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Prologue


A figure treads the winding pavement that hugs the rugged coastline between St Ignatius’ Boys’ Grammar School and the heart of Pacific Pines. The path itself is small, and next to it runs the main highway, abuzz in rush hour with black or blue or silver cars full of boys: one, two or sometimes three. Boys in straw boaters and smart woollen blazers with green lapels and a motif on the breast pocket featuring two lions, stately on their back legs and haloed by a Latin motto felix quia fortis (happiness through strength). Boys with angry red spots and braces and furry top lips, with squeaky voices, deep voices, quiet voices. Boys who are tall, short, chubby, lithe.


It is ten o’clock at night and the road is shrouded in blackness, save for the sporadic bursts of dull orange lamplight. The School Run, the name given to this busy thoroughfare by the locals, is strangely quiet this evening. It will clutter later, this main passage into town, when St Ignatius’ – or Iggy’s, as they call it – closes its doors and ejects the throng of prospective parents who are inside the Great Hall with their eleven-year-old sons quaffing cheese and wine, praying their blessed boy has done enough to get him over the line and inside Iggy’s hallowed inner sanctum! That a door will open for him, which in itself will open a lifetime of doors. 


Most parents have already put in the groundwork: obtained referral letters from external sports coaches and piano teachers, written lengthy, platitude-laden letters to the board of governors, made sizeable ‘donations’ to the school’s charitable foundation. Perhaps they’ve even joined the principal’s tennis club. The lengths these ‘perfect’ parents will go to in order to showboat their ‘perfect’ families on Gala Day is a joke. All of it is a joke – the ludicrously pricey uniforms, the shiny pews, the erect backs singing from dog-eared hymn sheets, the pristine white painted lines on the shamrock-green sports field with the sign that warns, DO NOT WALK ON THE GRASS! 


The walker presses an earbud deep into the canal of their ear and jabs at the lit-up screen of a phone. The noise drowns out the roar of the ocean as it smashes against the cliffs below, leaving behind pristine white spray that slides off the moss on the rocks. There is nothing special about the sea when you live beside it – it becomes as generic, as unremarkable, as stirring milk into tea or pulling on a rugby boot. The water is not afforded so much as a blink as it sucks back out, dramatically, building up its strength to smash the rocks again. Nor is the vague rumble of thunder out over the ocean, or the slow grumble of the approaching car. Why would it be? This is just a road after all, nothing new. In fact, so tuned out is this human being to their sinister surrounds that there is barely a flinch at the screech of the brakes as the bonnet performs a scoop and a toss, throwing everything – the body, the phone and the earbuds – like papers in the wind, up, up into the air. 


It is a sliding-doors moment: a stroke of misfortune, made by choice. If only the earbuds had been left at home! If only the advice of a mother, offered years ago, had actually sunk in: ‘Listen out for cars!’ However, there is no time to contemplate any of this, no time for any kind of rational thought. It happens too fast for that. But for those few seconds, as momentum renders the walker completely weightless, before skull meets concrete and the hapless pedestrian notes the venom in the eyes of the driver below, a memory of an old Latin tutor will play loud and clear in the mid-section of the brain, sped-up and on loop.


Memento vivere. Remember to live.




SATURDAY
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Kaya


Kaya Sterling does not dislike Estella Munro. The fact her new neighbour appears aloof and self-satisfied does not faze her. As far as Kaya is concerned, encountering someone like Estella Munro is a bit like drinking a flat white with bitter froth. The first acrid taste cannot be all there is to her – there has to be something pleasant beneath.


Kaya and Ollie have only lived in their new home for four days. Palm Cottage, which is not really a cottage at all by virtue of two spacious floors and four bedrooms, sits on the cliffside looking proudly out to sea, the first in a row of five houses a little along from the winding bend that leads from the heart of Pacific Pines to St Ignatius’ Grammar. Four bedrooms is far more than they need for just the two of them and Kaya feels they rattle around in the big house, but Paul had insisted they move to his childhood neighbourhood and to the house he had always cycled past as a boy. He had loved the way it sits clad in a jacket of snowy white slats along the cliff face, with an overgrown, oval backyard fenced off to the peri­lous headland beyond; and how the beauty of the house can only be appreciated from the water, sitting atop the cliff face as it does, or as a steering wheel is twisted round that perilous turn, leaving the heart of Pacific Pines far behind in the rear-view mirror. 


One day, Kaya will charter a boat so she and Ollie can see their new home from its best vantage point, bobbing together on the very waves they hear caressing the cliff face as they fall asleep each night. She has added it to her never-ending to-do list stuck to the imposing chrome double-doored fridge, which is also way too big for their requirements: ‘paint shed’, ‘make new friends’, ‘charter boat’.


Estella has been standing on Kaya’s new driveway for less than a minute, both of them under the hot October sun, with Bandit weaving through their legs as retrievers do. Kaya has already watched her neighbour take in the front yard up close, her pursed lips suggesting disapproval. The previous owners of Palm Cottage had introduced a variety of species of plant in both the front and back gardens, the effect being an unruly, almost English feel, wild and overgrown, unlike the landscaped affair next door with its perfectly clipped hedge and slick, pruned palms.


Pacific Pines, Kaya is swiftly learning, is a suburb that is vastly different from its neighbours. It sits neatly at the bottom of the headland that is one of the ancient arms to the Pacific Ocean, providing a gateway for cruise liners and cargo ships to Tasmania, New Zealand, Fiji and the United States. Ocean View Parade, to all intents and purposes a winding cliff road, is the main thoroughfare connecting Pacific Pines to nearby Lawton Sands with St Ignatius’ Grammar standing statuesque at the highest point of the headland before the cliff road descends into the outskirts of the next town. 


