink, because it was Friday afternoon and that was what they always did.


‘I’d forgotten Australia was so big.’ Morag remarked. She closed her guidebook, tucking the highlighter into its spine. ‘I can’t believe we still aren’t even halfway there.’


Caro turned to her, relieved. She needed to talk to someone. She was getting maudlin.


‘You’ve never been up north before, have you?’ she asked.


Morag shook her head.


‘No further than the Gold Coast. We took the boys there a few years ago to do the Worlds, remember? Only Torran was still too small to go on half the rides, and Callum and Finn spent the whole time teasing him about it. Fun for all the family.’


Caro laughed.


‘I’m really glad to be going, though,’ Morag continued. ‘I can’t quite believe I’ve been here so long and have never seen the top end.’


‘I haven’t either,’ Caro said. ‘The closest I’ve got is a school trip to Ayers Rock thirty years ago now, and I don’t think that counts. They don’t even call it that anymore.’ Her legs were getting cramped and she stretched them out in front of her, kicking off her shoes. ‘You take it all for granted, I think. You just assume you’ll get there someday, but I bet most don’t. I wouldn’t be doing this if Amira hadn’t moved.’


‘It’ll be good to see her, won’t it? It must be such a different life …’


There was a pause, and Caro looked around again. Where the hell was the drinks trolley?


‘So how’d you go getting away?’ she asked. ‘Andrew’s taking the boys to Tasmania, isn’t he? Did you have to pack their bags for them?’


‘Hell, no,’ Morag said. ‘If they’ve forgotten anything, that’s their lookout. They won’t forget it again.’


‘Even Torran?’ Caro asked.


‘Even Torran. He’s nine now. That’s quite old enough to throw together some socks and jocks and t-shirts. I did have to talk him out of taking his Nintendo, though. He’d probably leave it by the river.’


‘I wouldn’t have even attempted to separate Janey from her phone,’ said Caro. ‘She would have found a way to smuggle it in anyway. I assume there’ll be somewhere we can charge them?’


Morag shot her a look. ‘I don’t think it’s that primitive.’ She picked at the price sticker on the cover of her book, pushing back a corner. ‘It was amazing, actually. I didn’t have to do anything—Andrew organised it all. It helps that it’s Macy’s week with Janice, of course, but he’s really been looking forward to the trip. You know, four men against the elements—hiking, fishing, cooking over an open fire …’


‘Ugh. Sounds disgusting. I bet none of them change their jocks all week.’


Morag laughed. ‘I thought it sounded great. I would’ve liked to have gone too. Maybe another time.’ She bent over the guidebook, working at the sticker, her fair hair hiding her face. The sticker came away, taking a segment of the cover with it.


‘What about you?’ she asked, looking up. ‘Is Alex taking care of April?’


Caro shook her head. ‘Not a chance. He’s in Italy again, left yesterday.’ Alex was away even more now than he had been when Janey started school. Caro understood that he needed to travel for his job, but she’d never truly got used to it. It was always a shock and a nuisance to have him gone once more, disappearing from their lives just when she’d adjusted to him being at home.


‘So April’s with Maria?’


Caro nodded. ‘She could have gone to stay with a friend, but Maria insisted. I didn’t have a chance. She rang Alex at work and told him she wouldn’t hear of anything else, that April should be with family. Anyone would think I was leaving her for a month, not eight days.’ She sighed. ‘Then when I dropped her off Maria said something to April in Italian about how lucky I was to be having a holiday. She doesn’t think I understand her, but I do. All those bloody family dinners I’ve had to sit through—you’d think she’d realise that I must have picked up some of the language by now.’


Morag laughed. ‘You are lucky,’ she said simply.


‘I know, but I’ve earned this, and I’m taking Janey—it’s not as if I’m flitting off and abandoning everybody. Alex is away half of every month, but she never says anything to him.’


‘Ah, but that’s different.’


‘Why?’ asked Caro. ‘Because he’s working?’


The drinks trolley finally lumbered, clanking, to their seats. Morag waited as Caro gratefully ordered a gin and tonic.


