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For Pete. Of course.









BRIDGET


17 minutes to destination


Wanna hear a rich person’s joke? What’s the sexiest word in the English language? Upgrade.


Hilarious, right? Especially since they can just bloody pay for it anyway. But rich people love free stuff, love getting treated like VIPs. Well, they can keep their stupid upgrades.


Trust me on this: no matter what anyone says, you do not want that upgrade.


A blonde I don’t recognise surprises me by picking up my glass. Fourteen hours in and they’re still trotting out hosties I haven’t seen? Maybe it’s not just the passengers who can’t breach that business-class curtain. I force a smile and ask for another diluted lemonade. ‘For my daughter,’ I add.


Becky is keeping her head turned towards the window. She’s going to feel sick for hours.


‘I’m sorry,’ says the hostie, ‘we’ve already started our descent. I could get you another bottle of water?’


I nod my thanks and get my shaking hands busy tucking the blanket around Becky’s feet, so relieved that we will at least be finishing this flight together – and we’ll be able to get out of here soon. What the hell was I thinking? She’s only twelve.


Well, clearly I wasn’t thinking – just distracted by those bloody upgrades and all that Business Class and Premium Economy bullshit. Should of stayed in Economy like we always planned.


Well, at least that part’s over now. My daughter’s back next to me, where she belongs. I squeeze her foot – maybe too hard because she pulls it away.


She points out the window, and I follow her eyes down to where the Pacific Ocean, glowing orange, meets the coast. The City of Angels is sprawled below us, waking to a new day. And for us, the start of our holiday.


The Roberts girls are in America. La La Land. And not just to visit, but to perform at Disneyland. A genuine once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for me and Bex and the other girls: two of our own dance numbers, plus the chance to work with the Disney team to learn the steps for the parade down Main Street, USA. Then three days to see the Sunset Strip, Hollywood, Venice Beach, Santa Monica Pier – everything.


I clench my fist hard enough for my nails to dig into my palm, willing away the tears that threaten as I think about how long we’ve worked for this trip.


Our plane tilts in the sky – ‘banking’ is what Michael told me it’s called – and Becky looks sharply at me. A feeling of falling threatens, so I smile at her until she looks away, then turn my gaze back into the cabin and focus on steadying my breathing.


Nearly there.


The empty row of four premium economy seats where I let my Bex sit unsupervised with those older girls is still littered with their junk from the long flight. Headphones. The plastic bags that once contained the headphones. Blankets. The plastic bags that once contained the blankets. Everything wrapped in plastic to separate you from the person who used it before you. An empty water bottle wedged into a seat pocket beside the laminated instructions telling us we should remove high heels in the unlikely event of an emergency.


Across the cabin, the only passenger left with us in Premium Economy is sitting with her eyes closed. A shrink. I don’t remember her name, although I do remember her telling me. Like me, she didn’t start this journey in Premium Economy. She came from down the back, where Becky and I should have sat. I’ve come from the front.


Downgraded.


In so many ways.


I do remember hearing her tell someone that this was her first upgrade, that sure, she’d be happy to sit here for the rest of the flight. She doesn’t seem like she’s watching me, but that’s her job – how she’s paying for her upgrade. I wonder what she’d do if I tried to go through that curtain into Business Class.


As if.


You know, anywhere else, those curtains would be rude, but up here, we’re just supposed to accept it. Just accept that the people who have paid more – the rich people of Business Class (even though Michael says most of them are just there on the company dollar anyway) – don’t want to be looked at by the not-rich people.


At 35,000 feet, we say okay to that. We say, sure, it’s okay for there to be more leg room – and with it, a greater chance of avoiding the deep vein thrombosis that could actually kill us all – and better wine and better food and better service for the people who can pay, and that we shouldn’t even be allowed to see them. It’s not a secret, it’s just called being discreet.


The hostie – sorry, flight attendant – has returned with a bottle of water. ‘How’s your daughter feeling?’


