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PROLOGUE


Rose took the roundabout a little too quickly, and the rear wheel scraped the red brick edging. Anger and betrayal were bubbling behind her eyes, so she blinked rapidly and slowed her breath until the tears stopped.


She pulled over and jumped out of the car; convinced she was going to spew her guts up. Even when she knelt on the grass and threw herself forward in a dramatic heaving motion, she didn’t vomit. She couldn’t even do that right, she thought to herself as she clumped her hair together in her fists and pulled. The head pain was a welcome relief from the betrayal eating her stomach from the inside out. She dusted herself off and hopped back in her car.


Rose smacked the steering wheel with her right palm as she stared at the automatic double glass doors of an oddly placed pharmacy she’d never paid much heed to. Her anger was spiralling towards defeat, and the tears that fell came from a different place than the last ones. She glanced at the sleeping boy on the back seat when flashing blue and red lights caught her eye in the rear-vision mirror. A police car was pulling up behind her.


There was nowhere to go. What had she done?









PART ONE


CAN I HELP YOU WITH THAT?









CHAPTER ONE


LOST


‘Can I help you with that?’


Rose looked up at the voice, but she was so fraught she barely registered the woman standing in front of her. Her keys were missing and she was trying desperately to find them. Three shopping bags sat in disarray at her feet; cans and apples were rolling away, but she couldn’t focus. She patted herself down repeatedly while her mind listed all the places she’d been. If her keys weren’t on her, or in her shopping bags, then she must have left them somewhere.


Meanwhile, the other woman had retrieved the errant shopping items and had placed them back into Rose’s bags with care. Rose stared into the neatly arranged bags. The toothpaste was sticking proudly out of a non-food bag, the rolling apples had been reunited with other fresh foods, the cans were put with the processed foods and each bag looked evenly weighted. The bags were lined up against the wall, and the other woman was just standing there waiting for Rose to pull herself together.


‘My keys,’ Rose managed to say as she patted her pockets again.


‘Let’s check your handbag first,’ the helpful woman said as she pointed her chin at the overloaded black bag across Rose’s forearm. It was a tattered tote bag, rather than a handbag, a fact that made Rose smile briefly. She slowed herself, knelt forward and emptied its contents onto the ground.


‘Oh dear. You really should consider a new bag,’ the woman said kindly.


Rose put everything back in her tote one item at a time. It was amazing how often something was right in front of her face, yet she couldn’t see it.


‘Now stand up and check all your pockets. One at a time.’ The woman had taken control, much to Rose’s relief. It had been nearly two years since her relationship had broken down, but it wasn’t until she stood there patting her pockets for her missing keys that she realised it wasn’t Steven himself that she missed, it was having someone to bounce off, to vent to, to share small frustrations with, to help her get on top of things.


‘No keys,’ Rose said with a despondent shrug.


‘Where have you been today?’ the stranger asked. Rose noticed the woman had taken a pen and a small lime green notebook out of her own bag. ‘It’s always important to carry a pen and notebook around,’ the woman said. Rose glanced at the woman’s earnest face and began to giggle.


‘I’m sorry,’ Rose managed to say, but by then the other woman had joined in. ‘God, I feel like I haven’t laughed like that in years,’ Rose added as the laughter abated and her exhaustion set in. She leaned against the wall.


‘I find that hard to believe – you have a wicked laugh.’ The woman resumed her attentive position with the notebook.


Rose listed the coffee shop, the post office and the supermarket.


‘Have you been anywhere else?’ the woman asked. ‘The problem with lost things is we get ourselves in a spin and don’t think straight. I spent hours looking for a remote control once until I realised I should look in places I wouldn’t normally look. I found it in the fridge in the end.’


Rose smiled and nodded then closed her eyes and tried to retrace her steps.


‘I got ham from the deli,’ she said excitedly as she opened her eyes.


The woman looked like she wanted to pin a medal on Rose’s chest. Rose noticed her eyes were closer to green than blue, and her smile was kind and in full swing as she distributed the shopping bags between them.


‘Time to backtrack,’ she said as she led the way back inside the shopping centre.