‘Because he’s her son,’ she said.
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The flat was a mess. Older people’s homes often were, crammed with old jam jars and catalogues, plastic bags and odd bits of string, the collections seemingly first hoarded, then curated. Morag knew that it gave her clients a sense of security, offered some sort of buffer against destitution, but it made her job that much harder. She had to bite her lip as she came into the tiny kitchen and nearly tripped over a stack of newspapers just inside the door.


‘Mrs Griggs,’ she said, when she’d recovered her balance, ‘these are dangerous. How do you get your walker around them?’


‘Och, I just lift it up and then put it on the other side,’ said her client, unperturbed.


‘But what about if it’s dark or you’re in a hurry?’ asked Morag. The lino was uneven too, she noticed; she reached into her bag for Mrs Griggs’ file, so she could write it all down. ‘You shouldn’t be lifting your frame anyway, should you?’ she scolded. The older woman had already fractured one neck of femur. If she did it again she wouldn’t be coming back here other than to collect her things for the nursing home.


‘Ahh, you all fret so,’ said Mrs Griggs, shuffling—without her walker—towards the sink. ‘Would you like some tea? You look a bit peaky.’


If she looked a bit peaky it was because of cases like this, Morag thought. How she hated basement flats: damp stone, not enough natural light and far too many steps. Mrs Griggs’ were outside, leading down from the street, which made things even worse in a climate like Scotland’s. How on earth did she get her walker up and down them, or her shopping, come to that? Morag winced at the image of her teetering on the slippery stone with heavy bags. Rails, she thought, lots of them—on the stairs, above the step between the front door and the hallway, next to the toilet. Then non-slip mats, and the lino nailed down, a new light in the bedroom …


Mrs Griggs placed the kettle on the stove, her sleeve brushing a hot plate as she did so. Cordless kettle, wrote Morag, though would the old woman be able to learn how to use it?


‘Sugar, love?’ asked Mrs Griggs. In the distance there was a muffled thump. Out of habit, Morag glanced at her watch. The one o’clock gun. Amazing how you could hear it even all the way out here in Portobello. She needed to be getting back to the Royal Infirmary—she had a family meeting at two, and Mrs Griggs to write up before that. The details would be lost if she didn’t, the dangerous stairs, the cramped kitchen merging into all the other stairs and kitchens and dank, dark flats she’d visited and despaired over.


‘There you go,’ said Mrs Griggs, placing a chipped floral teacup before her. ‘Please raise your seat and put your tray in the upright position.’


Morag woke with a start. She wasn’t in Edinburgh, she didn’t have a meeting to get back to—she must have drifted off during the movie. Covertly she wiped some drool from her chin and quickly checked to see if anyone had noticed, but Fiona was still asleep and Caro’s seat was empty.


How strange to dream of her old job like that, she thought. She supposed it must have been because she’d mentioned Edinburgh earlier, to Caro, but it had seemed so real. She closed her eyes again, clutching at the fading remnants … she could almost see herself hurrying across the Meadows, awash with students and tourists; feel the Castle, ever-present, hovering over her above the trees; see the grey stone of the Royal Infirmary looming ahead, the man who sold coffee in the old police booth out the front nodding to her as she came past. Only, the Royal Infirmary was gone, she remembered, fully awake now, torn down to make way for boutique apartments, the doctors and nurses and other allied health workers like herself moved to a soulless new building out in Little France. She’d almost been pleased when she’d heard that, a few years after she’d moved to Australia. She missed Edinburgh, missed it keenly, and the Royal Infirmary was one less thing to mourn. Still, it was almost impossible to imagine it gone, it had been such an important part of her life—with her work, of course, as deputy head of the occupational therapy department, but even moreso when she was pregnant with the twins. She’d first seen Finn and Callum at her twelve-week scan on a tiny black and white screen in the obstetrics department in the basement of the hospital; she’d given birth to them on an August evening three floors up in the Simpson Pavilion. Pavilion, she thought, smiling. Such an odd name for a maternity ward, as if the occupants were playing cricket, not moaning through labour. And moaned she had, though hardly anyone had heard her. It was the last night of the Festival, with the fireworks from the Princes Street Gardens going off so loudly outside the window that at the first barrage the midwife had sworn and dropped her stethoscope.


