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CHAPTER ONE


Noosa Main Beach is the same yet not. Eternal but changed. There is still the view that takes in Fraser Island on a clear day; the shoreline still curls around towards the national park on one end and is truncated by the breakwater at the other. Over that breakwater there are rougher waves and braver surfers. Here, hugging into the lee side, there tend to be more gentle, rolling waves that can turn vigorous on certain tides but usually welcome timid swimmers.


The beach has been fortified by rocks and sand has been pumped in from the river that empties beyond the breakwater. If this hadn’t been done erosion would have caused this beautiful, bright stretch of sand to disappear. Noosa Heads, locals say, is being loved to death. Everyone wants it to look perfect so they can have their perfect holiday. Time and tides – and some people’s opinions on the form the shoreline should take – have other ideas. So every now and again the beach washes away, the rocks are exposed, and the tourists ignore that because sand will be brought in to cover up those rocks and everything will look perfect again. But the locals know what it used to look like. Cynthia knows. Or, more truthfully, she remembers. Because she hasn’t been home – not properly – for fourteen years. Even though she was twenty-five then she thought she may never return. Not because she doesn’t love the place but because she wanted to leave it behind. She had a new life and it wasn’t in Noosa. Or Australia, for that matter.


A child squeals close by and seagulls bustle around the sand. One of the lifesavers folds his arms and squints as he regards two swimmers between the flags who look like they’re about to be outside the flags. His mouth opens; there’s a warning coming. The swimmers, as if intuiting that they’re about to be told off, change course and move back between those flags that promise safety, protection. Lifesavers. Life savers. What a concept. It would be nice, Cynthia thinks, if someone could come along and save her life. Or, rather, rescue her from it because it feels like her feet have been pulled from under her.


She digs her toes into the sand and waits for the wave that’s coming towards her. When it arrives the water is warmer than she expected. It’s reassuring. These are the waves she grew up with. This is the sand she knows.


She hadn’t expected to feel reassured when she came back. She’d thought she may feel disappointed in herself for scurrying home from Los Angeles instead of staying to deal with the end of her marriage. She suspected she’d feel superior to the Noosa locals who’d stayed put while she went off to have the sort of life – and lifestyle – she’d always believed more suited to her than anything on offer in the fishing-shack town she’d left behind. Noosa isn’t that town any more, though. It’s busier and has the patina of a place that is well loved: lots of smiling visitors, rotating frequently, and the wear and tear that comes from so many different humans passing through, along with the new coats of paint on buildings that signal that the town is being tended.


As a child and teenager and young mother here Cynthia never quite understood what Pat, her first husband, called ‘Noosa magic’, and she still didn’t understand it all those years she was away. Now, though, with this sea foam on her feet and these gulls and this breeze, with those rocks leading the way around the coast to the bush beyond, and the sky that is the most gentle shade of blue she’s ever seen, she wonders. Perhaps there is magic here. And if there is, she needs to find it. Along with some fortitude and forbearance.


Cynthia jumps as a hand is placed on her shoulder.


‘Missed it?’ her father says, his voice croakier than it sounded on the phone during their long-distance calls.


‘No,’ she says, and it’s both a lie and the truth, because she has and she hasn’t at differing times.


Her father peers at her and nods slowly, like he’s figured her out. Then again, he always has.


‘Sure,’ he says. ‘Well, the house missed you.’


‘You mean the house misses Mum’s housekeeping,’ she says wryly.


The state of the three-bedroom, one-storey dwelling at Little Cove, almost within sight of where they’re standing now, suggests her father hasn’t lifted a finger since her mother died five months ago. Not that Cynthia knows what he’s been doing or not doing, because she couldn’t come back for the funeral.


She had visited, once, after her mother was diagnosed and before they knew how serious her illness was. No one told Cynthia it was terminal; if they had, she would have come home and stayed until her mother died, then dealt with the mess of her life in Los Angeles later. For as much as she and her mother weren’t close, they were connected, and while Diane always seemed to live at one remove from everyone around her, Cynthia loved her. Loves her still. Yes, everything else could have waited because, as Cynthia knows now, we have so few chances to stand witness to the biggest changes in the lives of those we love.


‘Could be,’ her father admits. ‘I’m not that good at keeping things tidy. Doing washing.’


‘How would you know?’ she says playfully. ‘You’ve never tried.’


‘I don’t expect you to do it,’ he says gruffly.


‘Course you do.’ She pats his hand. ‘I don’t mind, Papa. I came back to spend time with you.’


He peers at her again. ‘Uh-huh. And Odette, of course.’


‘Yes, of course,’ Cynthia smiles tightly.


Odette, her daughter, had been the ever-present witness to the unpleasantness – to put it mildly – of Cynthia’s second marriage and, as soon as she turned sixteen, she told Cynthia she wanted to move back to Australia to live with her father. It wasn’t as if Cynthia could claim that life in Los Angeles wasn’t worth leaving. She’d wanted to leave it too, but sometimes marriages aren’t that straightforward.


They had been so close. But Cynthia failed Odette, or she felt she had, by not protecting her from what was going on, so she didn’t call her that often. Didn’t write. She wanted Odette to be happier than she had been all those years away from her father. Except those years of living apart made Cynthia unhappier than she has ever been, and now she feels so disconnected from her daughter it’s as if they’re former colleagues who shared a terrible boss and all they have in common are war stories they don’t wish to repeat. She doesn’t know how to talk to Odette any more, let alone how to be her mother.


Cynthia has to reacquaint herself with that role, however, because what has really brought her back to the place of her youth is that Odette, still in her own youth, has announced that she’s two months pregnant and planning to keep the baby. Cynthia plans to disabuse her of that notion. Odette has so much life ahead of her – and Cynthia is more aware of that than most. She was nineteen when she became pregnant with Odette.


Her father probably knows Odette better than Cynthia herself does these days. He also probably knows that while his daughter is pleased to see him, the real motive for her return is to try to talk his granddaughter out of becoming a mother. He won’t say anything about that, however. Minding his own business has been Wilfred’s life credo.


‘I suppose I should call her,’ Cynthia says.


Her father nods slowly. ‘Yep.’ He glances out to sea then back to her. ‘But first I have some fresh prawns and some bread from the junction.’


‘Don’t tell me Sid’s bakery is still there?’


‘No. But the bread’s good.’ He pats her shoulder. ‘Come on. Time to go home.’


Cynthia takes one more look at the sea and thinks about coming back for a swim later. Those LA beaches just weren’t the same as this glorious expanse. She wants to plunge into the salt water just so she can turn around and look at the shore, revel in the beauty of it, and try not to think about how many years she could have been enjoying it.


‘Yes, Papa,’ she says. ‘It is.’