Rose thought she was going to cry again, but not in frustration. Small random acts of kindness, like an ‘Are you alright, dear?’ from a stranger, always did her in. The keys weren’t at the deli, so they headed to the other places Rose had mentioned. At each stop, the woman asked the staff if any keys had been left behind and they hit paydirt at the post office. The woman clapped and did a victory jig as the man behind the counter handed the keys over. Rose was so relieved to have them back she bent over, leaned her hands on her knees and indulged in some deep breaths.


For as long as she could remember, Rose had always been looking for something. When she was young, she could never find her bus pass, her school jumper or the pen she had in her hand only seconds beforehand. As she grew up, it became keys, wallets, even her phone. But in the last year or so, she had put strategies in place. She now had a spot for everything and took the time to double and triple check her belongings before moving to the next place. And it had worked – until now. As she took in her third breath, she felt the tension in her shoulders ease.


‘Where’s your car?’ the woman asked. Rose led the way, and they loaded her shopping into the back seat.


‘Well, after all that I could use a coffee,’ the woman said. ‘Would you like to go halvies in a cake?’


Rose felt the least she could do was shout the woman a coffee.


‘I’m Ellie,’ the helpful woman said as they sat in a nearby cafe.


‘I’m Rose. And I’m not normally a blubbering mess.’ Rose felt her cheeks go pink, exposing her lie. ‘Not all the time, anyway,’ she added with a laugh.


‘I wish I could be a blubbering mess sometimes,’ Ellie said. ‘Instead of being so …’ She took a moment to find the right word. ‘Tightly coiled.’ She whirled her hands around in circles as she spoke. They grinned at each other and relaxed into their chairs.


They spoke of their jobs (Rose a barista, Ellie a medical receptionist) and their love-lives (or lack thereof as both were currently single). Rose had one child; Ellie none. Rose loved books, puzzles and gardening; Ellie, Netflix and Stan. No, Rose hadn’t seen Madam Secretary, but she’d check it out.


‘New friends are hard to find,’ Ellie said as they drained their cups.


‘Especially calm and helpful ones,’ Rose said with a warm smile.


‘Oh, don’t be fooled. I would have been a mess if it had been my keys,’ Ellie said. ‘You would have been just as helpful if the shoe was on the other foot.’


Rose wasn’t so sure but agreed anyway, then looked at her watch. ‘Max,’ she said loudly. ‘I’m going to be late picking him up.’


Ellie touched Rose’s shoulder and said that one extra minute was not going to change anything – except the state of mind she’d be in when she arrived at her son’s school. Rose took a moment to breathe, and Ellie suggested they catch up for another coffee sometime.


‘That would be great,’ Rose said genuinely. ‘But I’ve got to run now.’ She turned towards the exit.


‘How do I find you?’ Ellie called out after her.


‘I’m Rosie Rose underscore Rose on socials,’ Rose said over her shoulder. Before she raced off, she saw Ellie writing the details down in her green notebook and smiled to herself. New friends really were hard to find.









CHAPTER TWO


THE OLDEST TREE IN THE WORLD


Max was taking his time choosing a bedtime book, and Rose was getting irritated. She knew that if she rushed the process, it would only take longer, so she gritted her teeth.


‘Having trouble choosing?’ she asked gently. As the words came out, she could hear the extra pleasant on top – the extra pleasant that disguises annoyance. The extra pleasant her mother had used on her; the extra pleasant people use in the coffee shop when they say, ‘I ordered extra hot,’ or ‘I said latte not flat white’. On top of her frustration, she now had a dollop of self-loathing.


‘Well,’ Max said with trepidation as he climbed into bed with The 130-Storey Treehouse. Rose waited for him to hand her the book, but it was tucked safely in beside him.


‘What’s up?’ she asked. It almost sounded as casual as she’d hoped.


‘You haven’t told me a tree story for ages.’ He looked up at her with big hopeful eyes.


‘No, I haven’t,’ she said. She took his book back to the shelf, sat back down on the bed and pulled up the doona so she had some too. ‘Once upon a time,’ she said, her tone full of mystery, ‘there was a biiig, ooooold, tree.’ She paused for effect. ‘It was the oldest tree that ever there was in the whole … wide … world.’