Caro reappeared in the aisle. Morag pulled in her knees so that her friend could get back to her seat in the centre of the row. White pants, she thought as Caro squeezed past, her bottom inches from Morag’s face. Linen, just to top it off. Only Caro could get away with that—almost five hours of travel, drinks, a meal, and they were still spotless. Morag glanced down at her own navy-blue tracksuit, feeling vaguely embarrassed. Some women had the knack of wearing the right thing at the right time. She didn’t.


‘We’ve started our descent,’ Caro said. ‘Did you hear the pilot? You were asleep. I thought I’d fix my make-up before we arrive.’


‘Won’t it just melt as soon as we’re out of the plane?’ Morag asked, then added, ‘That’s a pretty lipstick,’ so she didn’t sound like a bitch, and because the soft coral colour really did look good against Caro’s creamy skin.


‘Thanks,’ said Caro. ‘Janey picked it out actually, a few weeks ago, when we were shopping. I think she only wanted me to get it so she could borrow it, but at least we’ve got the same colouring.’ Fiona stirred slightly in her seat against the window. ‘Do you ever do that with Macy? Go shopping, I mean.’


Morag snorted. ‘Not a chance. As far as Macy’s concerned, I’m just there to provide meals and drive her to rehearsals. Besides, the only lipstick she ever wears is black.’ Her stepdaughter was going through a goth phase. That was how she’d reassured Andrew when Macy had started dyeing her hair and had her nose pierced, though in reality it was well over a year now. Was that still a phase, or had she turned professional?


‘God, how depressing,’ said Caro. ‘I don’t know how Janice puts up with it. And you too,’ she amended, ‘but that’s different, isn’t it? At least you can always tell people she isn’t yours.’


The sentiment was a bit harsh, but Caro was right, Morag thought. It was different. She liked Macy, and would never disown her. Loved her, in fact, on those occasions when she let Finn play her guitar, or helped Torran organise his rock collection—but no, she wasn’t hers. Years ago, Morag had longed for a daughter. Pregnant with the twins, she was sure one of them must be a girl. When she discovered she was wrong she’d talked Andrew into trying again. He didn’t care—he already had a daughter, of course—but he’d gone along with it because he could see what it meant to her. When Torran was born fat and pink and with an undeniable scrotum, the disappointment had lodged in her throat like something she hadn’t ordered and couldn’t quite choke down. Yet within a week he had captivated her, just like his brothers before him, and she put away her longing. Callum, Finn and Torran were healthy and gorgeous and their blue eyes shone when they saw her. This was her lot, and it was a damn fine one.


Anyway, she no longer felt as though she was missing out. She wouldn’t have been any good at those shopping trips, with her track pants and her hair always pulled back, not blow-dried artfully around her face like Caro’s. Besides, from what she could see, girls were much harder: Janey with her mind games and her obsession with her phone; Macy with her black boots, her ridiculous dreams of being a rock star, and the packet of the pill Morag had once found in her schoolbag but hadn’t told Andrew about. She was better off with her boys. At the airport, Caro had said something to the woman behind the check-in desk about them travelling with their daughters, but even that hadn’t stung. Not too much, anyway. Fiona had Bronte, Caro had Janey, and Amira had Tess, but she, Morag, had a whole week off, free from any parental responsibilities whatsoever. If nothing else, it was worth it for that.


The fasten seatbelts sign came on. Morag did so almost gleefully. It had been ages since she had been alone, with no one to please but herself. Amira had said she could have her own room at Kalangalla, if she liked. If she liked?! Morag hadn’t had her own room since she was twelve, when she left Fort William, where she’d grown up, for boarding school in Edinburgh. After that it was university, and a tiny bedsit with a roommate who smelled of wet dog and sausages. She’d later moved to a share house, but even there it felt as though she was always surrounded. There were parties that lasted all weekend and on into Tuesday, people asleep in the bath or the boxroom or, once, flaked out in her wardrobe; there was always a friend of a friend camped out on the couch or helping themselves to her museli when they thought she was in the shower. And there was Andrew. For a few sweet months there was Andrew: sharing a cigarette with her on the front steps on a summer’s evening, the sky still light at eleven o’clock, or in the kitchen with a tea towel over his shoulder, coaxing the ancient Aga into staying alight long enough to cook spaghetti … but mostly, mostly in her bed. Morag shifted in her seat. She hadn’t wanted to be alone then, had she?