CHAPTER TWO


Lorraine slams the Wettex down on the sink and exhales loudly. ‘Terry, I have told you a million times that when you go to the shops you need to take Simon with you!’


‘I don’t want to,’ her eldest son replies.


‘I don’t care. I don’t have time to watch him all day, every weekend – I need your help. Plus he loves going with you.’


‘Yeah. That’s the problem.’


Terry glowers at her. He’s fourteen and riding the messy wave of puberty, alternately loathing her and wanting her to tell him that life will turn out okay. Ha! She’d like someone to tell her that too.


‘Mike, say something,’ she mutters as her husband enters the kitchen.


‘Mate,’ he says, ruffling Terry’s hair.


‘Dad, stop it!’ Terry looks mortified then mildly pleased.


‘Why?’ Mike chuckles and winks at Lorraine. ‘It’s too much fun seeing your reaction. Darl, did you hear about Howard sacking Andrew Peacock? Can’t believe it – I thought that bloke had nine lives.’


‘Why – because he’s had an affair with Shirley MacLaine?’ she mutters.


Mike chortles. ‘Yeah, probably.’


‘Terry, where’s Simon now?’ Lorraine turns fully away from the sink and puts her hands on her hips.


Terry shrugs. ‘Dunno.’


‘Could you find him?’


‘Why do I have to hang out with that little creep?’ Terry says just as his brother walks into the room.


Lorraine sees Simon just in time to also see his face crumple. ‘Darling.’ She yanks off her rubber gloves and throws them on the kitchen bench before going to her youngest and giving him a hug. ‘Terry didn’t mean it,’ she says softly, kissing the loose curls on the top of Simon’s head then glaring at her teenager.


‘Yeah, I did,’ Terry snickers. ‘He follows me around. It’s embarrassing. My friends think he’s a loser.’


Mike chuckles again.


‘Michael, it’s not funny,’ Lorraine says just as Simon starts to sniffle.


When she waited five years after Terry was born to have another child it was because she needed to get used to the idea of one kid before she added another. She didn’t stop to think that her eldest child would be a teenager while her youngest was still in single digits, which is like parenting two different species instead of one.


‘What is happening?’


Mike’s mother, Cora, has joined them, wafting through the doorway. Cora likes to waft. She once told Lorraine that she’d read in a magazine that a lady should look elegant when she walks; her interpretation is to waft all over the house, day and night, until she finally retires to her bedroom. Although she probably wafts in there too. Lorraine wouldn’t know. Cora keeps the door closed unless she wants the room vacuumed, when she leaves it open. Presumably as an invitation to Lorraine to do that vacuuming.


Cora’s all right, really. She just used to have a maid or a cleaner or something back when Mike was growing up in Toowoomba. Now that she’s living in Cooroy with grown-up Mike and his wife, she thinks Lorraine is that maid. And Lorraine, not wanting to rock the boat or her marriage, goes along with it. So she probably only has herself to blame. She shouldn’t have let Cora move in when Mike’s father died. That was the original mistake.


‘It’s fine, Cora,’ Lorraine says, stroking Simon’s head as he continues to sniffle.


But Cora has spied the tears on Simon’s cheeks and is now wafting in his direction. ‘My poor baby,’ she murmurs, kissing his cheek. Simon’s her favourite. Which Terry knows. It hasn’t helped with Terry’s attitude towards his brother.


‘Honestly, Cora, it’s fine.’ Lorraine looks pointedly at Mike, who is, inconveniently, looking in the fridge.


‘Where are the snags?’ he asks, presumably of her.


‘In the freezer,’ she snaps. Where he put them when he brought them home from the butcher.


The ringing phone on the kitchen bench gives her an opportunity to step back and observe the scene playing out before her: teenage son looking at her like he wishes she’d disappear into a hole; husband’s head swivelling from side to side as he continues to look in the fridge, not the freezer; nine-year-old son sniffing as his grandmother squeezes him into a hug.


‘Hello,’ she says curtly into the receiver.


‘Lorraine?’


‘Yep.’


The voice on the line sounds vaguely familiar, which means it’s probably one of the school mothers wanting her to make toffee for the fete or whatever it is that’s coming up. There’s always something. Fundraiser, fete, dance, teacher leaving.


‘Hi,’ the voice says.


Lorraine frowns. ‘Yeah. Hi.’ Who does this joker think she is?


‘It’s me.’ The voice is meek now.


‘Who’s me?’


‘Cynthia.’


That makes Lorraine pause. Cynthia Scheffer used to be the best thing in her life. The funniest, smartest, trendiest person she knew at school; the most daring of them all even after she had Odette. So daring she up and left for Los Angeles with that surfer she met after he caught a wave off Tea Tree Bay and found her sitting on the rocks, almost as if she was waiting for him. Because she was. She’d spied him waxing a surfboard in the car park nearby and decided he was a better prospect than her husband. Or maybe she just wanted to force a change. Either way, Pat never saw it coming.


Now that Lorraine has been a mother for fourteen years, she understands the desire to force a change. But that change took Cynthia far away from everyone who loved her and, after an initial letter-writing spree, she stopped contacting Lorraine, and eventually Lorraine stopped trying to contact her.


And the clincher was that the surfer didn’t last but Cynthia stayed over there, with Odette, and married some film producer or whatever. So Cynthia’s dad told Lorraine when she saw him fishing round at Noosaville one day. After that they started catching up for tea every now and again; they’d always got on when Lorraine was a teenager. Less so Lorraine and Cynthia’s mum, who was a little stand-offish. Wilfred hasn’t said a word, though, about Cynthia coming home. Which, given the lack of STD pips or international dialling noise, she must be.


‘Hello, Cynthia,’ Lorraine says in the most formal voice she can muster.


She glances at Mike, who was privy to her tears when Cynthia stopped writing back. Now he’s shut the fridge door and has that look on his face he gets when he’s worried that the dog has pooed on the neighbour’s lawn. He leans his head to one side, holding her gaze. She knows what it means: Are you all right? He can be sensitive sometimes. Usually when it counts. That’s why she puts up with having his mother in the house.


She smiles at him. Yes, she’s all right. Cynthia may have broken her heart but Mike and Terry and Simon glued it back together.


‘How … how are you?’ Cynthia says, her voice soft.


‘Fine. You?’


‘I’m … back.’


‘Yep. Gathered that.’


Lorraine hears a sigh. ‘I haven’t been a good friend.’


Lorraine makes a face into the phone. Useless but satisfying.


‘You’ve been no kind of friend,’ she says, although her voice is calm. She’s just saying the truth, isn’t she? No need for drama.


Silence for a few seconds. Then another sigh. ‘No, I haven’t.’


More silence.


‘But I’d love to see you,’ Cynthia goes on.