‘Older than one hundred and six years?’ Max asked.


‘Older than the Great Wall of China.’


‘How old is the Great Wall of China?’ he asked excitedly. She wanted to say ‘how the fuck should I know’ but chose an alternative. ‘Not as old as the pyramids of Egypt.’ She hoped that was true. ‘Anyway,’ she went on quickly to stymie any further questions, ‘this was the biggest, oldest, most beautiful tree in any land, in any country, in all of the world. It was the oldest tree on any planet in the universe.’


‘I don’t think trees grow on the other planets, Mum, but Saturn has many moons, and the biggest one is called Titan, or Titus, I can’t remember, but Dad told me,’ he said, looking at her proudly.


‘Well, it must be true if Dad told you,’ Rose said. The extra pleasant had returned with a bang. She had forgotten where she was up to, so she took a sip of water to buy some time for both her memory and composure to return. ‘Once upon a time, there was the biggest, oldest, fattest and most beautiful tree in all the world.’ She hoped the recap would remind them both of how well the story had been shaping up.


‘What country is it in?’ Max asked with enthusiasm. She was racing full speed towards annoyance, but the genuine curiosity on his face stopped her in her tracks.


‘Laos,’ she said definitively. As good a choice as any.


‘Where’s that?’ He was already bounding out of bed and heading to the world map on his desk. Rose had seen the old desk in an op shop a few months ago and couldn’t resist it. The foam-backed world map came free.


She and her dad had spent hours poring over an atlas when she had been little, and she had loved tracing the countries with her fingers and calling out the capital cities. Her dad had used her as a party trick at barbecues. ‘Name any country, and she’ll say the capital,’ he would tell people. The grown-ups would call out the most obscure countries they could think of, and young Rose would call out the capitals without pause.


Once, Mr Bennett, who owned a Mercedes, called out Constantinople. ‘That’s a city, not a country,’ she had said. ‘The country is Turkey, and the city is now called Istanbul.’ Mr Bennett had gone red in the face, and instead of a round of applause, Rose had watched the whole crowd turn away and start talking about the football. She had run to her room, where she climbed under her blankets and cried out loud. She had waited and waited for someone to notice she was missing, but no one did, and she had gone to sleep without any dinner.


Rose walked over to the map and pointed to Laos.


‘Vientiane is the capital,’ she said. She placed her palms on her son’s shoulders and ushered him back to bed. He dove feet first under the doona and wiggled down until his face was the only bit of him showing. Rose pushed the doona down around his neck and he grinned at her. She felt a pang of inadequacy bounce around her ribs. He deserved more. Better. But she did love him – dearly. In that moment she found some forgiveness for her own mother. Some kindred understanding. Like her mother, Rose was just a person who happened to be a mother. Most mothers, she noticed, looked like they were mothers who happened to be people. As opposed to people who happened to be mothers; like her.


‘The tree, Mum, what about the big, old tree in Laos?’ Max asked, trying to keep the desperation out of his tone. She appreciated that.


‘Well,’ she began in her most serious voice, ‘the biggest and oldest tree that the world had ever seen started creaking on its four thousand, two hundred and second birthday.’


‘Can trees even be that old?’ Max sat up in awe.


‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘There’s a pine tree that can live for five thousand years – it’s called a Bristlecone pine tree … and this story might take five thousand years to tell, the way we’re going.’ She was in good humour now and soldiered on. ‘Soooo,’ she said in a mock warning tone, ‘the biggest,’ she stretched her arms out, ‘the fattest,’ she blew out her cheeks, ‘the oldest,’ she hunched in her shoulders and crinkled her face.


Max was laughing, and Rose joined in. It was freeing and she told herself she should laugh more often. She took a tissue from his bedside table and wiped her eyes.


‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘the biggest, most beautiful tree that ever there was in the whole world stood tall and proud above all the trees in the forest. It was a periscope to the sky, to the horizon, to the future.’ She hopped under the doona and Max scooted over to the wall so she had enough room. He reached out just enough to put his hand in hers. Not all the way. Just a little. His gentleness made her smile as she continued to conjure a world of trees for her son.