They’d given up the cigarettes, of course, but without realising it she’d given up time alone too. Barely a day now went by when she had more than ten minutes to herself—usually while driving to see a client or using the toilet, though even that could be interrupted at any moment if Torran had a problem that he needed her to solve. But she loved it, she told herself, the mess and scramble of family life—Macy on the phone, Finn with his head in the fridge, Callum’s RipStik in the hallway, Andrew and Torran wrestling on the rug. She loved her job too, particularly since discovering that while the homes of the elderly were no less cluttered in Australia, they were at least warmer and drier. She’d chosen this; it was what she wanted—but oh, how liberating it was to flee it for a while.


‘Hey,’ called Janey from behind her, uncharacteristically animated. ‘Look! Out the window.’


The cabin had begun to tilt. Morag leaned across Caro, felt the landing gear drop. Fiona woke up, blinked at them both in surprise, then turned to see what they were staring at.


Below them was the coast, a cerulean ocean stretching out to the horizon from a golden half-moon of sand, the land before it red and green and glinting like an opal. For a second it reminded Morag of the Highlands, though she hadn’t been there in a decade: all that space, all that sky. A lump rose in her throat and she forced it down. As the plane dropped lower she could see that the place wasn’t completely uninhabited. There were some people sunning themselves on the beach; further along, where russet cliffs jutted into the sea, there was a lone swimmer just off the point, head down and arms slicing neatly through the water as if to quickly put some distance between himself and the land. She knew how he felt.
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Amira stood by the gate, one foot jiggling impatiently. The sun was prickling her scalp—amazing how rapidly it could penetrate the thick bush of her hair, even matted together with salt as it was from the swim that she’d had to break up the long drive into town. She should go inside, wait in the tiny shed that Broome airport liked to call a terminal, but she didn’t want to miss seeing them coming off the plane. Despite the heat, she hugged herself, excited. She and Tess had left Melbourne in January, just after New Year, so they could be settled and organised before term one began. It was October now, the second week of the school holidays, and term four was almost upon them. Ten months, they’d been away, ten amazing months when so often she’d wanted to turn to one of her girlfriends and tell them everything she was seeing and experiencing. Soon she could.


The white jet she’d been watching came to the end of the runway and slowly wheeled towards her, rolling to a stop. Amira had been anticipating this moment for days: as she lay in bed last night, watching the gecko that lived in one corner of the ceiling; when she woke this morning, the sun already strong and hot at six am; across every bump and corrugation of the Cape Leveque road. She fought down a giggle. Caro wasn’t going to like the Cape Leveque road. None of them would, but the road was a fact of life, the only cleared stretch of earth between the community and Broome. And at least it was open—in a month or so, when the first rains of the wet washed across the Dampier Peninsula, it might be closed for weeks, waterlogged and impassable. If that happened, she and Tess would be cut off from the world, marooned in the community. The thought sent a frisson of fear and excitement through her.


The plane was stopped now, only a couple of hundred metres away. Amira watched as two sweating men in fluoro vests pushed a set of stairs under its tail, grunting as they locked them into place. At how many airports in the world did that still happen, Amira wondered, passengers forced to confront their new environment immediately, rather than gliding into the shelter of an air-conditioned terminal? She liked that about the north: there was no pretence, no artifice. What you saw was what you got.


The door of the plane was pushed open and passengers emerged, squinting and reaching for their sunglasses. Amira held her breath. A dozen disembarked, fifteen, twenty … and then there they were, coming down the stairs. Morag was first, her strawberry-blonde hair catching the light. The first time they’d been introduced, Amira had had to fight the urge to reach out and touch it, it was so fine and delicately coloured, so unlike her own. A few weeks later she’d mentioned the moment to Morag, who had laughed. ‘Really? Everyone has hair like this in Scotland. It’s common as muck.’ But Amira had never stopped noticing it, somehow both auburn and gold, the first thing her eyes were drawn to every time they met.


Next came Caro, looking cool and unruffled, a stylish leather tote over one shoulder. Did Caro sweat? Amira didn’t think so, but she’d soon find out. Caro was blonde too, though a different sort of blonde, the kind that came from a salon and needed regular maintenance. Then Janey, trailing her mother down the stairs, head lowered, checking her phone, and … was that Bronte? It had to be, but how she’d grown! She swayed like a giraffe next to Janey, and Janey wasn’t short. Tess would barely be up to Bronte’s shoulders.