Lorraine thinks about that. What would it be like to see Cynthia again? Would she want to kick her in the shins? Or would she – more likely, she believes – want to wrap her in a hug then go back to the way things were? Because she’s never had another friend like Cynthia. No one who has encouraged her to be herself as much as Cynthia did. Lorraine knows now that friends like that are so rare that a person needs to be prepared to overlook some dodgy behaviour from time to time. Because we all make mistakes. Which doesn’t mean she’s going to let Cynthia off the hook straightaway. Lorraine isn’t a pushover. Much. Not in this case, anyway. She still loves Cynthia – you don’t stop loving someone when you’ve been as close as they were – but she’s not just going to forgive and forget. That’s for people who watch daytime soaps and think life is as easy as saying a few nice words.


‘I’ll have to think about it,’ she says, even though she already has. ‘I have a lot on.’


‘Of course.’ Cynthia sounds relieved. ‘I’m at Dad’s if … you know … you want to call.’


‘Yeah, all right.’ Now it’s Lorraine’s turn to pause. How do you end a conversation like this?


‘I’d better go,’ she says eventually. ‘Things to do.’


‘Okay.’


‘Ta-ta.’


She hangs up in time to see Simon stick out his tongue at Terry and she braces herself for whatever’s coming next.









CHAPTER THREE


The garden is a mess. Elizabeth knows this. It’s impossible to not know it because she sees it every day. This medium-sized back garden that was once ordered and cared for – that was loved – is now unruly. There is leaf litter in the beds. There are sticks on the grass. The bushes that need pruning haven’t been pruned in a while. Flowers have fallen and started to rot.


Jon wouldn’t approve. ‘Never let a weed go unremoved,’ he liked to say. She can only imagine what he would make of what his beloved project has become. But he’s not here. He hasn’t been here for three months. Is it three months? Maybe it’s four. Maybe it’s two. Maybe it’s an eternity.


That’s something Elizabeth has discovered about grief: it causes time to change shape. Grief this profound, this paralysing, is not something she’s had to deal with – not in such a major way. At thirty years of age she’s lost grandparents and she’s grieved them. But they weren’t people she spent every day with, or had a child with. There’s a special kind of grief for those people.


She’d lived such an ordered life until this; no doubt that’s one of the things Jon liked about her when they met, as he was a man who liked an ordered garden and a pressed tie and a clean shave. He never said and she didn’t ask, and now she can’t ask because he is dead. And because he’s dead he can’t see the disorder in his garden and in his wife.


‘Mum-my,’ comes Charlie’s singsong voice from the back door.


Elizabeth turns her head towards it. ‘Yes, darling?’


‘What’s for lunch?’


Lunch. Elizabeth hasn’t thought about it. That’s another thing about grief: it sucks up all the other functions of life, like eating. If it hadn’t been for her mother regularly appearing with crustless cheese sandwiches and chicken vol-au-vents at key times, Elizabeth wouldn’t have eaten for weeks. Her mother seems to have developed a predilection for cocktail food – or perhaps it’s that she thinks Elizabeth will only eat things that can be picked up in one hand. It’s surprising cabanossi hasn’t made an appearance.


So while Elizabeth hasn’t thought about lunch, her mother will have. There will be something covered in Glad Wrap in the fridge, because her mother dropped round this morning, as she does every morning, sometimes with Elizabeth’s father in tow. They have both helped her more than she knew she would need to be helped.


In the week after Jon died, for instance, her father was brilliant: capable, commanding, helping to organise the funeral and making sure guests at the wake were looked after while Elizabeth sat limply in a chair and tried to remember the names of people she hadn’t seen in years. She and Jon had known each other since high school but they’d lost touch with most of their high-school friends – those same people who drove up the Bruce Highway from Brisbane to kiss her on the cheek and pat her hand and say they were so very, very sorry. She wanted to ask them why they weren’t so sorry that they didn’t visit Jon in the two years he was sick; years in which Charlie was discovering the world and Elizabeth tried to manage a boy looking outwards and a husband whose illness made him turn inwards. If her parents hadn’t packed up their lives in Brisbane to live nearby, Elizabeth would have faced it all mostly alone.


It had been Jon’s idea to move to Noosaville when he took up a job at the council. Being a civil engineer would take him places, he told her, and it took them up the road to the Sunshine Coast. They both loved it and chose Noosaville as their home, with its charming houses and the river so close they could hear the swish of boats. Elizabeth walked Charlie in his pram by the river, over to Hastings Street in Noosa Heads and back again. Long walks, soaking in the sun, looking at birds, enjoying the slow pace of this small community.


Her parents chose Sunshine Beach as their home. Not too much of a drive from her, and she couldn’t blame them for preferring the ocean to the river. A lifetime in Brisbane has probably inured them to rivers. But she still likes them.


Except Elizabeth hasn’t walked by that river in months. Not since Jon started ailing and she had to spend her time by his side. Not had to. Wanted to. Or sometimes had to. Caring for someone who is seriously ill, then terminally ill, is an act of love but often, too, of service. There are minutes, hours, days when you have to take a breath and rededicate yourself to the task. For task it becomes. Even love can be a task. Ask any parent.


Elizabeth smiles weakly at her son. ‘Lunch, um … I’m sure Granny left us something delicious. Would you like to go and check?’


He looks at her as if he’d rather she go and check, his little nose wrinkling, his thick titian-coloured fringe almost covering it. She needs to take him for a haircut. Something else to add to the list of things she’s been neglecting.


Charlie’s glance moves to the garden bed over Elizabeth’s shoulder and now his forehead is wrinkling along with his nose. ‘What’s wrong with that?’


He points to something and Elizabeth turns to see a wilting hydrangea.


Another weak smile. ‘It just needs a bit of attention.’ Don’t we all.


‘Is it dying?’


His eyes are bright and she sees only innocence there, but what he has said makes her breath catch. The plant is dying. Because his father, the garden’s caretaker, has died. There’s a parable or something in that, isn’t there? Or there should be. If she reads her Bible again, the way she’s been meaning to ever since Jon died – all the way through, knowing there will be succour in it if only she can sit down and focus – maybe she’ll find it. But for now there’s only a dying hydrangea and no way to explain it other than neglect.


That’s what she told Reverend Willoughby when he stopped by to see her last Sunday. She hadn’t turned up to church again that morning and he was worried about her, he said. He has been very kind to her since Jon died, even though she’s been slack about her church attendance. She supposes it’s his job, but she appreciates it nonetheless. He’s checked on her and his wife has brought food. Small gestures that have meant a great deal.


When he visited he glanced around the garden and raised his eyebrows, then muttered something about sending someone to give her a hand. But Elizabeth doesn’t expect anything. That’s something else about grief: even an expectation of getting out of bed in the morning seems grandiose.


