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Chapter 1


PIPPA


(NOW)


“Someone is out there.”


I’m standing at the kitchen sink, my hands plunged in warm soapy water. Gabe is beside me, supposedly drying dishes but mostly drinking red wine and singing to Edith Piaf. He made coq au vin for dinner using every pot in the house, but if there is one thing to be said for my husband it’s that he knows how to create a mood. He’s dimmed the lights, lit some candles, even trotted out his best French accent. If not for the kids and my older sister, Kat—who is perched at my kitchen counter—it might have been romantic.


“Where?” Gabe asks.


I lift my gloved hand and point through the window. It is a woman, I think, though it’s hard to be sure with the sun setting behind her. In any case, I have a clear view of a figure, twenty-odd meters away, beyond the edge of our property where the lawn gives way to a sandy walking path. Millionaires’ walk, the neighbors call it, for both its million-dollar views and the multimillion-dollar homes that line this part of the cliff. On the other side of the walking path is a sheer drop down to the jagged rocks and the beach thirty meters below. It’s not uncommon for people to stop here and admire the view, particularly at sunset, but when they linger it always gives me pause.


“There.”


I keep my voice quiet, steady. I don’t have the privilege of hysteria given the proximity of our curious four-year-olds.


“Call the police,” he says to me as he heads toward the back door.


Gabe is entirely unflappable. He’s your classic run toward a burning building kind of guy. He might emerge a hero. He might not emerge at all.


“Where are you going, Daddy?” Freya asks as Gabe reaches for his coat.


“Going to catch frogs, poppet,” he says without breaking stride.


I remove my gloves and drape them over the tap. Sometimes I wonder if I should be a little more like Gabe. More of a hero. Instead, I am a helper. In times of crisis, I am a creator of meal rosters, a collector of donations, dispenser of information. Last year, when news of the pandemic started to filter through, my entire family—parents, sister, sister-in-law, sister-in-law’s parents—all called me with their questions on social distancing, masks, and vaccinations, hanging on my every word and taking notes as if I were an epidemiologist rather than a wills and estates lawyer. I rose to the challenge, dishing out advice gleaned from reputable verified sources and subduing family panic. But the kind of emergency happening outside right now? That is Gabe’s domain.


I call the police from the next room—they don’t need much in the way of an explanation from me anymore. I’ve made seven phone calls like this since we moved to the cliff house, a year ago. Now, I merely say, “It’s Pippa Gerard—there’s someone on the cliff,” and it’s sufficient.


It’s hard to believe that we’d bought this house because of the cliff.


“Imagine sitting outside on warm nights and watching the sun sink into the sea,” Gabe had said the first time we saw it. “What a dream.”


It did indeed seem like a dream. A cliffside home in Portsea, a sleepy coastal town a couple of hours outside of Melbourne, the last in a procession of increasingly exclusive beach towns at the very tip of the Mornington Peninsula? It seemed unfathomable that we’d be able to afford such a place, even if it was a ramshackle cottage rather than one of the sandstone mansions that flanked it. We were shocked to discover we could afford it. Being from the city, we weren’t aware of the notoriety of The Drop, where the tall cliffs had become popular among those wishing to end their lives. By the time we realized, Gabe was too in love with the place to let it go.


“Do we really want the girls to be around this, Gabe?” I’d asked him. “How are we supposed to explain it to them? And what if they wander too close to the edge themselves?”


“We’ll put a fence up. And if they have questions about the people who come to The Drop, we just answer them in an age-appropriate way.”


Gabe had been so calm, so pragmatic, that it was hard to argue. And to his credit, he practiced what he preached. The day we moved in, he had a fence erected around the perimeter of our land and warned the girls they couldn’t go beyond it unless they had a grown-up with them. And in the year we’ve been here, they’ve never gone beyond the fence, and they’ve certainly never seen anyone jump. They couldn’t have, because out of the seven souls who have come to the cliff since we moved in, seven have walked away. Gabe has saved them all.


“What does he say to them?” Kat asks, joining me at the window. She’s been working today, and her tracksuit pants and fluffy slippers are oddly incongruent with her fully made-up face. This is the first time Kat has been present when someone has visited The Drop, and she is clearly exhilarated by the drama, while trying to remain appropriately somber.