An elderly couple appeared at the top of the stairs, followed by Fiona. Though furthest away and wearing dark glasses, she was the first to spot Amira and waved wildly with both arms. Amira returned the gesture, her face breaking into a grin. The woman in front of Fiona hesitated, made nervous by the descent, and Fiona mimed pushing the pair down the steps, then smiled sweetly when the man turned around to apologise for how long they were taking. As soon as he returned his attention to his wife, Fiona was at it again, this time throwing in some stabbing motions for good measure. Amira giggled. Oh, she was wicked, Fiona. She did and said things the rest of them would scarcely dare think. She was their collective id.


‘Helloooooo!’ cried Caro, striding towards her across the tarmac. Her bag slipped and she dumped it unceremoniously, running the last few metres to throw her arms around Amira.


‘Careful,’ Amira laughed, returning the embrace. ‘I’ve been driving for hours. I’m probably a bit smelly.’ Caro’s grasp only tightened in response, warm, almost frantic.


Amira kissed her friend’s cheek and gently disentangled herself.


‘It’s fabulous to see you,’ she said, holding Caro’s hands.


To her surprise, her friend’s eyes were damp. Caro blinked self-consciously, her mascara smudging.


‘I’ve gone all emotional,’ she said, pulling one hand away to wave it in front of her face. ‘Or maybe it’s menopause.’


‘You wish,’ said Fiona, barging between them. ‘My period’s due this week. It’s a fucking pain in the arse. I can’t wait to be done with all that. The sooner it’s over the better.’ She leaned in for her own kiss, then stepped back to look at Amira appraisingly. ‘You look good,’ she said. ‘You’re so bloody brown! God, you could get land rights.’


‘She’s always brown, Fiona,’ Morag said. She took in Amira with a smile and added, ‘Though now you look black next to me.’ She raised one pale arm to Amira’s in comparison, then touched her lightly. ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘We made it. I’ve been looking forward to this for ages.’


No kiss, thought Amira, squeezing her wrist. That was OK. Morag needed her space. She turned to Bronte and Janey, who were loitering a few steps behind their mothers. ‘Look at you two! You’ve grown up so much.’ Amira grimaced. ‘That makes me sound so old, doesn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ said Janey, raising a hand in greeting. Bronte smiled and shuffled forward to hug her.


The girl stooped down, but even so Amira had to strain to reach up around her neck. ‘Where’s Tess?’ Bronte asked.


‘I left her up at Kalangalla. I didn’t think I’d get you all in the car otherwise, particularly with your bags.’


‘Particularly with Caro’s bags,’ Fiona said. ‘She’s got about six. I’m guessing there’s one just for her night cream.’


‘I only brought three!’ Caro protested. ‘One’s full of towels. And my pillow,’ she added, looking across at Amira for support. ‘I hate using someone else’s pillow, you know that. It never feels right.’


‘I know,’ Amira soothed, then started ushering them towards the building before Fiona could make another remark. ‘Let’s go get them anyway. The bags, then a drink.’


She’d been right to leave Tess at home, Amira thought as they pulled out of the airport. Even with the community’s troop carrier it was a tight squeeze—tighter still tomorrow, once she’d done the shopping.


‘I thought we’d spend the night in Broome,’ she said. ‘I’ve booked us rooms at one of the resorts. The Mangrove. It’s right on Roebuck Bay. You’ll like it.’


Caro was fiddling with the air-conditioning vent, trying to direct the cold air onto her face. ‘Fine. How come?’ she asked without looking up.


‘I need to go to Coles and get some groceries,’ Amira said. ‘There’s a tiny supermarket at One Arm Point, fifteen minutes from where we live, but everything’s much cheaper down here. As soon as people find out you’re going to town they all want to give you a list.’ She turned onto the main road, waving at a dark-skinned man raking seedpods in the courthouse gardens. Ned. He’d moved from Kalangalla a month or so ago now. It was good to see him in work. ‘By the time I finish that it’ll be getting a bit late to leave. I thought it would be better to stay here and hit the road first thing in the morning.’