‘Maybe,’ she says to Charlie and stands. ‘But I’ll give it a water and see if it recovers.’


‘Okay,’ he says cheerfully and smiles at her.


Charlie’s good humour has been the one thing that has brightened Elizabeth’s days. He’s old enough to know his father has gone but young enough to still live in the moment. Events are measured in how many sleeps away they are, and Charlie has no concept of dwelling in the past. That’s a punishment Elizabeth gets to keep to herself.


‘Come on,’ she says, holding out her hand to him. ‘Let’s go and see what’s in the fridge.’


He grins and takes it, swinging on her arm.


‘Mu-um,’ he says.


‘Yes, darling?’


‘Can we go to the park?’


Elizabeth closes her eyes and inhales. He’s been asking to do this every day for weeks now. But outside, beyond this house, is a world she’s not ready for yet.


‘Maybe,’ she says, as she does every day, and his smile tells her that the answer is good enough for him. For now.









CHAPTER FOUR


The din of a restaurant kitchen as service ramps up is something Kathy is used to. That slight nervous anticipation of the hours ahead – not knowing what sort of people are going to walk through the door, whether they’ll be pleasant customers or the sort who complain at the drop of a hat, the tightrope walk of making sure all the meals come out on time and to the right people – is also something she is used to. What she is not used to is being answerable to someone else about how the restaurant runs. Kathy’s been in charge of staff for so long that she no longer knows how to obey. Which may turn out to be a problem because, despite her years of experience and her most recent job being that of restaurant manager, the only job she’s been able to find at short notice in the supposedly burgeoning hospitality industry of Noosa Shire is as a waitress with occasional bartending duties at a nice little establishment by the river.


The restaurant has a view. That’s something. There are houses on the opposite bank, and boats between them, and pelicans most days, all of which they can see through the glass that forms the entire front of the restaurant. The view can be seen from the banquettes too, which are new enough not to show signs of wear and tear, and from the tables that are large enough to accommodate main meals and side dishes – not something Kathy takes for granted after working in tiny Melbourne establishments where they were lucky to fit the bread basket on the table along with the meals. What she didn’t have in Melbourne were the biting midge things that manifest at sunset for anyone who decides that a stroll along the riverbank would be a good idea. This isn’t the lifestyle Kathy aspired to when she left Melbourne and moved here two weeks ago.


Two weeks of scrambling to find a decent place to live and a job that pays her enough to cover the rent. She supposes she could have allowed more time but time isn’t usually a component of snap decisions.


A year ago, in a flush of romantic love, she and her beloved, Jem, had decided that the Sunshine Coast seemed like the ideal place to live with its eternal summer. Or, rather, not-Melbourne weather. Kathy had visited once and found it bright and bustling with promise: there were businesses opening, and homes with front and back gardens. At that stage Kathy was living in a narrow place in Carlton North with some paving out the front, a couple of square metres of fading lawn out the back, and a huge deciduous tree that covered everything with leaves in autumn. It was her former marital home, which was likely a factor in her daydreams of living elsewhere.


A month ago, Jem had announced that Kathy was no longer wanted as another paramour had been found. A younger, firmer individual whose breasts still bounce and who may, one day, want children. At fifty-four and with two grown-up offspring of her own, Kathy is beyond having babies. She’d been pleased about that, for a while. Until the point where her inability to have more children became the rationale to break her heart.


She knows that wasn’t the real reason, though. It was the convenient reason. There were others, hinted at earlier when Kathy hadn’t been prepared to up-end her life to do what Jem wanted to do, which was to move to Warrnambool and farm sheep. Freezing bloody Warrnambool, where the winds come in off the Great Southern Ocean and everyone is pleasant and community-minded to make up for it. Kathy used to have holidays in Warrnambool, back when she was married and her children were young. A long time ago. So she hadn’t wanted to make that particular change, yet here she is with an up-ended life anyway. At least this version is the one she chose.


‘Hmm, only half-booked,’ Hans, the restaurant’s co-owner, says, scrutinising the reservations book.


‘It’s a Tuesday,’ Kathy says lightly. ‘I think a lot of the tourists go home on Tuesday.’


He nods and narrows his eyes at her, like he’s trying to work out if she really knows anything about it. True, she isn’t familiar with the area yet. But she knows hospitality and its rhythms. How there are certain weeks of the year that are dead quiet, and it’s the same weeks each year and has nothing to do with school terms or full moons or even the weather. They’re just quiet. Sometimes she wishes a scientist or someone would do research on it so she can find out why it happens.


‘If we were to close one day a week,’ Hans says, looking at her sideways, ‘which one would you choose?’


Kathy wonders if this is a loaded question: if he’s about to ask her to cut back on a day of work. Or maybe he genuinely wants her opinion.


‘Wednesday,’ she says, because she’s been chatting to the kitchen staff about the busy and quiet times. ‘That’s the dead day in the week.’


Hans raises his eyebrows. ‘You would not do this in Melbourne,’ he states.


‘No,’ Kathy agrees. ‘But that’s a completely different scene. Melbourne has a lot of business lunches throughout the week. From what I understand of this place, the tourists go home on Tuesday and the next ones arrive on Thursday. It’s all about long weekends.’ She smiles to show that she’s trying to be helpful.


He didn’t have to hire her, this young man with slicked-back hair and an Hermès belt. She’s a generation older than the rest of the staff, and she knows from friends who used to be colleagues that finding work at their age is almost an impossibility. At fifty-four, apparently, she’s too old to be useful. But not to Hans. He was almost apologetic about having only a waitressing job to offer her and promised he’d promote her as soon as he could. She didn’t tell him that this was the only job she was offered and while it wasn’t what she’d hoped for she wasn’t in a position to be picky.


‘I think you are right,’ he says. ‘I have talked to the other owners about only doing dinner service on this day.’ Another sideways glance. ‘This will not affect you.’


His reassurance is kind.


‘Okay,’ Kathy says. ‘Let me know if you need a hand with anything.’


She doesn’t know why she said that. Does it sound condescending?


‘I appreciate your experience,’ Hans says quietly and closes the reservations book. ‘Would you like a coffee before the hordes arrive?’ He grins, presumably so she knows he’s being ironic about those hordes.


‘Thank you, yes.’


He gestures to a table that has been set for lunch service, as they all have. ‘Espresso, yes?’


She nods then sits at the table. She’ll drink two or three espressos to get her through the day, then at night she’ll unwind with half a bottle of whatever she picks up on the way home. Although she has to remember that bottle shops aren’t as thick on the ground here as they are in Melbourne, and businesses close early. It’s still a small town. Or a collection of very small towns.


‘I’ll be only a minute,’ Hans says, and heads for the espresso machine.