“He asks if he can help them with anything. Or he might ask if they like the view. Anything to force them out of their thoughts and back into the world. Then he tries to get them chatting.”


We watch as Gabe approaches the woman, and she turns to face him. She is farther back from the edge than they usually are, which I hope is a good sign.


“The view?” Kat says. “That really works?”


“Apparently.”


But we both know it wouldn’t matter what Gabe said. People don’t come down from the cliff because of something he says. They come down because of who he is. When people meet Gabe, they feel safe. Seen. I’ve always thought he would make an excellent cult leader. Or used-car salesman. Last week there’d been an article about Gabe in the local rag—new resident saves lives at the drop. The article had referred to him as an “angel.” Gabe had posed for a photo at The Drop, smiling broadly. With his golden tan, blue eyes, and sandy windswept hair, he looked half surfer, half mountain man.


I’ve often wondered if his good looks play a part in his ability to convince people to live. I’m reminded of his good looks daily—not by Gabe but by everyone else.


“How’d you land him?”


“Is that your husband?”


“He is gorgeous.”


It’s not that I’m unattractive. In high school, a group of boys ranked me 7/10 for looks (which got them ranked 10/10 for assholery), but I think the 7 was accurate. I have a nice smile, wavy blond hair, a well-proportioned figure . . . and I also have a larger than average forehead and smaller than average eyes. I do my best with what I’ve got, and with makeup and heels I could probably get as high as an 8.5. Still, the fact is, most mornings I wake up looking like Shrek while Gabe wakes up looking like Chris Hemsworth, and there is no use denying facts.


Gabe and the woman appear to be talking animatedly. Gabe is using a lot of hand gestures. Admittedly, he’s partial to a hand gesture, but there are even more than usual today.


“What happens if they don’t want to look at the view?” Kat asks.


I shrug. “Thankfully we haven’t had to face that problem yet.”


The first time we saw someone on the cliff, it was midafternoon on a Sunday and the girls were on the grass playing in the blow-up paddling pool because Gabe and I couldn’t be bothered walking down the zillion steps to the beach. We’d just moved into the cliff house. It was a sunny day, with a gentle breeze off the water. Gabe and I had gin and tonics and were in the midst of congratulating ourselves on our clever sea change.


“Mummy,” Asha said, “that man is very close to the edge. He might fall.”


I looked in the direction of her pointing finger. The man was indeed very close to the edge. His toes were over the edge, and he held the flimsy branch of a moonah tree in his right hand. It wouldn’t save him. If he stepped off the edge, he’d take the tree out by the roots.


“Girls, I think I saw some ice cream in the freezer,” Gabe said, understanding before I did. “Maybe you and Mummy should go and get some?”


The quiet that came over Gabe made me feel safe and panicked all at once. I took the girls inside and sat them in front of the television (one of the benefits of minimal screen time is that when you do turn it on, no natural or unnatural disaster can tear their attention away) and stole glances at the scene through the kitchen window. Gabe sat way back on the grass, I noticed, at least ten meters away. After a few moments, the man turned around. Gabe’s body language was relaxed, as if he had nowhere to be. Five hours later, Gabe was in the same spot. So was the man, except his back was to the cliff now and he was talking, sometimes passionately, sometimes despondently. Around hour six, he was crying. When it got to hour seven, Gabe stood up and opened his arms. The man walked right into them. Later, Gabe told me the man had got so far into debt with his gambling problem that he couldn’t face his wife and kids.


“What did you say to him?” I asked.


“Not much. Mostly I just listened. When he finished, I told him I was sorry.”


When the police arrived, we’d been reprimanded for not calling earlier. They’d also praised Gabe’s efforts. It was nothing short of miraculous, they said, for a layman with no experience to talk someone down. A couple of the cops even asked Gabe for tips. Now we always call the police immediately, but it’s still Gabe who coaxes them away from the cliff, while I watch anxiously from the kitchen, my stomach plaited, wishing we’d never bought this damn house—just like I’m doing now.


The sun has set in the short time they’ve been out there. It happens quickly at this time of year. Under the lamplight, I can see that the woman has a dark ponytail and is wearing a black knee-length puffer jacket. She throws her arms up, the way Gabe does when his footy team loses.