Kaya has heard the School Run can be arduous when there is traffic, this single route out of town, which is why many of the kids take the cliff steps when they get to the bends. The steps descend steeply down to a picturesque, white-sanded beach, which itself leads to the coffee shops and main street of Pacific Pines, a suburb bustling with wealth and entitlement. 


And here is Kaya’s new neighbour, the embodiment of privilege. She is shorter than Kaya, with a shiny bob that bounces lightly on her square shoulders, indicative of a salon blow-dry. She is dressed in a simple, knee-length linen shift dress. So far she has only said, ‘Munro, number six. Here is your post. Damn postman always gets us mixed up,’ and has held out a bejewelled hand to shake the very ends of Kaya’s fingers, and Kaya has felt the frostiness of the other woman’s touch despite the beat of the spring sun. But in these fleeting moments, Kaya has already made an assessment of her new neighbour, and it is that she is icy and devoid of softness. She makes this assumption in one part of her brain and immediately berates herself with another, because people have bad days, don’t they? Not everyone is as good at small talk as she is.


Estella looks Kaya briefly in the eye before her gaze snaps to Ollie as he dribbles his soccer ball on the tiled deck outside their new front door: bounce, bounce, bounce. For Kaya the sound is as familiar as birdsong, and as comforting (if she can hear the bounce, she knows Ollie is near) but Estella squints dramatically each time plastic meets ceramic.


‘Ollie!’ Kaya is suddenly conscious of the noise. ‘Please stop the bouncing until the lady has—’


‘Munro,’ the woman snaps, as though she thinks Kaya has forgotten her name already, as if she has pegged Kaya as one of those women who cannot process basic information. She looks over Kaya’s shoulder and into the house beyond, down the hall, possibly in search of another human, for proof of life. She will not find any. 


‘Munro with a “U”, not an “O” like Marilyn,’ she says.


‘That pesky “O”.’ Kaya smiles. ‘Some like it not.’


Estella’s lips move stiffly upward and Kaya feels the heat rise up her neck. Perhaps Estella just didn’t get the joke! A bottle is thrust into her hands. ‘This is for you and your husband,’ Estella says. ‘A 2017 Châteauneuf-du-Pape.’


‘Oh,’ Kaya stutters, taken aback. The thrusting of the bottle had felt more perfunctory than welcoming, suggesting that a gift from the cellar to one’s neighbours is just the ‘done’ thing in these parts, but Kaya realises that even if the sentiment is not necessarily there, it is a kind gesture, nonetheless, and she appreciates it.


‘Thank you so much, Estella,’ Kaya says. ‘This looks lovely. It really is kind of you. But, just so you’re aware, my husband is . . .’ 


The words trail off, as they always do when Kaya delivers The News. 


‘Oh,’ Estella says. ‘Is your husband . . . dry?’ 


‘Dry?’ Kaya does not compute.


‘Does he not drink?’ Estella pulls her jacket closed.


‘Oh no, Paul’s not dry,’ Kaya tells her. ‘He’s dead.’ 


She doesn’t mean to say it quite like that, so abruptly, the word ‘dead’ fired like a bullet from a gun, but she has learned it is sometimes easier to simply rip off the Band-Aid. She has also learned it is best to use the word ‘dead’, however confronting it may be, instead of a less jarring turn of phrase that could be open to interpretation, such as ‘gone’ or ‘left us’. These might suggest divorce, adultery even, and neither of these things apply to her marriage to Paul, or the way he was taken from her.


‘Good Lord!’ Estella’s palm spans the breadth of her collarbone. ‘Dead?’


‘Yes. As in deceased.’ No longer here. Gone. Left us.


Ollie resumes his bouncing.


‘Right,’ says Estella, stumped. 


‘I’m so sorry,’ Kaya tells her. ‘To come out with it like that, I mean.’


‘When?’


‘Well, just now . . .’


‘No, no. I mean, when did your husband . . . pass?’


‘Oh!’ Kaya touches her forehead, an underwhelming face palm. ‘Paul died a year ago.’


Estella rubs her chest in a circular motion, as if she is trying to massage the stress away. Kaya waits silently as her neighbour processes her own grief. 


‘How?’ 


‘Cancer,’ Kaya chirps. It is force of habit. A way to try and soften the blow for others, to trivialise the last nineteen months of hell so that the recipient of The News does not feel awkward. 


‘I see.’ Estella twists her wedding ring on her finger. ‘My deepest condolences.’


‘I just . . . I find it easier to tell people straight out, because then they’re not wondering what I’ve done with Paul,’ Kaya says. ‘You know, if I’ve got him stashed in a cupboard upstairs!’


Estella’s left eyebrow raises a fraction.


‘I mean, I did have him in the cupboard for a while back in Perth.’ Kaya hates herself for being so glib. ‘But then when we arrived here in Pacific Pines, we scattered the ashes. Paul now currently resides partly at his old school, partly in the ocean . . .’


‘Quite!’ Estella turns her head towards Ollie, whiplash-fast. Kaya has seen movies in which the baddie breaks someone’s neck with less force. ‘Do you work?’


‘Me?’ Kaya is thrown. ‘Yes, I’m a physio . . . I’m hoping to rent a room at Total Physio in Lawton Sands, once Ollie and I have settled a little.’


‘I see. And how old is Ollie?’


‘He’s twelve today.’ Kaya turns to Ollie. ‘Ollie, say hello to Mrs Munro.’