‘How long’s the trip?’ asked Morag from the middle seat.


‘About three hours. We could do it, just, if we left now, but no one takes that road around dusk. It gets too dangerous.’


‘No streetlights?’


Amira laughed. ‘Well, yeah, but actually it’s the animals. Roos, donkeys—they wander out, and you don’t see them until the last minute. One of the older men almost hit a camel last week.’


‘So you’re just going to leave Tess up there with the savages, then?’ said Fiona.


‘Fiona!’ Caro exclaimed.


‘What?’ said Fiona, feigning innocence. ‘The savage camels, I meant. They could do some damage. All those humps.’


‘Tess will be fine,’ said Amira calmly, swinging the troop carrier through another roundabout—Broome was full of them, but not yet, thank God, any traffic lights. ‘She’s having a sleepover at a friend’s, but I’d also have been happy to leave her at our place. It’s safer there than Melbourne.’


They came over a slight rise in the road, and Roebuck Bay appeared before them, its turquoise water fringed with green mangroves. Without thinking, she slowed, feasting her eyes. She could never grow tired of that view.


‘Oh, stop, stop!’ said Caro. ‘It’s incredible. I want to get a photo.’


‘We’re almost there,’ said Amira. ‘You’ll see it from the hotel. From your room, if you’re lucky, but definitely the bar.’


A small silver dinghy chugged out across the bay, its lone occupant sitting back in the boat, one hand on the motor. Probably going fishing, Amira thought. Lucky sod. Solitude actually meant something up here, she had found; it was deeper, richer, more textured. The silence opened up and let you in in a way that never happened in the city. She pulled up outside The Mangrove as Janey shrieked from the back seat that her reception had dropped out.


An hour later, Amira was seated at a table on the lawn overlooking the water, waiting for the others to shower and then join her. Check-in had been a trial. The stay was her treat, she’d told them—the owner of the resort had once worked at Kalangalla and always gave them reduced rates—but Caro had insisted they’d all pay for themselves. Then Fiona had got annoyed and asked why should they if Amira was happy to foot the bill, while Morag stood between them, looking from one to the other, conspicuously quiet. Somehow they’d ended up with Fiona, Caro and the two girls sharing a family suite, while she and Morag had a twin room. Amira was grateful for that, at least. Fiona snored, but she wouldn’t want to be the one to tell her.


Predictably, Morag was the first to arrive, her hair still wet and scraped into a ponytail.


‘That feels better,’ she said. ‘I was dying in those tracksuit pants. Do you even wear them up here?’


Amira laughed. ‘Not so far. The locals pull out jumpers and act all affronted if it gets below twenty-two degrees … Tess and I just shake our heads. I guess it’s all relative. Wine?’ She lifted the bottle, dripping, from its ice bucket.


Morag shook her head.


‘Not yet. Just some water to start. I’m a bit light-headed.’


‘Too long on the plane with Fiona?’


Morag smiled. ‘No, it’s the heat, and the light. It’s incredible, isn’t it? It’s clearer, somehow … sharper.’ She began to rummage through her bag on the table in front of her. ‘Before I forget, I’ve got something for Tess. I’ll give it to you and you can pass it on. It’s a letter. From Callum.’


‘Callum?’ Amira asked, raising her eyebrows. ‘For Tess?’ I didn’t think they’d spoken since primary school. Were they even in any classes together last year?’


‘Who knows?’ said Morag. ‘I was surprised too. French, maybe—if Tess even did French?’


‘Amira had to think. ‘Yes, she did, though I don’t think she got past croissant and merde, and she hasn’t opened her textbook since we’ve been here.’


Morag passed across a long yellow envelope. ‘How’s that going? She’s doing School of the Air, isn’t she? Does she like it?’


‘Yeah, she does. Where I teach only goes to year seven, so it was that or nothing. And it’s “school of the net” these days—it all comes by email. She’s at work on it every morning when I leave, but she always seems to be finished and off at the beach by the time I get back.’ Amira shrugged. ‘I’m not sure if the material’s too easy or if she’s just much quicker because she’s not being distracted by classmates.’ She held up the envelope. ‘Or boys.’

OEBPS/images/9780751560411.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Pcommon.jpg