‘When the bad weather came, the tree would whisper a warning so the animals had time to bunker down in their holes, their nests, their burrows, their homes. The trees could then take a deep breath and bring all their leaves in super-duper tight so they could weather the storm.’ Rose glanced at Max and realised he had fallen asleep.


In the silence, she took a moment to remember her dad. The tree story was one that he had told her when she was little. She used to feel such anticipation and excitement when her dad told her of the biggest, oldest, fattest, most beautiful tree in all the world and the memory of that feeling fluttered in her stomach for a moment before she pushed back the doona and snuck out of the room to face the evening.









CHAPTER THREE


JOINED AT THE HIP


Rose knew something was bothering Max. He usually seemed to enjoy playing in his room, and Rose sure enjoyed her alone time, but it wasn’t without guilt. She made daily resolutions to spend more time with Max, to be present, and today, she decided it was time to act. Playing a game often brought out his feelings if she waited long enough and didn’t pry, so she cajoled him out of his room and suggested a game of snap.


After they had swirled the cards around the table together, the game began. Rose let Max get every second pile of cards with appropriate visible disappointment. It wasn’t easy to let him win and have him believe it. Sure enough, he began to talk about his wish to swap the weekends he went to his dad’s because his best mate did the same thing on opposite weekends, which meant they couldn’t have sleepovers.


‘I can ask Dad if he’ll have you two weekends in a row to bring the weekends into line,’ she said. ‘Snap!’ Rose took the seven cards and added them to her meagre pile. She was letting him win the big piles now, otherwise the game would never end.


‘Or I can stay here for two in a row,’ he said. He crinkled up his nose and looked to the ceiling while he checked his maths. Rose’s heart sank. The guilt she now felt at her earlier excitement for two weekends off in a row made her mouth taste like metal. She mustered a smile.


‘I think Dad would miss you too much,’ she said as Max got the next snap.


‘I could ring him?’ Max asked with practised nonchalance. Rose nodded and handed him her phone. It would sound more genuine coming from him. She went to the bench and poured herself a wine.


‘Dad was at a work thing,’ Max said when he’d finished the call, ‘but he can pick me up at nine o’clock tonight and I can stay with him this weekend, and then I can be home next weekend and maybe I can have a sleepover with Darcy?’ Max shifted from foot to foot like he was busting. Rose thought how terrible it would be to be so powerless. So reliant on adult consent.


‘That’s fine,’ she said, knowing he wouldn’t have expected a ‘yes’. She was a stickler for bedtimes and parenting plans, and they both knew it.


‘I’ll go and pack my bag,’ he said quickly, before she changed her mind. When he raced to his room, he slid on his socks as he neared the hallway to the bedrooms.


‘Sorry, sorry, Mum,’ he said with big eyes. He knew she hated him sliding on his socks and he didn’t want to jeopardise the ‘yes’. So many hurdles. She waggled a finger in front of her warning face, and he disappeared into his room. Rose had another wine in preparation for Steven’s arrival.


As she sat and stared at the wall, her mind went back to before. Rose and Steven had stumbled across each other by a pool in Bangkok, even though they lived within five kilometres of each other back home. It was the first time she’d ever left the country and she had felt so brave. Not brave enough to venture too far from base, but courageous enough to get there on her own. She had been standing in the water so just her toe was touching the bottom and she bounced away on that big toe. It felt like she was defying gravity. Toe bounce, two, three, four; then toe bounce with a pirouette.


She couldn’t remember the name of the hotel they’d stayed at anymore, but she remembered being able to see two tall white buildings with gold domes on top from the pool. They had reminded her of perfect scoops of rich caramel ice cream. The hotel was stark white, and like so many buildings she had seen in Bangkok, it seemed to have a concrete disease slowly spreading its tendrils along the walls. Whenever she ventured out, it was the dilapidated old building shells that had made her smile. Chipped, tired, sore, but still standing there defiantly. They made up most of her trip photos – until she had met Steven.