Ollie looks up. ‘Hello, Mrs Munro,’ he says in the monotone voice kids reserve for greeting teachers in assembly. Kaya waits for her new neighbour to baulk at the formality and say, ‘Happy birthday! Call me Estella, please,’ like other friendly street dwellers might, but she doesn’t. She merely stares intently at Ollie before looking to her hands to study her own fingernails. 


It is always the same when Kaya tells people The News – they forget how to use their hands. Fingers drum on surfaces, ears are scratched until they glow red. She understands it, of course. How could a person know how to respond if they haven’t experienced this kind of loss themselves? She’d been like that, before Paul. She hadn’t understood the intricacies of grief or the politics of discussing it, so she does not begrudge the awkward hands, or the blinking eyes and the ‘Um, well, anyway . . .’s. People are just people after all. 


The mums at Pacific Pines Primary School had been the same. She hadn’t meant to tell any of them, not on Ollie’s first day, but they had all fussed around her in the school yard yesterday, cooing over Ollie and asking where Mr Sterling was. Was he at work? Were they divorced? (And if so, she was in good company! All the cool mums in Pacific Pines community were divorced. Take Tammy O’Farrell – she was a riot! Always on the margaritas and swiping right on Tinder! They were secretly jealous of her, they said, because their husbands were all like overgrown children. Oh, to be single again – although the sex part, good Lord no! They didn’t have the energy for that!) 


And so Kaya told them about Paul, about how she’d lost him to cancer, and she had watched as they tried not to let their eyes widen and hands fidget and their speech begin to fail them. Kaya knows that each of them fears, deep down, that if they get close to her story, it might happen to them, as if death is catching somehow, like a promiscuous strain of flu. 


As she stands on the driveway talking to Estella, Kaya feels a flash of gratitude for Bec Lloyd, the kindly woman who left a box of cupcakes on the doorstep at Palm Cottage the previous morning with a note that read: Welcome to Pacific Pines! Please enjoy! Bec x. Kaya had been so touched, and the cupcakes had been delicious – rich, red velvet slathered in sweet cream-coloured fondant, with ‘welcome’ written in blue icing on each and every one. Kaya had put the business card, printed with the words Cakes by Bec and a sketch of what looked like Cupid, the Roman god of love, eating a giant cupcake, up on the fridge next to the to-do list as a reminder of how kind Bec had been. 


Estella turns away from Ollie and fixes her gaze back on Kaya. ‘Is Oliver a sporty child?’ she asks.


‘Very.’


‘Tall, isn’t he?’


‘Yes. He takes after his—’


‘Rugby?’


‘Yes, he does enjoy—’


‘Union? League? League would be my guess.’


‘Gosh,’ laughs Kaya. ‘This feels a little like speed dating!’


‘Oh dear, does it?’ Estella’s brow furrows. ‘I wouldn’t know!’ 


Kaya cringes. Does Estella think she is on the dating scene so soon after losing Paul? Should she clarify that she is not? Or that, even if she was, she is most definitely not the type to speed date? She hates the idea of someone judging her in so short a time, just like Estella is doing now. The woman probably thinks Kaya is some sex-hungry widow, in town to land herself a wealthy, married man. Oh, the shame . . .


‘Kaya?’ Estella all but snaps her fingers. ‘I asked if Ollie played rugby league?’


Kaya blinks. ‘Union, actually. But really, it’s all about rowing for Ollie.’


Estella regards her suspiciously. ‘Rowing,’ she mutters to herself. ‘That is unusual. Who does he row for?’


‘Klara Bay Rowing Club in Perth,’ says Kaya. ‘Ollie was the youngest oarsman they’ve ever had, actually. He recently won the—’ 


‘I see,’ says Estella. ‘And are you Catholic?’


‘I’m sorry, are we . . .?’


Another sigh. ‘Catholic?’ 


Kaya is thrown by the rapid segue. She thought they were talking about sport! 


‘No.’ She shakes her head. ‘We’re not really religious.’ 


The truth is, Kaya did go to a Catholic school, but she has never been a woman of faith. Except when Paul was dying. Then she had prayed like they told her to at school, at church on her knees, and yet nothing happened and Paul had died anyway, and now she feels positively hard done by. So no, she isn’t religious. After all, what has God ever done for Kaya?


‘A non-believer, then?’


‘Well, I suppose if you have to categorise me, then yes.’


Estella’s shoulders drop a little, as though a weight has been lifted. ‘And Oliver is currently in Year Six at Pines Primary?’


‘It’s just Ollie. And yes.’


‘So he’ll be going to Pacific Pines High School this coming January, I presume?’ 


‘We’ve applied to St Ignatius’ Grammar, actually,’ Kaya says and she is sure she sees the other woman flinch. ‘My husband Paul wanted him to go. It was his last wish.’ 


It is true. The only reason she and Ollie upped sticks from the comfort of Klara Bay and now reside in this wealthy school community four thousand kilometres away is because Kaya had promised Paul, on his deathbed, she would do it, that she would uproot herself and Ollie and move to Pacific Pines to get him in to Iggy’s.


‘So, you are an atheist, but you’d like your son to have a Catholic education?’ Estella asks, her head tilted to the side in faux confusion.


Kaya shrugs. She knows it sounds sacrilegious, but Paul had been raised in the Catholic faith, and he’d turned out OK, and so Kaya had agreed to it. Paul had considered it a school of opportunities and so why wouldn’t she also want that for Ollie?