Kathy was impressed when she saw the machine the first time she was here; she thought only Melburnians appreciated good coffee. Hans, as it turns out, has an Italian mother and an appreciation of coffee accordingly.


As she hears the machine hissing away, Kathy glances towards the river. No, it’s not a bad view. At least when she ran away she ran to something picturesque.


‘Thank you,’ she says as Hans places the tiny cup and saucer in front of her. She waits for him to make his own coffee and they both knock them back in one gulp.









CHAPTER FIVE


As they emerge from the church the sun feels warm on Elizabeth’s cheek and she closes her eyes briefly. It feels comforting to know the sun is always there. Whenever she has a bad day – and they are more frequent now than at any other time in her life – she tries to find sunlight, just for a few minutes. Her mother told her once that she did it as a child too – she’d find Elizabeth lying on the grass in their back garden, face up, eyes closed. It’s one of the things Elizabeth likes about living in this part of the world: sunshine is so frequently available, and on the days when there is rain it often clears quickly. That’s life in the subtropics, as her father likes to say.


Today the sun on her face tells her that she’s not only managed to make it out of bed but outside too. And not just outside the house but all the way to church. She needed it today. Needed the reassurance that there is something bigger than her, bigger than what has happened to her. There is a small segment of her brain that acknowledges that the only way she can come back to life is to realise that she is but one small part of a much greater whole, and in that context her woes are not so great.


She takes Charlie’s hand and they start down the steps.


‘Elizabeth,’ says a familiar voice behind her and she turns around.


‘Reverend.’ She smiles.


He puts a hand on her shoulder. ‘How are you?’ His head dips – that unconscious display of sincerity that Elizabeth never noticed before in others but now sees regularly.


She smiles again. It’s hard to know what else to do. She’s always believed in politeness and believes it would be impolite to inflict her sadness on others. The reverend knows she’s sad – that’s why he checks on her – so asking about her wellbeing is perfunctory. Yet that’s his politeness and she accepts it as such. Except what she really wants to do is ask him: ‘When you feel like screaming – when each day can become an exercise in trying to sew the threads of your life together only to see them fall apart anew – how are you meant to act?’


How am I meant to be now?


It’s not just missing Jon – that’s a given. How can she not miss a man who, even at his worst, was thoughtful and considerate, never wanting to impose on her – although it was inevitable. He was a kind, understated man who was serious when needed and lighthearted when appropriate. When they were teenagers Elizabeth thought him boring, with his Bible study and his manners. It wasn’t until they were older and she’d experienced more of the world and its people that she realised the qualities Jon had were rare. He was a true friend, to her and others; he was steadfast and solid. She loved his voice, which was deep, right until the end. She loved his hair, which was thick and dark brown, and he never minded when she ran her fingers through it and messed it up, teasing that he couldn’t do it to her because curly hair wasn’t made for running fingers through. As his physicality faded she was still attracted to what she remembered of the man he was, and she loved the man who remained, until he didn’t.


Now she has to reconstruct a life not only around Jon’s absence but one that includes it, because that absence will be a central fact of Charlie’s existence. Elizabeth may feel better in time; she may even marry again. Who knows? But Charlie’s father is gone forever. That’s not something she knows how to manage. Everyone who gave her well-meaning advice about having a baby failed to mention what to do if that baby’s father died.


‘I’m … here,’ she says, because it’s all she can think of to say, with the sun warming her cheek and her son’s hand in hers, with the memory of hymns sung fresh and the reading still in her mind.


It was from Corinthians: For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal. She’s sure the reverend chose it for her, to remind her that her sadness is temporary, even if it lasts for the rest of her life. The Bible has not always provided comfort for her, but it finds her at the most important times. Or perhaps she finds it.


So she is here. Seen and temporary.


The reverend pats her shoulder. ‘Sometimes I think that’s all we can ever know to be true,’ he says, his voice deep and reassuring.


Then he crouches down next to Charlie. ‘And you, young man – how is school?’


Charlie shrugs and rolls one of his feet to its outer edge, as he tends to do when he’s feeling shy. ‘S’all right,’ he says, then glances up at his mother. He’s only in kindergarten and still ambivalent about something that takes him away from home five days a week.


Reverend Willoughby chuckles and stands. ‘I think that’s all we can ever know to be true about school, too.’


He smiles at Elizabeth. ‘I hope we’ll see you next Sunday, Elizabeth, but if you are ever not here, please know that our thoughts will be with you.’


She nods quickly. ‘Thank you, Reverend.’


Charlie tugs on her hand.


‘That’s my cue,’ she says, and as she turns to go the reverend lifts his hand in half a wave and something about it makes tears catch in Elizabeth’s throat. He looks like he cares – that’s probably what has triggered her emotion. When people express care these days she can unravel just a little, almost as if she’s so grateful for their care that she feels overwhelmed by it.


Charlie lets go of her hand and skips ahead, stopping to pluck a dandelion growing in the nature strip. He picks up an empty drink can and inspects its insides.


‘No, Charlie,’ Elizabeth says warningly. ‘You don’t know where it’s been.’


He drops it, but skips back to present her with the dandelion, grinning before he pirouettes away. As his head turns he looks so much like Jon that this time it’s her heart that responds, jerking in her chest, and the tears in her throat turn into a sob.


What she didn’t expect about grief – if one can ever expect anything – is how physical it is. How much her hands long to hold Jon again. How her skin wants to touch his. Before, when it was abstract, she’d thought of grief as an experience of emotions and of the mind: thoughts turning turbulent, sadness becoming a state of being. Yet it’s her body that tells her how much she is missing Jon. There are actual pangs, sometimes – pains in her abdomen, or her leg, or her neck.


‘What’s wrong?’ Charlie says, coming back to take her hand as they near the house and its garden and all the evidence of his life that Jon left behind.


What’s wrong? For Charlie, most days are fine. He still has her, and the day-to-day details of his life haven’t changed much. It’s not for her to try to make him see the world differently.


‘Absolutely nothing, my darling,’ she says, pushing open the gate that leads into the garden and following the path to the back of the house. ‘Now, how about some morning tea?’


Charlie looks just as thrilled as if she’d said the Easter Bunny was about to visit, and it’s in moments like these that Elizabeth starts to believe that, just maybe, there truly is absolutely nothing wrong.









CHAPTER SIX


It is almost impossible, Cynthia thinks, to not see the baby in your grown-up child. To not remember the first time you saw her, so tiny, her features indistinct yet uniquely hers. It seems like last week that Odette was so small. Now she is nineteen, and while Cynthia knows exactly how that time passed and where, this fact seems unreal. Her daughter is nineteen. An adult. She is not that baby any more. Sometimes, though, Cynthia wishes she were, just so she could cuddle her. Just so she could whisper in her ear that everything is wonderful, like she used to do. An incantation for them both.