Beside the pool, there was a large white carved concrete spirit house. The local houses and buildings often had a miniature house displayed prominently in the sun, so the spirits had somewhere to reside alongside the living. The mini house near the pool had triangular awnings and she was staring intently at them when Steven had walked up to the pool and examined the available sun chairs before making his selection. His considered decision had distracted her, and she smiled. He walked over to the pool and dipped a toe in.


‘Oh, it’s warm,’ he had said to her, a stranger, not altogether pleased.


‘Just how I like it,’ Rose had replied.


‘I like it cold,’ he said, then jumped in. The water had been shallower than he expected. The jolt of being unprepared when he hit the pool bottom had been visible, and once she saw he wasn’t hurt, Rose laughed.


‘Best laugh ever,’ he said. He went on to introduce himself and tell her he had read somewhere that people who liked cold water were loved in utero, whereas those who preferred warm water were looking for hugs they didn’t get from their mothers. Rose said it sounded like a whole lot of crap, but a small part of her thought there may well have been some truth in it.


They had tread water and chatted easily. Steven was lithe, and Rose liked watching the inner workings of his body through his skin. Rose was more sturdy than thin, but not boxy. The bits between her ankles, knees, waist, elbows and neck were more rounded than most, but she was pleased with her overall shape. Strong with a dash of cartoon.


Rose and Steven spent the rest of the trip together. Rose met his family, who were travelling with him, and she had just loved his mum, Audrey. She still did, although they didn’t see each other much anymore. Stan, his dad, was a gentle giant who was economical with his words, but Rose had always felt he approved of her. They had gone to the Grand Palace and taken a dinner cruise as a group, and when Rose and Steven were on their own, they walked along pungent canals and through local streets with no fear of getting lost. One day they had spent hours wandering around looking at modern art. Art was one of their emerging common interests, and the air-conditioning in the galleries had been a welcome relief from the oppressive heat. Rose had loved the row of bright lady lips almost kissing; Steven, the display of animated shadow puppets. And they had remained joined at the hip; until they weren’t.


Rose snapped back to the present and thought she’d been a bit hard on Max for gliding in his socks. She flicked off her shoes and tested her own socks on the floating floorboards. She took a run-up through the living room and slid. She only made a metre, a teetering one at that, but it felt so good. When had she stopped having fun? What was the catalyst? It was before the break-up; in fact, it was probably one of the major causes of it.


She slid back to the bench as Max came out of his room. Rose held her arms open, and he glided into them. They both laughed and slid and laughed and slid until the front doorbell rang.


*


After Max had left, Rose found the silence loud. Her ears throbbed, so she decided to go to bed. Before opening her book, she checked her phone in case Ellie had left a message. They’d been messaging for weeks, and Rose looked forward to their interactions and reading about Ellie’s day. Working in a medical centre sounded interesting, with the variety of clients (not all nice), their varying complaints, and the differing personalities of the staff, nurses and doctors. Rose had never really thought about the other side of the desk.


Ellie had messaged about a woman who had come into the medical centre for blood test results. Her face was ashen, and she was so short of iron she had to have an infusion. This stuff, she told Rose, was really important and a reminder for them both to stay on top of their health. She asked if Rose had had a check-up lately and Rose promised she would go and see her doctor.


The bubbles lit up and Rose watched the dots hover. Surely we’ve graduated to calls, Ellie wrote. Rose flushed and agreed. She let FaceTime ring a couple of times so she could check her hair and make sure her chin was angled rather than doubled before she answered.


‘Hello,’ Ellie said playfully. ‘So, you’ll go for a check-up?’


‘I really will,’ Rose said before acknowledging she kept putting herself at the bottom of her list of priorities. Ellie said that was the nature of being human.


They talked for hours before Ellie said, ‘So, what’s with the coffee thing – what do you really want to do with your life?’ It wasn’t an uncommon question and, as always, Rose became irritated. She was a barista by choice, even though many people seemed to dismiss it as a career option. For a grown-up, anyway.


‘Why can’t this be what I want to do?’ Rose said more forcefully than she’d intended. ‘I love it, and everyone looks down on it.’