‘Anyway, it’s only really worth the effort if the boy is baptised,’ Estella chirps. ‘You know, Kaya, you wouldn’t be the first person to move to Pacific Pines to try and get their child into St Ignatius’ Grammar. I mean, the competition for places is insane. Two hundred students for one hundred and twenty places! Of course, in the past, you would simply put your child’s name down at birth and he’d be guaranteed a place, but Ursula Deacon changed the policy when she came in as principal two years ago, so this will be the third annual Gala Day. It’s not a bad thing, I suppose because it does weed out the wheat from the chaff. Not that it will be a challenge for my boys.’


Kaya must look confused or overwhelmed or both because Estella leans in and says, ‘You do know about Gala Day, Kaya?’ 


Kaya nods. Ollie is registered for it. In three days’ time, he will join those two hundred other pre-teens vying for a place at Iggy’s in one long day of assessment – first on the sporting field and then in an interview – followed by a parents’ cheese and wine party afterwards. Pretty gruelling for an eleven-year-old boy (so far as Kaya knows, St Ignatius’ Grammar is the only school in the country that has such an elite and brutal selection process and offers places so close to the start date), but Ollie seems OK with it – and if Ollie doesn’t mind, neither does she.


‘Gala Day is being run by Ursula Deacon’s son Sam this year,’ says Estella. ‘Have you heard of him?’


‘No, I don’t think so.’


‘He’s the head of sport.’ Estella looks out across Kaya’s garden, pensive. ‘He was away playing rugby for Saracens in England and moved back to Australia a few months ago. He’s the one you need to impress. But, like I said, you do have a much higher chance of entry if your son is baptised. Fortunately, we are a Catholic family,’ muses Estella. ‘The twins were baptised a few years ago, and will be confirmed next year.’


‘You have twins? How lovely.’


‘Archie and Jonty. Identical. Both academic and very sporty – in fact they’re off somewhere playing cricket right now. Definitely Iggy’s-bound.’


‘Oh! They have places already?’


‘Well, no.’ Estella straightens her back. ‘But they will. On their own merit, of course, but it helps to have friends in high places, and I am very good friends with Martha Weaver, Felix Weaver’s mother.’


‘I’m afraid I don’t know who Felix is,’ says Kaya, feeling like she has failed yet another test. Should she know Felix Weaver as well as Sam Deacon, the sports master?


Estella feigns shock. ‘Felix is the outgoing school captain at Iggy’s! Delightful boy. Martha and I are very close.’ She crosses her index and middle fingers and holds them up to denote just how tight she is with the school captain’s mother. 


‘Naturally, Martha has put in a good word with Ursula Deacon for the twins already,’ Estella continues. ‘In fact, Felix will also be helping to spot the talent at Gala Day – it’s been the departing school captain’s role for the last two years – so I’d be surprised if my boys are not handpicked.’


Kaya wonders if Estella has not contradicted herself. First she said her boys will get into the school on their own merit, and now she’s saying she thinks they’ll get a leg-up because of their mother’s connections. Perhaps natural talent just isn’t enough at this elite college.


‘How wonderful.’ Kaya hopes Estella does not sense the weariness in her voice. ‘I’m sure your boys will be an asset to the school. Am I right in thinking you have a daughter too?’ Kaya already knows the answer to this, because she has heard the two of them arguing in the garden: yelling and hissing and snarling. Yesterday she heard the teen shout, ‘You’re so old, Estella. What would you even know?’ and then Estella’s clipped reply, ‘Now, now, mind those pesky hormones, Felicity!’ 


Estella’s pupils are pin dots. Her skin, flushed and alive when she was speaking about her twins, has turned dull, the glow extinguished like the blowing-out of a candle.


‘I do,’ she says. ‘Felicity is seventeen. She’s off to university in January – she has just finished her exams at Asher’s Girls’ School. Asher’s is the sister school to St Ignatius’ in case you don’t know. I went there as a girl, actually. We both did, my husband and I. What I mean is Conrad – Dr Conrad Munro – is an Iggy’s old boy, although he was three years ahead of me. He was school captain, in fact.’


‘That’s interesting. So was Paul!’


Estella folds her arms. ‘Well, why didn’t you mention that? The sons of old boys definitely get preferential treatment when it comes to school admission.’


‘I didn’t get the chance . . .’


‘And your surname?’


The quick-fire question round is back.


‘Sterling. Kaya and Ollie Sterling.’


Estella pauses. She bites indelicately on the lacquered red tip of her thumbnail. ‘Nope,’ she says after a moment. ‘I don’t recall him. Conrad may, he’s better with names than me.’


Kaya opens her mouth to offer more details about Paul, but Estella beats her to it. 


‘Well,’ she says, ‘I must get going. My trainer is arriving at twelve. Carlos is the best in Pacific Pines. Do let me know if you’d like his number.’ She looks at Kaya’s hips. ‘Anyway, welcome Kaya. I hope you and Ollie will be very happy here.’


‘Thank you,’ says Kaya, slightly bemused by it all.


‘Oh, and what kind of car do you drive? A Holden?’


‘No, a—’


‘Good. As you know, Holdens have gone out of production, so there’s been a spate of thefts recently – parts are astronomical on the black market! Doesn’t apply to us of course – our cars are all relatively new.’


All? thinks Kaya. How many does the woman have?


Estella turns back down the driveway, her quilted designer bag swinging about her hips at the end of a gold chain-mail strap. Kaya watches her go, wondering why her neighbour has brought her expensive bag with her from next door. Has she done it to make Kaya, in her denim shorts and a vest top and covered in plant mulch from moving pots around all morning, feel bad about herself? Kaya blinks the thought away, annoyed at her own attitude. She does not want to dislike Estella – after all, wasn’t the purpose of the woman’s visit to welcome her, with wine? 