“Has Daddy catched the frogs yet?”


Kat and I both startle, look down. Asha is standing at our feet holding, randomly, a fork. Freya stands worriedly beside her.


“Oh,” I say. “Not yet, poppet.”


“Does he need a fork?” she says, aggressively stabbing the air with it.


I wonder sometimes if I should be concerned about Asha’s mental health. I remember doing an online survey “Is Your Partner a Sociopath?” and answering the question “Have they ever caused harm to animals?” I felt smug as I reported that Gabe adores animals. (Well, most animals. He has a strange set against llamas—something to do with an incident at the zoo—but he wouldn’t cause harm to them, and that was the point.) As for Asha, I’m choosing to believe that even if she would harm a frog now, she will grow out of it. Surely! According to Mum, “All little kids are psychos. It’s a necessary, important phase of growth.” Except for those who don’t grow out of it, I suppose.


I look back through the window. Gabe is standing much closer to the woman than he usually would. Closer to the edge, too. This is against the rules—his own, and the police’s. The cliff is precarious enough for one person. Chunks of it fall into the ocean all the time. And on a day like this, the wind alone could force an unsuspecting person over the edge. Gabe has always been diligent about following the rules, despite his run toward the burning building mentality. I wonder if this is a sign of how it’s going. If so, it’s unlikely to be a good sign.


I glance briefly toward the street to see if the police are near. They won’t have sirens or lights on. Like Gabe, they prefer a more subtle approach, not wanting to surprise or crowd anyone.


“Mummy,” Freya says, “Asha is looking at me.”


“Asha, stop looking at your sister,” I say, my eyes still on the window.


Gabe takes a step toward the woman, which is also against the rules. “Don’t advance on them,” he always says. “Persuade them to come toward you, toward safety.”


When Freya screams, I think I might faint. “For heaven’s sake,” I say quietly, as I see the prongs of the fork pressing into Freya’s thigh and Asha’s huge brown unworried eyes. I grab the fork. “Asha!”


“Come on, girls,” Kat says. “I’ll read you a book. Let’s go pick one out.”


I turn back to the window. In the dark it takes me a moment to locate them. When I do, I don’t understand what I’m seeing. The space where the woman had been standing is now vacant. Gabe is alone at the cliff’s edge now. His arms are outstretched, palms facing the empty air.










Chapter 2


PIPPA


(NOW)


I throw open the sliding doors. It’s bitterly cold, and the wind is wild. I jog across the grass in my Ugg boots and let myself out through the gate. Gabe hasn’t moved from the edge, though his hands are now in his pockets.


“Gabe,” I say, when I’m close enough for him to hear. “Baby, it’s me.”


When he turns, his face is eerily pale. He’s almost certainly in shock. The air feels charged and fragile, like we should whisper.


“She . . .” He points over the edge as if he can’t believe it. He rakes his hands through his hair.


“I know. Come away from there.”


He doesn’t move, so I take his forearm and guide him toward me. It calms me, taking control like this. This is why I’m a helper, not a hero. The world needs helpers for moments like these. And I’m already making a plan. I’ll get him back to the house, get a hot drink into him. Something sugary. I’ll wrap a warm blanket around his shoulders, like they do on TV. I’ll google all the other things you’re supposed to do in this situation.


We start toward the house, but we only make it a couple of steps before Gabe sinks to his knees and vomits on the grass.


I drop to my knees beside him. This is the exact situation I’d worried about. I’d worried, of course, for the poor soul who wanted to end their life, but even more than that I worried for Gabe, the poor soul who wanted to save it. The thing about Gabe is that he is a beautiful contradiction, as fragile as he is brave. What makes him a hero is also what compels him to run toward danger, and what threatens to break him.


For over a year, I’d watched with bated breath each time someone appeared on the cliff, wondering if this would be the one that ended badly. But person after person came, and person after person walked away. And as crisis after crisis was averted, he started to change. His eyes became clearer. A new confidence radiated from him—not the false bravado he’d once sported, but a true happiness and comfort in his own skin. It was clear that he had found his calling. I got so caught up in it, I thought he could save everyone. I suspect Gabe had started to think that too, even if he’d never admit it. But now this.