Ellie apologised, and said she had a similar problem. ‘Everyone thinks medical receptionists are bitches,’ she said with a light head shake. ‘They don’t see us sneaking urgent cases around the back, so the waiting room doesn’t riot. They don’t give a damn about someone else’s emergency; they only give a crap about their own wait time.’ Ellie took a breath. ‘So, I should know more than anyone not to say something like that. Can I have a redo please?’


‘Sure,’ Rose said with a smile. ‘To be honest, I’ve been one of those irritated people in the front room wondering why the appointments run so late.’


‘Exactly, right?’ Ellie said with a light smile. ‘Why do you like being a barista?’


Rose appreciated Ellie’s new approach. ‘There’s something special about starting the day before everyone else,’ Rose said wistfully. ‘I’m sure other people get up earlier, but I’m often the first person people interact with when they enter the world for the day.’


‘So true.’


‘I go in and calibrate the machine so it’s operating at its best, and that first pour,’ Rose took a breath in, ‘it smells delicious and I know I’m off and running.’


‘Wow, look at your happy face,’ Ellie said with affection. She was clearly enjoying Rose’s passion, so Rose told Ellie about the early customers who were the happiest to get their coffee, the busy rush that followed the early birds and the dockets that just kept coming.


‘Dockets as far as the eye can see,’ Rose said and looked down an imaginary line of dockets that stretched to the horizon. Ellie laughed.


‘It’s so important to be in sync with your coffee partner, too,’ Rose continued. ‘It’s like a dance. Oh, and it’s important to clean as you go, but if you stay on top of it,’ Rose said seriously, ‘it’s cathartic. It takes me away.’


‘Who knew!’ Ellie said in genuine surprise. Rose felt heard, and encouraged, so she continued to talk. She explained how the longer people had to wait, the more she wanted each coffee to be perfect so when that coffee hit their mouth, it was worth their time. She added that she almost got slower the longer people had waited, to add that layer of perfection on top.


‘And I get to work with Jim and Joe,’ Rose said with a smile. Ellie raised an inquisitive eyebrow. ‘Jim owns the cafe and he took me in even though I had no experience. He trained me, he’s flexible when something happens to Max, and he’s like a father. I loved my dad, but he’s not here anymore. Jim is.’ Rose paused for a few seconds, and Ellie was in no rush to fill the silence. ‘He’s like my life coach.’ Rose was pleased that she’d stumbled on what she’d been trying to say.


‘How so?’


‘Well, he’s helped me budget, showed me how to increase my dream box …’


‘What’s a dream box?’


‘It’s my future fund.’ Rose looked at Ellie and waited for her to laugh. But Ellie’s face was earnest. ‘I guess it’s my rainy day, so when I wake up one day knowing what I want to do with my life, I’ll be able to pursue it. But back to the coffee. The smell, the heat, the synchronicity with your partner, it creates a sort of …’ Rose looked for the right word, ‘mindfulness.’ Ellie said she understood why Rose loved making coffee so much and apologised for being dismissive earlier. ‘Oh, no need for apologies here,’ Rose said. ‘Thanks for listening to me prattle on.’


‘I wish you wouldn’t put yourself down so readily, Rosie-Rose-underscore-Rose,’ Ellie said. Rose smiled at the play on her social handle, and Ellie finished off by suggesting they catch up again in real life one of these days. Rose heartily agreed and then settled down into her bed with a smile.









CHAPTER FOUR


FLOODGATES


In the two months since Rose met Ellie, she had become lighter, freer, less alone. As much as she loved Jim, her friendship with Ellie was exciting and she enjoyed being a sounding board instead of just needing one. When Ellie vented about her flatmate, Rose listened; and when Ellie wanted to react emotionally, Rose was able to be her voice of reason. Just as Ellie was hers. When Rose lost perspective, or overreacted to things that didn’t matter, Ellie guided her back to reality.


Rose took to keeping a notebook in her apron pocket at work, so when something funny happened, or she thought of a late response to an earlier conversation, she could jot it down so she wouldn’t forget it. Ellie joined in with a notebook too. Each night, they took it in turns going through their lists on the phone, then nattered about their day, anecdotes about their past, and spoke about things they cared about, hated, noticed.