When Estella reaches the front gate, she turns around. ‘Pacific Pines High School really isn’t a bad alternative, Kaya,’ she says. ‘I’m sure Ollie will fit in perfectly there if he doesn’t get a place at Iggy’s.’ Then she unlatches her own fence and disappears from view.


Kaya feels her shoulders slump in defeat because she realises she has lost a competition she didn’t know she was a part of.


Ollie sidles up beside her. ‘She is awful,’ he says, his top lip pulled up to his nose.


‘She isn’t that bad,’ Kaya laughs. ‘I’m sure she’s nice deep down. Some people just don’t make a good first impression. Anyway, let’s get cleaned up and go and get some birthday ice cream!’


Ollie bounds off to change his muddy shorts, and as she stands watching the closed gate in front of her, Kaya wonders what Paul would have made of Estella. She is pretty sure he would have been disappointed. Women like her always got his goat: the pushy, self-important types. Women who carry an air of superiority inside their extravagant designer handbags. But really, it is no use wondering what he might have thought because he is not here, and this means he can no longer influence Kaya with his amusing character assessments. And even if she does hear his voice everywhere and his sardonic one-liners in the strangest of places, she understands that now he has been gone a year, it is time to make her own mind up about things and start afresh here in Pacific Pines. So she decides that even though Estella does not radiate the warmth of, say, a plug-in heater, she is not downright hideous, either, and at this point in time, before she gets to know the real Estella Munro, Kaya is prepared to take any form of friendship she can get. 
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Estella


‘Not a hope in hell, my dear,’ is what Estella says to Conrad when she enters number six Ocean View Parade after visiting her new neighbour. She shuts the front door with a flourish, flaps her arms about under the air-conditioning vent to dry her perspiring armpits and moves her large Jo Malone lime-and-mandarin candle a little to the left. Felicity is in the habit of taking it upstairs to mask the smell of the cannabis she doesn’t know Estella knows she smokes. But Estella isn’t stupid. She can detect a waft of weed at twenty paces!


The previous week she found a ready-rolled joint in Felicity’s jewellery box and she had taken it and smoked it on the stone bench at the end of the garden while the rest of the family was at Pizza the Action at Pacific Pines Mall. Well, it wasn’t as if Felicity could ask Estella if she’d seen it, was it? Imagine it: ‘Mum, where’s my spliff?’ Oh, how that had amused Estella later, as she devoured the leftover cheese supreme Conrad had brought home with him during a rather fervent attack of the munchies. To get one over on Felicity when Felicity thought she was getting one over on her!


‘Not a hope in hell of what, my darling?’ Conrad looks up from his newspaper. Estella believes he is the only man left on planet Earth who doesn’t read the news on his iPhone. He flips the broadsheet in half with ease and picks up his espresso. 


‘Boy next door,’ Estella clarifies. ‘He won’t be going to Iggy’s.’


‘Oh?’


‘Well, they’re not Catholic for starters.’


‘Heavens above!’ Conrad does the sign of the cross.


‘Her husband passed away a year ago.’


Conrad looks up. ‘A widow?’


‘Yes, and she seemed quite nonchalant about it. Cracking jokes and so on.’


‘You mean she wasn’t weeping beneath a mourning veil?’


‘She certainly was not.’


‘Now, now, Estella! How did he die? The husband?’


‘Cancer, she said.’


‘Of the . . .?’


‘I don’t know. I’m hardly going to ask her what kind of cancer it was on the driveway, am I? That’s your remit.’ Estella looks out of the window and sees Jonty kick a green-and-gold rugby ball high from a tee set on the ground. It flies through the air and bounces against the fence where the end of the garden meets the cliff edge. If she had a dollar for every ball they’ve lost over that cliff! ‘But the boy’s sporty, apparently,’ she muses. ‘He rows of all things. Good at it, she said.’


‘Rows? I’d think rowing would be very appealing to the school,’ Conrad says.


‘Rubbish!’ Estella snapped. ‘Iggy’s wants rugby players, not someone to enter the Oxford and Cambridge boat race.’


‘It’s a prestigious sport,’ Conrad says. ‘And it is well known Iggy’s are trying to widen their sporting pool, as it were. I’d say they’d be very impressed with a rower.’


‘Rowing is obsolete. And anyway, we’re hardly overrun by lakes on the coast, are we? Where’s he going to row in Pacific Pines? The duck pond? Anyway, rower or not, I just don’t think they have the credentials.’ 


Estella looks out of the window again. She has nothing against Kaya or Ollie personally, and she doesn’t want to deny the boy a good education, but the competition is tough. The fact is, Iggy’s offers their boys certain essential things no other school within miles does: prestige, sporting excellence, a university place in the bag, and of course the International Baccalaureate, which guarantees a boy’s acceptance to universities around the world and not just Australia. Iggy’s boys go to Yale, to Cambridge – not to mention the co-curricular travel. Estella wants these opportunities for Jonty and Archie – to see them travel to Fiji to play rugby and Whistler to ski and Paris to hone their languages and eat croissants and broaden their view of the world. She aches for it: for the prestige and status it will bring them and gird them with through life. For the status it will give her.


And the closure. The fact is, Estella needs to get her boys into that damn school with the cast-iron gates and the Latin motto and the shamrock green rugby fields so she can finally bury the demons of her past, put to bed the thing that happened to her on the sacred turf of Iggy’s all those years ago. The thing that broke her and shattered her into a thousand pieces and took away any semblance of her once-owned softness needs to be redressed, to be made better, to be absolved, to be closed. And she can only do this – she can only bolt the door on the shadows that haunt her – if she gets her darling boys inside the inner sanctum of St Ignatius’ Grammar.