A light mist of rain coats us. Through the window I see the police have arrived. Kat is in the kitchen talking to them and pointing outside at us. Heaven knows what the girls are thinking.


Gabe has stopped vomiting, at least temporarily. He looks up at me.


“Are you okay?” I ask.


But my question is lost in the crash of the ocean, and the sound of the sliding doors as the police and paramedics file outside. I recognize them all. Johnno and Aaron; Fiona and Amir. They’re not my friends, exactly, but definitely acquaintances. We’ve drunk countless cups of tea together at the end of evenings like this. I even purchased a packet of English Breakfast tea after Johnno turned up his nose up at my Lady Grey. But on those nights, there was never a body at the bottom of the cliff.


Johnno and Aaron walk directly to the cliff’s edge with torches. They know as well as we do that there is no point, but they go through the motions anyway. No person who’s jumped from The Drop has ever been retrieved alive (I’d read that in the news article, but having seen the cliff I would have known that anyway). Still, I suppose they need to be sure.


“Have you called out?” Aaron asks.


Gabe and I shake our heads. Gabe is trembling visibly now.


“Tide’s in. We’ll have to call Water Rescue,” Johnno says.


“Hey, Gabe,” says Fiona, one of the paramedics, kneeling beside him and wrapping a blanket around his shoulders. “Why don’t we go inside and get you something warm to drink?”


Gabe allows her and Amir to help him to his feet.


As we step inside, I hear the bath running. There is no sign of Kat and the girls, and I thank my lucky stars for my sister. Knowing Asha, she’s likely to be dishing out some tricky questions and there’s no one I trust more to field them than Kat.


Fiona and Amir settle Gabe on the couch, still wrapped in the blanket, and I bring him a glass of water and wet facecloth to clean up. I flick on the kettle, then find a large plastic bowl in the kitchen and put it at his feet, just in case. Gabe nods his thanks, even smiles a bit, but he’s still worryingly pale.


After a few minutes, Johnno and Aaron come inside.


“No signs of life,” Johnno says. “Water Rescue is on their way. They’ll have to retrieve her via the beach.”


“Anything we can do to help?” I ask.


He shakes his head. “The crime scene team will be here soon. They’ll do as much as they can tonight: photographing and fingerprinting—if there is anything to fingerprint. They may have to come back in the morning when it’s light.”


We all nod soberly. I wonder what the girls will make of it, having the house swarming with police.


“We’ll need to get a statement from you, Gabe,” Johnno says after a moment. “Are you okay to do that now? It’s better to get it sooner rather than later.”


Gabe nods, and Johnno pulls out a chair from the dining table and sits. Aaron also drags out a dining chair. Gabe stays on the couch. I deliver cups of tea to everyone.


“So, what happened?” Johnno asks. “In your own words. Take your time.”


“We saw a woman on the cliff. I don’t know what time it was, but Pip called you as I headed outside.” Gabe is gazing straight ahead, at the coffee table, and his fingers are steepled together. “As I got near, I asked if I could help her with anything.”


Johnno picks up his tea and blows on the top to cool it. “Can you describe the woman?”


“Dark hair, in a ponytail. Clothes were all black. Black pants. A black puffer jacket.”


“Young or old?”


“Youngish . . .” Gabe says. “Maybe thirty-five? Forty? Maybe even fifty. She was . . . well looked after. Seemed young at first but then you realize she’s older than you thought, you know?”


Johnno nods his understanding. Sweet Johnno. I think of all the times he must have showed up on doorsteps in much worse circumstances than these. Situations where he has had to give people bad news, telling them that they have lost a loved one. It reminds me that someone is going to be getting bad news soon about this well-maintained woman aged thirty-five to fifty. A husband, partner . . . maybe even a child?


Johnno makes a note, then looks up. “Did you get her name?”


Gabe shakes his head.


“Then what happened?”


Gabe looks at his own cup of tea but doesn’t pick it up. “She said her husband was unfaithful.”


Johnno writes this down. “Did she say his name? The husband?”


“No.” Gabe goes on: “It was hard to hear her, because of the wind. I think she was mostly ranting about her husband. I came closer, to see if I could talk to her. And she just turned and . . .” He inhales, closes his eyes. “It was so fast. She was there and then . . . a scream . . . and she was gone.”