While Odette’s hair is different to how she kept it in Los Angeles, Cynthia would recognise the shape of her head anywhere. She sees it now from the back as her daughter sits on the verandah, looking out through the trees at the side of the house to the ocean beyond, although it’s not that visible any more. Cynthia’s father used to keep the trees trimmed so the view was clear; since her mother died he seems to prefer that they provide a screen for him instead. She’s going to talk to him about it, because that view really shouldn’t be denied.


As Cynthia steps on the threshold between sitting room and verandah, the wood creaks and Odette’s head turns. Cynthia watches her daughter’s expression range swiftly from surprise to consternation to affection to annoyance.


‘Mum,’ she says flatly.


‘Hello, baby.’


Odette presses her lips together. She used to like it when Cynthia called her ‘baby’; maybe she doesn’t now.


‘You didn’t say you were coming.’ Odette’s eyes stare into hers. They’re harder than they used to be.


Maybe that’s because she’s cross at Cynthia or maybe it’s just what happens to pretty girls after years of being subjected to the needs and wants of the men around them. Armour has to be developed, and that flint is part of it.


‘I … wanted to surprise you.’ Cynthia’s smile is as big as she can make it.


‘You did.’


Odette glances to the side gate, which is now being opened by Pat. Cynthia hasn’t seen Pat, Odette’s father, since … well, it’s been years. He last came to Los Angeles when Odette was fourteen, and two years later Odette was living with him in Noosa. Cynthia and Pat spoke on the phone – they’d always done that – but their conversations had become more strained after Odette’s return because Cynthia would try to tell Pat how to be Odette’s parent, which he didn’t appreciate. Still, they’d remained civil.


Cynthia tried so hard to make her marriage to Max work, partly to show Pat that she wasn’t the problem. She’d left him, yes, and she’d left the surfer she left him for. But her second husband had come along when she was in her early thirties and in a better position to know what she wanted. Although not, as it turned out, to exercise better judgement. Maybe she and marriage just aren’t made for each other. It doesn’t matter if Pat thinks that too; she has to keep reminding herself of this. His opinion on anything except Odette is irrelevant.


Their eyes meet as he puts a foot on the bottom of four steps leading up to the verandah.


‘Cyn,’ he says, smiling. ‘What a lovely surprise.’


Cynthia turns to Odette and raises an eyebrow. See, she wants to say, some people can pretend to be happy I’m here.


‘Nice to see you, Pat.’


Now she’s the one surprised as he kisses her cheek. He smells the same: Old Spice and salt water. The scent does what scents tend to do: evokes memories. For a few seconds she’s a teenager again and so is he, and Odette is a speck of stardust waiting to come to earth.


But he doesn’t look like a teenager; nor does she, of course. He has a healthy beard with the odd fleck of silver and his thick brown hair has similar traces of ageing. And she – well, just before she left Los Angeles she marched into her hairdresser’s and asked for her shoulder-blade-length locks to be cut off. She was severing her marriage and it seemed appropriate to do the same to the hair that her husband had insisted she keep ‘long and luscious’. Just thinking about that makes her shudder. So she looks properly middle-aged now even though she’s only thirty-nine. She feels it too, given that Odette may be about to make her a grandmother.


‘What do you think about our girl, huh?’ Pat says, gazing at Odette with adoration. He was besotted from the second she was born; Cynthia had never been able to fault his devotion as a father. Nor as a husband, really.


‘I think she’s wonderful, as always,’ Cynthia murmurs.


Odette glares at her. ‘Is that why you hardly ever call me?’ she snaps. ‘And now you think you can show up and be my mother again.’


Cynthia starts to protest, except that would suggest she thinks Odette has said something wrong – and she hasn’t. She is trying to be Odette’s mother again, because Odette still needs her; because everyone needs their mother even when they think they don’t. But clearly she was foolish to think that sixteen years of being a mother could outweigh the past three years of barely being there for her daughter, no matter the reason.


‘We’re going to be grandparents.’ Pat beams and nudges Cynthia, obviously trying to save the day. ‘While we’re still young enough to run around after the kid. Pretty good, right?’


Cynthia wants to ask Pat if he’s ever anything less than cheerful, but now is not the time. Besides, she knows the answer: rarely. Looking on the bright side of life has been his credo for as long as she’s known him and probably longer.


‘Mum doesn’t want me to have it,’ Odette says, with another glare at Cynthia. ‘I don’t hear from you for weeks, then I call to tell you I’m pregnant and all you can do is ask me if it’s too late to get rid of it.’


Cynthia blanches, because that’s not exactly how the conversation went. And the reason she hadn’t spoken to Odette for weeks was because she was spending all her energy trying to work out how to leave a rather terrifying man without her entire life imploding.


Pat frowns. ‘What? I thought you’d be thrilled.’


‘If you recall, Pat, I wasn’t thrilled when I was pregnant at that age.’


‘But look how it turned out!’


He gestures to their daughter and Cynthia can’t disagree. She’s also acutely aware that in wanting to tell Odette that she’s too young, she’s admitting the same thing about herself.


‘It’ll be fine,’ Pat continues. ‘She’s got me, she’s got your dad.’ He glances at Cynthia. ‘And you, if you’re sticking around.’


Is she? Cynthia can’t see beyond this week. Once she made the decision to leave her husband and LA, she could only think as far ahead as seeing Odette and her father. Waiting for the financial settlement of her divorce has put her in limbo, but that’s only part of it. There’s also the fact that she doesn’t know where she belongs any more. She always thought she belonged with Odette and Odette with her, but that had changed three years ago. Of course, twenty years ago she thought she’d always belong with Pat. Life is change. That’s all she knows now.


‘I’ll see,’ is what she tells Pat.


‘How’s Fred?’


Pat has always called her father Fred even though his name is Wilfred and his friends call him Wilf. Her mother always used his full name.


‘He’s managing, I think.’


‘I haven’t seen him for a couple of weeks. Should pop round more often to check on him.’ Another glance in her direction. ‘If that’s all right with you.’


Cynthia frowns. ‘A couple of weeks?’ She has imagined them not seeing each other for years. Neither of them has mentioned the other.


Now it’s Pat’s turn to frown. ‘Yeah? We go fishing.’ He looks away again. ‘For ages now. Since …’


‘Since we left, Mum,’ Odette pipes up, sounding cheerful, as if she’s forgotten that she’s angry with Cynthia. ‘They’re mates.’ She looks quite pleased about it. And there’s no reason, really, why she shouldn’t be.


‘Oh,’ is all Cynthia can manage as her idea of how her world has worked is dismantled.