‘They’ll get in.’ Conrad’s voice is weary. ‘We’ve been at Mass every Sunday for the last two years for this precise reason. The twins are incredibly sporty . . .’


‘Jonty is sporty.’


‘Come on, darling. Archie isn’t hopeless.’


‘Oh, he is, Conny.’ Estella opens the window to the garden.


‘Give him some credit, my dear.’


‘Archie couldn’t catch a fucking cold,’ she says to the fence that divides her place from Kaya Sterling’s. She doesn’t mean to be quite so brutal, but the fact is, Archie is terrible at sport, and Estella doesn’t know how the actual hell she is going to get him through the Gala Day. ‘You know it and I know it.’


She hears a rustle behind next-door’s fence and hopes the woman and the little rower boy didn’t hear her slander her own child. She quickly shuts the window and closes the blind.


‘Well,’ continues Conrad. ‘Archie will get in on his academic ability in a flash. He’s a straight-A child.’


‘Yes, but they’re not looking for academic excellence, are they? If they were, then Jonty would be screwed. It’s the sports stars of the future they’re looking for, and that is why I am worried about Archie.’ She rolls her head on her shoulders. ‘It’s so stressful. I can’t see a way around it.’


‘Sweetheart, please stop worrying. We’ve done everything we can. I’ll see if I can put another word in with Ursula Deacon, but then we have to leave it.’


‘So you are treating her?’


‘I can’t say. Patient confidentiality.’ 


‘Oh please. Lawton Hospital is hardly MI6, is it?’


‘It is more than my job’s worth, darling, and you know it. But what I will say is that I’m sure it will all be fine. If the worst happens, the twins will just go to Pacific Pines High.’


‘Nope.’ Estella sweeps her hair up into a low ponytail, as if she is tidying up the conversation, halting it. She pulls the hairband tight. ‘That is not happening.’


‘Anyway,’ Conrad continues. ‘Don’t you have a referral letter from the mother of the school captain or something?’


‘You know I do. I had to sign up for a whole term of those godawful craft classes to get it.’


Conrad’s eyes flicker with amusement. ‘At least we got a macramé owl out of it.’


Estella smiles. ‘Anyway, it won’t make a bit of difference because everyone’s getting referral letters now. As soon as I told Bec I had a letter from Martha Weaver, she downed her oven gloves and trotted straight off to get one for Cooper.’ 


Estella swears Bec can only think for herself when it comes to sodding cakes! 


‘Yes, but Bec’s letter wasn’t from the school captain’s family, was it?’ Conrad says.


Estella nods reluctantly and plucks a notebook from the coffee table. She will put Ollie on her list and cross him off. This is something she loves to do – add things to her to-do list that she’s already done. Sometimes, she will write things like ‘Pay gas bill’ and then score straight through it. It pleases her no end.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Adding Ollie to the competition list!’


Conrad has seen her adding to the list before. ‘Estella, you are joking?’


‘What?’ She double-clicks the end of her pen, obstinate. ‘I’m only keeping track. No harm in sizing up the opposition. It’s not like I’m publishing it.’


Conrad shakes his head with an indulgent smile. ‘Come on then! How many innocent Year Six boys have you got on there?’


‘A few.’ She studies her nailbeds. There are twenty in the running of which Estella is aware. She knows for a fact that Ursula Deacon prefers to enrol local Pacific Pines boys so that families can be hands-on with activities before and after school. Word has it she’s had a nightmare in the past with boys who live out of town missing important matches because they can’t get to the grounds in time; matches have even had to be forfeited. Local boys don’t miss weekend sporting fixtures because of roadworks or tailbacks, or because a bridge is up.


‘So, the boys on your list . . . Are you going to start picking them off, like in an Agatha Christie novel? Is this the Pacific Pines equivalent of And Then There Were None?’


She smiles. Conrad can be an awful dick sometimes, but Estella does love him. 


‘Right then,’ he says. ‘Who have we got?’


‘No!’ She closes the book with a pout.


‘Come on, darling!’ He is enjoying this, she can tell. 


She sighs and opens the book again, like she was always going to. ‘Cooper Lloyd.’


‘Cooper?’ Conrad laughs and coughs at the same time and bangs on his chest with his fist. ‘You can’t put your best friend’s son at the top of your school hit list, you’re Sage’s godmother! Poor Bec and Tom.’


‘Oh Conny, don’t be so naïve!’ Estella smiles. ‘Bec may act all sweet and innocent, but she’s far from it. Don’t be blinded by the big blue eyes and the size eight arse, and the “Would you like a tray of red velvet cupcakes?” She’s not as sweet as she looks!’ 


She sighs. ‘Look Conny. I love Bec and Tom like family, you know that, but when it comes to Iggy’s, I’m prepared to fight dirty.’


‘Clearly!’


Estella chews on her cheek. ‘Well, great,’ she snaps and scores though Cooper’s name. ‘Now you’ve made me feel bad about it . . .’


They sit in silence for a moment. Estella picks irritably at the mohair blanket on the right arm of the sofa, folded into four. She stares at Ollie Sterling’s name crossed out on the list and feels a growing sense of unease. She doesn’t recall the name Sterling at all. As an Asher’s old girl herself, she remembers all of the school captains at Iggy’s from her years there, plus a few either side. She would remember the name Sterling, she is sure of it. Something about what Kaya has told her just doesn’t add up.


‘Do you remember a Paul Sterling from Iggy’s?’ she asks Conrad, her minor strop forgotten.