There’s a quiet moment, a respectful silence. Johnno writes furiously on his notepad. After a few more seconds, he looks up again.


“She screamed then, did she?”


Gabe frowns, then appears to reconsider this. “I mean . . . I think so. It might have been the wind. To be honest, it’s all a little blurry.”


“Why?” I ask Johnno. “Is that unusual?”


“Not necessarily. Just worth noting.” Johnno duly makes a note of it. When he looks up, he says, “Anything else that might be important?”


Gabe frowns as he appears to think about this. After a moment, he shakes his head. His eyes close.


Johnno puts down his pen. “It’s not your fault, mate. Frankly, it’s amazing that you’ve saved as many as you have. So don’t blame yourself, okay?”


Gabe nods, his eyes still closed. Johnno shoots me a look and I nod as well.


“Well, we better go secure the site,” he says, and he and Aaron stand. Johnno takes the notepad over to Gabe. “Have a read over this, and if you’re happy it’s accurate, sign and date it at the bottom.”


The two men make their way to the back door. Just before he slides it open, Johnno pauses. “You didn’t see anything, did you, Pip?”


It’s an afterthought. His gaze is on me, but light, as if his thoughts are already outside.


The question takes me by surprise. It’s straightforward enough, but I don’t know how to answer it. The fact is, I did see something. I saw Gabe, cliffside, talking to the woman. I saw her throw up her arms, and I saw him take a step toward her. Then I saw Gabe alone, his arms extended, palms forward. The more I think about it, there’s something about his stance that bothers me. I can’t get it out of my head. He was holding his hands the way you would if you’d pushed someone.


Johnno is still looking at me, waiting for my response. Gabe’s head is still hanging; he’s clutching Johnno’s notepad, his eyes closed again.


“No,” I say. “I didn’t see anything.”










Chapter 3


PIPPA


(NOW)


I lied to the police. No matter how many times I tell myself this, I still can’t get my head around it. I lied to the police. Why did I do that?


Admittedly, it’s quite common, if police procedural dramas are anything to go by. In every one I’ve watched, at least the first three suspects are lying about something. Usually, it’s an affair. Or another, more insignificant, crime. I’m hiding neither. And yet, here we are.


I’m not the kind of person who lies to the police. I am the epitome of a good citizen. I have no unpaid fines of any sort. I ceased parking my car in the mother-and-baby spaces the moment the girls grew out of the pram. The time I found a cash-filled wallet I handed it to the police immediately, even though I was a student at the time and desperately needed the money. More importantly, I am a lawyer. I understand the importance of being truthful, and I know that providing a false statement to police is against the law. I could be struck off the register for it, I realize, with sudden horror. I could lose my ability to practice law. And for what? Gabe didn’t even do anything wrong!


It’s 9:00 p.m., and I’m folding laundry at the coffee table while our garden swarms with cops. The crime scene team arrived an hour ago, along with the State Emergency Service, who set up tents and huge lights. Police Search and Rescue are also here, apparently. As it turns out, retrieving a body at night from the bottom of a cliff during a rain and windstorm when the tide is in isn’t easy business.


Kat left once the girls were tucked up in bed, promising that she’d be back in the morning, and Gabe is running around after the police, switching on outdoor lights and offering warm drinks and umbrellas. Which leaves me with laundry. Normally folding laundry is the antidote to anxiety for me, but tonight I find it lacking. I’ve already put away the toys and vacuumed. The dishwasher is on. I’m running out of ways to self-soothe.


“Are you all right?” I ask Gabe at intervals, as he hurries past on his way to do one thing or another. He nods. I suppose there’s nothing to say. It’s too soon for him to be all right. It will take time for him to process what happened. My job will be to provide the support he needs. A listening ear. Counseling. Perhaps even yoga? Recently Mum raved to me about a “laughing yoga” group she attended down at the beach on a Wednesday morning. Bunch of mad ladies wetting their pants, she said. Maybe not that kind of yoga.