‘I’ve brought mussels,’ says Pat, holding up a heavy plastic bag. ‘Fred’ll be happy. Is he here? We’ll pull some lunch together.’


Pat heads inside the house without waiting for an answer, leaving Cynthia to stare at the back of Odette’s head once more.


‘We should talk,’ she says, her voice tentative.


Odette sighs heavily. ‘Not today, Mum.’ She stands and walks towards Cynthia, who wonders what she’s going to do.


‘I missed you,’ Odette says, biting her bottom lip. ‘And I love you. But you can’t make me change my mind. It’s my body, Mum. It’s my baby.’


Cynthia remembers a very similar conversation when she was Odette’s age, standing in this very house, probably not too far from this spot. Her mother was sitting on the couch, her hands in fists, and her father was standing behind it, his arms folded. Pat was next to her, with his arm around her waist, and she’d felt protected, safe – with him, and in the decision they’d made together to become parents.


‘This is ridiculous,’ her mother had said, her face twisting in a way Cynthia had never seen before.


‘Why, Mum?’ she’d said, feeling Pat’s fingers squeezing her, comforting her.


‘Because your whole life will be ruined!’ Her mother was almost puce and Cynthia felt like she’d been slapped.


Distress was etched into her father’s face too, but Cynthia didn’t know if it was because of what her mother had said or because Cynthia wanted to make him a grandfather.


‘So … having me and Kit ruined your life?’ she said after a few seconds had passed.


Her mother huffed and tightened her fists. ‘Not ruined.’ Her eyes squeezed tightly shut then she opened them again. ‘I wanted you both. But things were never the same.’


Cynthia remembered her mother needing time alone on weekends when she was young and she never knew why. Her brother Christopher, known as Kit, would take himself off ‘exploring’ and their mother liked that, but Cynthia wasn’t allowed to do the same because she was a girl. Instead, her mother would tell her to stay in her room then she’d disappear for hours. Their father would be around sometimes, but mostly Cynthia was trusted to look after herself. It was no wonder, she realised years later, that she’d attached to Pat like a limpet when he’d made it clear that all he ever wanted was to be around her.


Now their daughter is giving Cynthia the opportunity to either be like her own mother or not. To be supportive or not – except Cynthia’s definition of support is to encourage Odette to not limit her options. When Cynthia was Odette’s age, wife and mother were the main paths a young woman could take. But Odette doesn’t have to be constrained by that any more, and Cynthia can’t help wanting to remind her of that. So maybe she’s not so different to her mother.


‘I know it’s your baby,’ she says to Odette. ‘But you’re still my baby and I want what’s best for you.’


Odette’s eyes are hard again. ‘That’s why you married Max, is it?’


‘Darling, that’s – ’


‘Leave it, Mum,’ she snaps.


‘Cyn!’ Pat calls. ‘Mussels!’


Odette gives her one last glare then goes inside.


As Cynthia follows her she imagines, for a second, that she sees her mother sitting on the couch, her hands still in fists, and feels the cold chill of family history come over her.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Another Sunday morning has come and gone without Elizabeth making it back to church, so when she hears a knock on the front door later in the day she takes a deep breath and prepares to explain herself to Reverend Willoughby.


‘Who is it?’ Charlie says from the sitting room floor where he’s leafing through a picture book and giggling at the illustrations.


‘I don’t know, darling.’ Elizabeth pushes herself off the couch and walks slowly towards the door. ‘I’ll find out.’


‘Yoo-hoo!’ comes a decidedly not-Reverend tone from outside.


Elizabeth frowns as she peers through the pane of clouded glass that is meant to let in light but really just stops her from clearly seeing who’s on the other side of the door. She can make out two shapes, both female, one taller and darker-haired than the other. They seem harmless, so she opens the door but keeps her frown just in case she needs to ward off busybodies.


‘Hello?’ she says to a stocky-looking older woman of around five foot three wearing a T-shirt that says Painters and Dockers, and a slender woman a few inches taller, dark hair in a bun, pearls around her neck and a pale blue linen shirt rolled up to just below her elbows.


‘Are you Elizabeth?’ the shorter one says.


She guesses they’re from the church – where else could they be from? – so she has no reason not to own up to being herself.


‘Yes,’ she replies.


‘Great.’ The shorter woman puts her foot across the threshold and Elizabeth, sensing that she’d be powerless to resist, steps back.


‘I’m Shirley,’ the woman says. ‘Call me Shirl. Everyone does.’ She jerks a thumb to the woman behind her. ‘This is Barbara. Call her Barb. Everyone does.’


Barbara glides in after Shirley. ‘Hello, dear,’ she says. ‘We’re here about your garden.’


‘Rev sent us,’ Shirley explains.


‘Who?’ Elizabeth’s forehead tightens and she realises she hasn’t stopped frowning since she heard the knock, so she forces herself to relax.


‘Rev Willoughby,’ Shirl says with a snort. ‘You know.’


‘We’re here for your garden,’ Barbara says again.


Now it clicks: the reverend said he’d send someone to help her. There was no further discussion, though. No notice. No warning, which Elizabeth clearly needed since these two ladies have turned up meaning business and she doesn’t even know them. She’s not been comfortable with strangers lately; they require too much work by way of politeness and small talk and explanations about Jon’s death.


‘Rev gave me a ring,’ Shirley says, putting her hands on her hips and glancing around the room. ‘He said we should look in on Elizabeth who lives on Elizabeth Street. I said that would be easy to remember.’ She grins.


It’s been a while since Elizabeth has said her address to anyone. When Jon found the house he believed its location meant it was destined to be their home; he didn’t reckon on his wife having to put up with jokes from almost everyone she gave her address to.


‘Nice place,’ Shirley continues. ‘I knew the previous owners. Couple of blokes. They tricked it out. Chintz and whatnot. You’re a bit more …’ She nods slowly. ‘Refined.’


‘My husband’s taste,’ Elizabeth says.


The house is the way Jon wanted it, which is the way she wanted it. It’s a dedication she made, to herself and to him, over the past couple of years.


Shirley’s face drops. ‘Sorry, pet. I didn’t mean to bring him up.’


Elizabeth can tell Shirley knows all about Jon. All about his death, that is. Which means Barbara must too. For a second Elizabeth feels exposed, to think these strangers know something so personal. Then she feels relieved, because she doesn’t have to break the news.


‘You didn’t,’ she says. ‘I did. But I don’t …’ She frowns again. ‘I don’t know what you can do about the garden.’


‘Well … everything!’ Barbara smiles and there is kindness and radiance in it.


‘We’re the Sunshine Gardening Society,’ Shirley says, looking quite pleased about it.


‘Sorry – the what?’