‘Sterling, you say?’ Conrad briefly closes his eyes and Estella watches his lids flicker in thought. ‘No. I don’t recall the name.’


‘Me neither,’ she says. ‘I think our new neighbour is lying.’


‘About what?’ 


‘About her husband being an old boy,’ says Estella. ‘And he is not here to deny it, either, is he?’ 


Conrad sighs. ‘You’re like a very glamorous pig on a truffle hunt, my dear.’


Husband and wife are silent for a moment, until Estella speaks. ‘I must give her credit where credit’s due, because it is a very good tactic, I suppose,’ she says as she inspects the irritating chip in her pillar-box-red nail polish that’s been bothering her all morning. ‘Unless you get found out.’
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Bec


Bec has three cakes to make by the afternoon. The first is a Frozen-themed cake for Melody Mason’s fifth birthday, the second a three-tiered chocolate mud affair for Grace Adams’ fourth wedding celebration at the yacht club (what was that phrase about husbands and hot dinners?) and the third, a traditional white fondant-covered sponge for Mal and Elaine Christie’s silver wedding anniversary. She usually bakes the sponges the night before each party and decorates in the morning, allowing them time to cool overnight on a wire rack. And so here she is on a Sunday morning with an array of colourful sponges in front of her: eight twenty-inch layers in rainbow colours for Melody, four chocolate sponges for the tiers of Grace’s wedding cake, and three red velvet sponges for the Christies. 


It is quiet in the kitchen aside from the faint hum of the TV from the living room where Tom and the kids are finishing off a movie from the night before – something about a lost dog. Bec smiles. She adores her job and considers her time in the kitchen time away from life. Time that is just for her. Therapy, almost. The baking of a cake and the subsequent decorating (and this only applies to cakes because Bec is very reluctant and unqualified when it comes to baking savoury goods) is like meditation: the rhythmic mixing, the slathering, the smoothing, takes her away to a higher plane where she doesn’t actually have to think about anything particularly taxing such as washing Cooper’s rugby kit, or hassling Willow to tidy her room, or cleaning up after Sage’s painting sessions. Today she has two hours of precious baking time before she leaves for Mass with the kids, and Bec intends to savour every last second.


Even when she worked full time at the busy Roman Room at the Australian Museum when Willow was small, she would bake at the weekend. That was how Cakes by Bec started, with the odd movie-themed cake for a child’s party here and a silver anniversary cake there. She had loved teaching little kids about gladiators and Pompeii and life under the Caesars during the week, but when Cooper was born the long commute into the city proved too unworkable for her and she turned to full-time baking. 


Sometimes the two worlds serendipitously collide. A few months back, she was commissioned to make a giant mud cake in the shape of the Roman Colosseum for an esteemed Latin professor’s seventieth birthday and the experience had brought her infinite joy. The man himself had been a rather grumpy, self-important type (a flourless sponge?) and far too serious an academic to appreciate the trickiness of fashioning travertine limestone and volcanic rock out of coloured fondant, not to mention the bust of the emperor Vespasian, founder of the Flavian dynasty, in marzipan and wrapped in gold leaf. But he had offered a generous nod of approval nonetheless, and his wife (an effervescent lemon drizzle) had been ecstatic. It had been such a thrill for Bec to combine her two eclectic passions in one, and she had worked on the cake for way longer than she should have for just four hundred dollars. It had worked out at about twenty dollars an hour when you factored in baking and creating time, the cost of ingredients and the half-tank of petrol it took to drive it out west.


But for Bec it is not about the money, it is about the satisfaction. It’s about doing a good job. She hasn’t had any complaints in over a decade of baking cakes (and she must have made close to a thousand) and she doesn’t want one now. Well, there had been that one complaint, right at the start. At the time she had considered it most unfortunate, but it had actually been quite fortuitous as it turned out. It had all been because of her engagement ring. She’d been wiping cake mix off her fingers and back into the bowl when the emerald-cut diamond centre stone, which unbeknownst to her was loose in its claw setting, dropped into the batter of a seventh birthday cake and chipped the tooth of the little child’s elderly grandfather. Estella Munro (a sharp-tasting lemon curd) had been livid that little Felicity’s party had ended with her father (definitely a sour coffee sponge) being rushed to the emergency dentist in Lawton Sands at a devastating cost to his pocket and his emotional wellbeing. The family had threatened to sue, but Bec had arrived on Estella Munro’s doorstep the following day clutching her own seven-year-old daughter Willow’s hand, and baby Cooper bouncing on her hip in a sort of, ‘Look! I’m a mum too! Please don’t be too hard on me!’ way. She had promised to bake Estella’s next occasion cake, and the one after that, for free. And so there, on the threshold of Estella’s home, the other woman’s icy stare had eventually melted because she was also a new mother to sleepless twin boys and she was in the trenches, too. And as the two women chatted, Willow and Felicity declared themselves best friends, demanding a play date the following week. 


That was, and is to date, Bec’s one and only baking cock-up, and, as it happens, she gained a best friend out of it. Yes, Estella can be caustic – she can be downright offensive sometimes. But when the chips are down, she is dependable, she is safe. When Bec’s mum had been sick, Estella had rallied – no softness, no hugs, but practical help: babysitting, lifts to the hospital, frozen-meal deliveries. These were the things that had sustained Bec during that time. They had shared secrets over the years as they drained bottles of Pinot Noir. Their friendship had grown in depth and respect. It had celebrated ups and plenty of downs – and it had all started thanks to the fortuitous misplacement of an emerald-cut jewel between the lilac and yellow layers of a vanilla-flavoured rainbow cake.