Perhaps we’ll take a meditation course together? We could practice that thing that everyone talks about . . . mindfulness! Or maybe we could try adult coloring books. If it doesn’t work out, we could give them to the girls. But I’ve always found coloring quite soothing—all those lovely colors staying neatly within the lines. I go online and order a couple, and a new set of Derwent pencils. It doesn’t completely relieve my anxiety, but it helps a bit.


It’s nearly midnight when the police confirm they have found the body, and the victim is indeed dead. The rest of the police work has been postponed to the morning, when it’s safe to continue, though a couple of “guards” will remain overnight to ensure the integrity of the crime scene.


“Gabe,” I say, after waving off everyone but the guards, but before I can continue he holds up a hand.


“Can I just . . . take a shower?” he says. “Then we can talk.”


I nod, because after everything the poor man has been through, how can I deny him a shower? He trudges wearily toward the master bathroom, and I make my way around the house, locking doors and switching off lights. Outside, I hear the great crash of the ocean. Gabe always talks about how calming he finds that noise, but I’ve always found it ominous. Tonight, it is the most horrible sound in the world.


I check on the girls, who both lie horizontally across Freya’s bed, their tummies rising and falling in unison. Asha’s arm is outstretched across Freya’s face and their legs intertwine in such a way that I can’t tell which belong to whom in the dark. It never ceases to delight me that each night we put them to sleep in separate beds, and each morning they wake up in one—a habit Mum tells me they inherited from Kat and me.


My phone pings, once and then again, and I know without looking that it’s Mum and Dad. Kat will have texted them the news. They are night owls both, and they’ll be worried.


I glance at the screen.


Mum: Kat told us what happened. Give Gabe a hug and kiss from me.


Dad: Send my love to the big man. We’ll be around in the morning.


My parents’ relationship with Gabe brings me great joy. When Gabe married me, they didn’t just become his in-laws, they became his parents, something Gabe was particularly grateful for, since he had no living parents of his own. Eighteen months ago, when our lives hit rock bottom, it was my parents who supported us through it, who helped us to restart our life at the beach—with me as the full-time breadwinner and Gabe as primary carer of the girls.


“Everyone should have the chance to start over,” Mum used to say back then, to no one in particular.


And that’s exactly what we did. I shouldn’t have been surprised when, in our usual codependent fashion, Mum and Dad, plus Kat and Kat’s wife, Mei, joined us in our sea change, finding houses within walking distance of our place. Our family has always taken togetherness seriously, but this was impressive, even for us. As Mum always says, “Family is thicker than water.”


Indeed it is. And that’s the reason, I suspect, why I was reluctant to offer the police any information that might reflect badly on Gabe, even though I know he didn’t do anything wrong. He’s been a different man—a better man—since we moved to the beach. Better than I had even allowed myself to hope. He’s like a man who has come off drugs, or found God, or both. Only a few days ago, I looked at him and thought, You’re fixed. I didn’t say it out loud, obviously. Believing people can be “fixed” is a dangerous idea; it encourages young women to stay in relationships with men who “just get a little too angry sometimes.” And yet, some people can be fixed. Gabe is living proof.


So I know there will be a reason why Gabe was holding his hands out in that way. He’ll explain it to me and I’ll feel that glorious sense of relief spread through me. Then we’ll fall asleep holding each other, and tomorrow we’ll get through this together. I’m looking forward to it! Which means I’m disappointed when I enter the bedroom and find Gabe, still fully clothed and still wearing his shoes, lying on top of the bedcovers, fast asleep.










Chapter 4


AMANDA


(AFTER)


So, this is it. I’m dead.


The police are retrieving my body. An arduous process, apparently, and they are out of practice to boot.


I’ve heard it said that the most difficult death to process is that of a loved one who is taken from you without warning. I agree that that is difficult. But I can now confirm that it is equally traumatic to be the one taken without warning. The whiplash of it. One minute you’re here and the next you’re gone—yanked from one world to the next as if torn with forceps from the womb. Except, instead of being placed into the arms of a loving mother, I’m alone.


The moment of my death was distinct. There was no slowing down, no light at the end of the tunnel, no moment in which to choose. No decision to make at all. There was a crack, like glass breaking, painless and clean. By the time I realized what was happening, it was done. Nothing to fear in death, I realize. No pain or suffering, at least physically. And yet, I feel a feverish desperation to claw my way back. Because unlike the scores of people who have come to this spot before me, I did not come here to die.