Ellie even changed her lunchbreak times once a week so they could meet for a sandwich.


‘Let’s go and get you a functional bag,’ Ellie had said after they’d finished eating one day. She occasionally brought up the missing keys fiasco and would often comment on Rose’s useless bag.


Rose paid the bill and followed. She still couldn’t believe this tall, bright woman wanted to be her friend. Ellie led her to a shop brimming with bags, wallets and accessories. It wasn’t the sort of place Rose would normally enter, with its bright lights and too loud pop music.


‘Now, don’t judge it by its colour,’ Ellie said as she opened a brown bag. ‘I mean who wants a bit of horse poo hanging on their arm, right? But look at this.’ She opened all the pockets and listed which ones would be perfect for Rose’s things. Rose nodded at its practicality, followed Ellie to the counter and, before she knew it, the shop lady was out the back getting the blue-grey version of the same bag – down to twenty-two dollars if you don’t mind. Rose got out her wallet to pay, then paused. It would likely be one of those things that had seemed a good idea at the time but ended up languishing at the bottom of her wardrobe.


‘You really wear your thoughts on the outside,’ Ellie said as she leaned over and tapped her card on the square. Rose’s face morphed into an uncomfortable expression.


‘I tell you what, you keep it for now, and if you don’t end up using it, you can give it back to me.’


Rose couldn’t believe it. She couldn’t remember the last time anyone had given her a gift, if you didn’t include the plaster cast of his hand that Max had presented her with recently.


‘Thank you, Ellie,’ Rose said when they sat down on a nearby bench so Rose could transfer her belongings into her new bag.


‘You’re so welcome.’


‘Done,’ Rose said as she stood up and did a twirl with her bag on her shoulder.


‘It’s so much better,’ Ellie said with a smile.


‘Time to get back to it.’


‘It’s also time I came to your place and met Max,’ Ellie said. ‘I’ve heard so much about him.’


Rose was thrilled that she wanted to meet him and they arranged for Ellie to come to Rose’s at five o’clock on Friday, before Max went to his dad’s.


‘We can have a night out in,’ Ellie said. She told Rose not to worry about food, she’d bring a picnic.


*


Four whole days had passed since they’d made those plans, and Rose hadn’t managed any of the preparation tasks she had set herself. She had been excited at the prospect of their night out in and had mapped out cleaning one to two rooms a day so the house would be shipshape. But the brick in her chest had weighed her down and prevented progress. It had been there for so long now that she couldn’t remember when it had arrived. A brick that brought her shoulders forward, and no matter how hard she tried to straighten her posture, she couldn’t. She wondered whether she would become a permanent hunchback, and her mind drifted to the old wives’ tale that the wind would change and the expression on your face would stay put forever. Rose wondered why adults said that to children. Or the myriad of others – your eyes will go square if you watch too much TV; if you swim within an hour of eating, you’ll drown; if you lie in the sun all day your freckles will join up. These ominous statements frightened her as a child because she had believed what she was told.


Rose shivered at the memories, leaned her back against the kitchen cupboards and slid down to the floor. She hugged her knees, tucked her feet under her bum and tried to breathe through the brick. It was probably a panic attack, but she didn’t know for sure. The brick just turned up uninvited whenever it felt like it. Perhaps everyone had a brick like that, and no one spoke about it. This thought cheered her up somewhat. There were so many unspoken rules about what to talk about and what not to. She breathed in and out a few times, as she’d been shown by a psychologist after Max was born, and told herself off. It was time for action.


There would be no cleaning of the bedrooms; she could just close the doors instead. The least she could do was bundle the detritus from the dining table into some boxes and put them in the spare room. Wash the dishes, sweep the floor. Check the toilet – if nothing was visible on the porcelain, it would do. As she set about the last-minute rush, she began to breathe easier. Time to get changed.


When she opened her wardrobe and looked through the things she hardly wore, she knew immediately that she would stay in the t-shirt she was already in. And the pants. All she really had to do was brush her hair. It went up in a ponytail and she ruffled her hairline, so some wispy bits fell across her forehead. Then she coaxed Max out of his room and they sat down to play a game of Uno.
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