‘We’re a society of lady gardeners who give people a hand,’ Shirley says. ‘Been going on since the fifties. There’s just the two of us at the moment so we’re a bit flat out. When we heard about you, though, we decided to drop some of the other jobs. Temporarily, that is. This is a good project.’


Elizabeth thinks over what she’s said. If this garden is a project – and she doesn’t deny that it would be – they’d be here for a while and paying for gardeners isn’t something she can contemplate. She doesn’t have an income, and the payout from Jon’s life insurance will barely cover her and Charlie’s living expenses. Not even once she finds the job she’s determined to get because she must: she can’t live like this forever.


‘Oh … I …’ She swallows, trying to figure out how to say it without being rude.


‘We’re volunteers,’ Barbara says, smiling again. ‘Just in case you’re wondering.’


‘I … I was.’ Elizabeth smiles weakly in return.


‘We only work on weekends,’ Shirley says. ‘And since there’s just the two of us it’ll be slow. Unless …’ She arches an eyebrow. ‘You’d like to help us with it?’


‘I don’t garden,’ Elizabeth says quickly.


Shirley chortles. ‘I didn’t either. Come on, let’s see what we’re dealing with.’


‘Hi,’ Charlie says, appearing at Elizabeth’s side. He can be shy sometimes yet he’s visibly curious about these strangers, his mouth open and eyes alight.


‘Hello, young man,’ Shirley says. ‘I’m Shirl. Who are you?’


‘Charlie.’ He dips his head then grins, looking up from underneath his fringe.


‘This is Barb.’ Shirl nods towards her companion. ‘Would you like to come to the garden too, Charlie?’


He nods, still grinning, and Shirley looks enquiringly at Elizabeth.


‘Through here.’ Elizabeth leads them towards the kitchen, which has glass doors instead of a wall looking out onto the garden.


Shirley whistles. ‘She’s a big ’un.’ She glances at Barbara, who is smiling enigmatically.


‘What a treat,’ Barbara says. She holds out her arms in a slight V. ‘It’s been beautifully organised.’


Elizabeth looks and sees only mess.


‘Was it like this when you moved in?’ Barbara goes on.


‘No. It was a jungle then. My husband …’ Elizabeth’s voice catches as she remembers the glee on Jon’s face when he saw it, his excitement as he told her everything he could do with such a great big plot of land. ‘My husband cut that all back then designed the garden he wanted. He was out here a lot.’ She smiles but it’s brief, because while the memories of Jon bring her joy, the remembrance of his absence means it’s short-lived. ‘He was sick for a couple of years. It became harder to look after it. And I …’ She shrugs limply.


Shirley puts a hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder. ‘You were looking after him.’ She nods at Charlie. ‘And him.’ Now she’s patting slowly. ‘Not so much yourself, though.’ It isn’t a question.


‘Now, why don’t you tell us about the garden?’ Shirley prompts.


Elizabeth gazes at Jon’s great project, then slides open one of the glass doors so they can all go outside.


There are steps leading from the kitchen down to a patio, and beyond it is a lawn, mostly weeds now, with two long rectangular garden beds on each side and a shorter bed at the far end. She knows the names of the plants, because Jon would tell her: mandevillas, begonias, gardenias, gerberas, pansies and petunias, hydrangeas, hibiscus, zinnias. Colourful plants, meant to bloom together and create something beautiful. Jasmine climbs up the fence to her left, bougainvillea in the back corners, and down the right a row of camellias provides privacy from the street, as there’s only a low fence. Where the camellias end there’s a gate, then another length of fence before another gate, which leads to the entrance of the house. Incongruously, a gum tree stands against the fence, a relic of whatever this land looked like before. Of all the plants and trees in this garden, only the gum is in good shape.


‘Jon loved colour,’ Elizabeth says. ‘Everywhere. Paintings on the walls, bright curtains. So he wanted a garden with lots of colour.’


‘That explains the pansies and those pink hibiscus,’ says Shirley. She squints. ‘And what are those – zinnias?’


Elizabeth nods.


‘This will look spectacular,’ Barbara breathes, ‘with some TLC and time.’ She catches Elizabeth’s eye. ‘With your permission, of course. We will only return if you want us here.’


There’d been days when Jon was so weak he could barely make it to the bathroom but he still wanted to be in this garden. He’d try to pick up the hose or the watering can and Elizabeth would pretend that he was strong enough to keep the garden alive. She’d tell herself that it was a sign he was improving, even though she knew that was impossible. This garden represents all of Jon’s hopes and ambitions and also his decline. She feels so conflicted about it she can hardly bear to look at it, yet she knows that the last thing she can do for him – her last way to love him – is to take care of it, if only to show Charlie that she won’t give up on something his father wanted. And so that Charlie can have this garden to remember him by.


Yet it’s such a big task. Too big, perhaps, even with help. These last few years have taken so much from her and she’s not sure if she has the wherewithal to rebuild this garden as well as her own life.


‘I can’t ask you to do that,’ she says, offering these kindly women an easy way out.


‘You’re not,’ Shirley says, looking amused. ‘We’re forcing it on you. Rev’s orders.’


‘How do you know him?’ Elizabeth says. It didn’t occur to her to ask before.


‘He was very good to me,’ Barbara says, ‘when my son died.’ She looks at Elizabeth meaningfully.


Elizabeth goes to say I’m sorry then stops herself, because Barbara will know, as she does, that it doesn’t need to be said. They understand each other.


‘Far be it from me,’ Elizabeth says instead, ‘to go against the reverend.’


She glances at Charlie, who looks quite pleased as he skips around the patio.


‘So we’ll see you Saturday,’ Shirley says gleefully. ‘Goody – I love a big project. And Barb’s a whiz at garden design. She’ll know exactly what’s going on here. See ya, Charlie!’


Shirley is back up into the house before Elizabeth knows what’s going on.


Barbara squeezes Elizabeth’s arm and follows her. ‘Don’t worry,’ she says over her shoulder, ‘we’ll bring everything we need.’


As the front door closes behind them Elizabeth stands in the doorway between the kitchen and the sitting room, looking at it. She doesn’t know what to make of what just happened, or whether to thank the reverend or chastise him for it.


When she feels a breeze at the back of her neck, though, she wonders if it’s Jon, reminding her to accept help, the way he did in those last days. That breeze finds her in all rooms of the house, even with all the doors closed. It’s one of the mysteries of her life after his death. That and the way he visits her in dreams, holding out single-stemmed flowers, smiling, healthy. She never had those dreams when he was alive.


‘Charlie!’ she calls, although he could be deep in the garden by now. Sometimes she finds him sitting on the stone seat down the far end, talking to the air. Or to his father. He has told her more than once that Daddy is in the garden.


When she hears no movement she walks back to the kitchen and, looking out, sees him on the bench, cross-legged, smiling to himself, and decides to leave him there.
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