Chapter 5


PIPPA


(NOW)


It’s still raining when I wake. I enjoy three blessed seconds of calm before the horror of the previous evening collapses over me. The woman. The cliff. Gabe’s outstretched arms. My lie to the police. It’s a wonder I managed to fall asleep in the first place.


I reach for the lamp, switch it on. Gabe’s side of the bed is empty, his clothes from last night draped over the beside chair. Gone for a surf, probably. This is a regular occurrence for Gabe, and probably exactly what he needs. Still, I worry that the distance he seems to be putting between us is the opposite of what he needs.


I pull on a robe and head out to the kitchen. The half-empty coffee cup on the counter and the muted television (on the Weather Channel) provide evidence that Gabe was here. I check the back deck for his surfboard and wet suit, and find them both missing, confirming my surfing theory. The weather is awful, but that has never stopped him before.


I take his coffee mug, empty the last of it into the sink, and put it into the dishwasher. Usually, I love the quiet of early morning, when the kitchen is spotless, the benchtop is clear of clutter, and the floors are clean. It is my time to take care of household admin before the girls wake up. Sometimes it’s the only time in the day when I’m alone, and I’ve learned to savor it. Today, though, as I book the girls’ four-year-old vaccination appointments, and transfer money for a spa voucher for their preschool teacher’s birthday, I find myself watching the door, yearning for Gabe to return.


“It’s not normal, the way you love your husband,” Sasha Milinkovic said to me recently. We were at a trivia night, to raise money for the preschool’s new eco playground. Gabe had volunteered to perform in the talent-quest segment of the evening. He played the guitar and sang “Annie’s Song” by John Denver, and I cried. It was, most likely, the three chardonnays I’d consumed. Also, I loved “Annie’s Song.” But as I wiped my eyes, everyone gave me hell.


“I’d cry too if Stew sang,” Emily Kent said. “But not for the same reasons.”


Everyone laughed. I had to admit, there were moments that I felt on the outer because of my adoration of Gabe. There was something about the camaraderie of women good-naturedly slandering their husbands, each of them competing to have the worst.


“Stew fed them McDonald’s? Dave didn’t feed them at all for twenty-four hours! I came home and found Lenny in the pantry, scavenging for crackers!”


“They got crackers? Ours had to survive on fresh air!”


Occasionally, I tried to chime in for friendship’s sake—“Gabe forgot to pick up the milk last night,” or “He put Asha in two different shoes!”—but it always sounded a bit lame.


It would be arrogant to say that our marriage is better than other marriages. Arrogant and, let’s face it, farcical, if you look at our history. But it is, quite simply, the truth. It’s the way Gabe looks at me, even when we’re in our tracksuits ambling around the garden, as if I’m the most beautiful, most interesting woman in the world. It’s the way he touches me—whether I’m unshowered, postpartum, saggy or soft—without hesitation, as if I’m a cherished gift. It’s the way he leaps to my defense, almost involuntarily, when he hears someone say something that could be perceived as critical of me. We’ve been through the fire, probably more than most couples. I think of our marriage as the reward for sticking it out.


I close my computer and check my watch. It’s 6:44 a.m. Then I tiptoe down the hall and peek into the girls’ room. It’s always a struggle to get them to bed at night, but on the other hand, it means they are sleepy in the morning, often not emerging until almost eight o’clock, with great tufts of head hair and smooshed faces. It’s not the first time I’ve taken advantage of this. During the summer, Gabe and I occasionally duck out for an early-morning swim. Other times, we stay in bed to pass the time.


I find the girls sound asleep, their snoring mismatched. When I’m sure they’re still out cold, I slip out the back door. I lock the door behind me and take the path to the steps down to the beach. The rain is more of a mist now. There’s something about the ocean air—everyone always says it, but since we’ve moved here, I can vouch for it. You cannot go to the beach without coming back feeling a little better, I’d said recently, as if it were a universal truth. But I doubt the woman from last night would agree.


Gabe is standing on the rocks, staring out across the ocean, his wet suit rolled down to his waist, looking like he’s stepped out of the pages of a surfing magazine. I’m close enough to admire his smooth, tanned, muscular back, when I notice something small and silver slip from his fingers.