Bec has had the largest slice of the Pacific Pines cake-making pie ever since, and it is a roaring trade. Not many mothers she knows in this seaside community have time to make their own children’s birthday cakes – they are all so busy with work, or exercise classes, or running their homes. Bec once asked Estella why she didn’t make birthday cakes for Flick or the twins, and Estella had cackled. ‘Firstly,’ she’d said, ‘I don’t want to walk around with food dye in my cuticles for weeks on end like you do, and secondly, I’m not having Tanya Carter-Cohen arrive at my house to pick up Anais and feast her eyes on some shit show of a cake. That’s why I get you to do it, and Tanya is none the wiser.’


Bec has been baking for her own children since Willow’s first birthday, and she is now eighteen. She could probably recall every single one if she were given a pen and paper, but she has her favourites: the chocolate mud Care Bear cake for Willow’s sixth birthday, the rainbow My Little Pony cake aged eight, the caramel Barbie cake for the big one-o, and most recently, the iPhone cake. Willow still hasn’t outgrown this annual tradition, although Bec suspects it may change now she is on the cusp of leaving home. The whole idea of this, of Willow packing up for university in a few short months, is almost too much to bear, but Bec tells herself that she will at least still have two of her babies in the nest.


Cooper’s departure to high school in the new year is almost unfathomable to her. At the moment he is still hers, her special boy, but Bec knows she may not have him for long, not once he starts at high school and she becomes cloyingly uncool. Not once the hair comes, and the sticky bed sheets, and the voice begins to crack. She’s heard that is what happens with boys – even the St Ignatius’ Grammar ones who all seem to ooze manners and look like the kind of kids who unstack the dishwasher without even having to be asked.


The uncertainty of where Cooper will be schooled is a real worry for Bec. She and Tom are desperate for him to go to Iggy’s because the fact is, Iggy’s boys go far, they thrive. They can just about afford it now Willow has officially finished at Asher’s Girls’ School – provided Tom keeps on designing big buildings in the city and Bec continues making cakes a few times a week at a few hundred dollars a pop. It’s not that they have anything against going down the public route – it’s just that Pacific Pines High is not right for Cooper. Bec has heard time and time again that academically gifted boys rise to the top like the cream in milk at the local public school, but the middling kids, the academically average ones, the shy ones, like Cooper, get lost in the crowds. And while Cooper isn’t at the bottom of the class by any means, neither is he at the top, and she doesn’t want him to languish in the lower-middle unseen, with hundreds of others, splashing his little legs to keep up like he is swimming through buttercream. Her boy needs a smaller school that will nurture him, with smaller classes, a smaller teacher–student ratio, and moreover, somewhere where his sporting talent will shine. 


She is plagued with worry that Iggy’s might be too stuffy, or too entitled, but she has to weigh up the pros and the cons, and in her and Tom’s eyes, the pros have won by a decent margin. Now they just have to hope, to pray to the God that Bec genuinely believes in, that being a gifted sportsman from a Catholic family will be enough to get Cooper over the line and through the gates of Iggy’s. Well, they will know soon enough since there are only forty-eight hours until Gala Day and a further four days until the offer letters go out. 


As Cooper starts high school, Sage will start kindergarten and Bec will no longer have cartoons as the soundtrack to her afternoons, or make sandcastles on the beach in the mornings, followed by cupcakes at the various coffee shops in Pacific Pines and Lawton. She is savouring Sage’s last weeks as a pre-schooler, because having watched Willow blossom and grow so damn fast, Bec knows not to wish away those last precious moments with her third child. Sage’s teenage years will arrive in the blink of an eye and so she is determined to enjoy every single minute. At five, Sage is half Cooper’s age, and she sometimes wonders if people think her children have different fathers because of the large age discrepancy between her first and third children. Sometimes she offers up the information anyway, telling even virtual strangers that Sage was a happy accident. She wishes she didn’t feel the need to explain herself, but that’s just who she is: always open and honest, over-explanatory.


The fact is, Sage wasn’t exactly a happy accident, which is something Tom has, thankfully, forgotten now he’s deeply in love with his baby girl. Bec remembers the day he found out she was pregnant – how he’d walked in through the door with his wetsuit rolled down to his waist and his towel around his neck; the way he put his hands around her waist from behind, like he has always done, nestled his head into her neck and said, ‘Dinner smells amazing,’ and she’d said, ‘You’d better get dressed, the Munros will be here soon!’ How Tom had smiled and said, ‘One second,’ and opened the fridge and pulled out a cold beer and flipped it open, his eyes closing dreamily for the first sip followed by a long, contented sigh. Then the bottle opener, teetering on the edge of the countertop, had dropped deep into the kitchen bin and Tom had been forced to put his entire arm in to retrieve it and pulled out the positive pregnancy test Bec had physically stuffed to the bottom to buy some time. She recalls the look on his face – the shock, the terror, the disgust. The strangled sound in his voice as he said, ‘No. This is not happening, Bec!’ The way the words and phrases tripped off his tongue: This isn’t what we agreed! I can’t go through it all again! While Bec desperately tried to shush him so that Cooper and Willow wouldn’t hear him from upstairs.


Even today, Bec can still see a faint trace of spaghetti sauce on the walls that are painted in Dulux Lexicon Quarter, and picture her mild-mannered husband sweeping his hand across the bench and smashing the ceramic bowl into which she’d decanted the fresh crab meat moments before. She recalls the way the red sauce and the slippery spaghetti flew in slow motion out of the bowl and landed on the wall before the ceramic bowl hit the wooden floor and smashed cleanly into three pieces.
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