“You dropped something,” I say, by way of greeting.


He turns, startled. His face is pink, as if he’s been crying.


“Oh, babe.” I touch his shoulder. “Talk to me.”


He winces, his eyes on the ocean. “I was just thinking about what I should have done differently. I’m replaying it over and over in my head, wondering what I did wrong.”


I wrap my arms around his waist. He’s warm, even out here in the cold, and I feel his heart beating against me. “Don’t do that to yourself,” I say.


“She wouldn’t listen to me. She was so upset. I couldn’t talk her down.” He rubs his temple with one hand. “Maybe I should have . . . I don’t know . . . tried to get help.”


“Help was on the way,” I say. “You were right to stay with her.”


Down the beach, a man in a raincoat walks his dog. I wonder how we must look, standing on the rocks, holding each other in the rain.


Gabe wipes his face with his forearm, then smiles. “Sorry. I’ll be fine.”


“It’s okay not to be fine, Gabe.”


“I know,” he says. “But I will be. I’m dealing with it.”


I suppose he is, in his own way. He’s been for a surf; got some fresh air. Gabe was raised by a single mother who believed that fresh air and exercise were the answer to all the world’s problems. And maybe they are, in a lot of cases. Still, given some of Gabe’s difficulties, I’ve encouraged him to do some more work on himself in adulthood. And this is one of those times when I think that fresh air and exercise might not quite cut it.


“Would you like me to make an appointment for you with Thelma? It’s been weeks since you’ve seen her.”


Now I think of it, it might have been months. When we first moved to the beach, he saw Thelma every week. Thelma is a local psychologist, a lovely no-nonsense woman in her sixties with wild gray hair and purple spectacles on a chain. Gabe really connected with her. But only a few months into their sessions, she moved back to Melbourne and they had to switch their sessions to Zoom. I remember Gabe mentioning that he’d found it harder to connect over the computer. After a while, I guess, their sessions petered out.


“Yeah, sure,” Gabe says. I’m not sure whether he’s just saying it to placate me.


He takes my hand and threads his fingers through mine. I stare at them, entwined. Seeing his hand up close reminds me of what I saw last night. The way his hands were positioned the moment after the woman went off the cliff.


“Gabe,” I say, after a moment. “I’m not sure if it’s the right time to ask . . . but I saw you through the window right after she jumped. Your hands were . . .” I untangle my hand from his and hold my arms out, palms facing him. “Like this.”


Gabe observes them for a moment, then looks back to the water. The guilt on his face is unmistakable.


“I tried to grab her,” he says.


I can’t help it—I gasp. “Gabe!”


“I know . . . I know I’m not supposed to, but . . . you see someone leap from a cliff in front of you, you can’t help it.”


(“Never try to grab them,” said the police officer who came to our house after the first potential jumper. He’d been very clear about this. “If you do, they might grab you and then we’ll have two dead bodies.” It was the number one rule, he told us.)


“I nearly had her. She was right there.” He closes his eyes.


I wrap my arms around him and squeeze him tight, trying not to think about how easily it could have gone wrong. At the same time, I can’t deny my relief. That’s why he was holding his hands out. It makes total sense.


“I’m sorry, Pip. I’m so sorry.”


I’m not sure if he’s sorry for reaching for her, or for missing. Perhaps both. Either way, I’ve already forgiven him.


“Come on,” I say, resigned. “Let’s get back before those girls wake up.”


The rain is getting heavy now. Gabe bends to pick up his board. I tiptoe over the rocks and am already on the steps when I turn back, remembering.


“Oh, you dropped something before.”


Gabe stops. “Did I?”


“It was small and silver.” I peer back at the rocks, but whatever it was has disappeared deep into its crevices.


Gabe shrugs. “Probably a chunk of surfboard wax,” he says. “Forget about it.”


And as we climb the stairs back to the house, I do exactly that. Forget.










Chapter 6


PIPPA


(THEN)


I never get sick of telling people how Gabe and I met. It’s a good story. A bit shocking, a bit unbelievable. It sounds more like a daydream, or a scene out of a rom-com that somehow transposed onto my life.
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