‘She’s fine,’ I say quickly.


‘Good. And how are you doing? You okay?’


I nod and smile and thank her for asking. Polite. So polite.


In an effort to look presentable, and so I don’t have to look at her, I look down and focus on tying a knot in the side of the crumpled aeroplane pyjama top they’ve found for me. These things were designed for fat off-duty businessmen. Not at all how I imagined I’d look wheeling my suitcase through LAX.


Glen and Simone are sitting up there in Business Class, sipping chardonnay and laughing because they’ve gotten away with it. What I want to do is to scream at the hostie, shake her shoulders and ask her how the hell she thinks I’m feeling?


But I don’t do that – of course I don’t.


They don’t care. Not about me. No, they’ve managed to convince everyone that I’m some sort of psycho. Hell, Simone nearly bloody convinced me I was imagining it.


And everyone believed them. Rich people get better seats – and they get believed.


So, for now, I’m pretending I don’t know anything.


I smile again, not giving any of them reason to change their minds about me. No reason to do anything. Me and Bex will just get off this plane. We’ll file through Customs and Immigration in an orderly fashion and get to our hotel. I just need to get my kid well away from these people.


Then maybe I can worry about other people’s children.


It was a stupid birthday wish. I just had to be in LA with my daughter for my big birthday – had to fly us out a day earlier than the others – didn’t I? It’s kind of weird timing: with crossing the International Date Line, the very last day of my twenties will turn out to be something like forty-one hours long. I thought that’d be great. Now I wish it had
been the shortest day of my life.


Moving my jaw sideways helps a bit; one of my ears pops. Then imbalance. Again.


The seatbelt sign’s on. I don’t know when that happened, but it’s another sign we are close.


Announcements. The second officer welcoming us to Los Angeles. Weather report. Local time 6.35am. We’ve made up some time. Been a pleasure having us on board.


Liar.


I try to focus on happier thoughts.


Disneyland’s guest talent producers have chosen us. Of course they have: Expressions is the best. And JPeG (that’s what we call our Junior Performance Group – cute, hey?) is absolutely the best. That’s why Becky and I moved across the country to take up her place there. They’re so professional. We’re the newest ones there, me and Bex, so I’m still finding out all the amazing things about it, but the choreography all gets sent home on branded USBs. They even have a wardrobe mistress: me. That’s officially why I’m going a day earlier than the rest of them – to make sure the costumes all get properly sorted and ready.


Expressions really knows what they’re doing.


And my Becky’ll be a star. And, unlike some, she’ll get there on talent and work, work, work.


If only I’d let Becky stay behind and fly with all the others a day later. Then again, I don’t think I would have done that even if it hadn’t been my birthday. I’ve never been a drop-and-run kind of mum. I’m always there. I know what’s going on with my daughter. I’m part of her life.


I should never have left her alone on this plane with those girls and without me right beside her.


The seatbelt sign goes off with a loud PING, and the noise of activity increases around the cabin.


I exhale for what feels like the first time in fourteen hours.


It’s over.









SIMONE


17 hours 32 minutes to destination


Glen’s watching me. He’s been watching me for nearly a week, waiting for a reaction that he can use as proof.


He won’t get one.


I used to get up this early every day and be back from a run in the half-light before Glen, Zahra and the boys had even opened their eyes. Now that Glen’s boys are at uni, there’s more chance of seeing them ending yesterday at this hour than getting a jump on today. But back then, I’d get home and sit on this deck with my coffee until one of them came out.


We’re elevated here, up among the grey-green leaves of the eucalypts, where the kookaburras compete for attention with the rainbow lorikeets – which we still call lollikeets, the way Zahra used to when she was little.


When we have visitors from overseas – Glen loves to bring Japanese and American clients here – they exclaim at the view. The blue of the ocean (close, but still not as close as Glen would like), the lushness of our bush garden, the gleaming glass that showcases it all. We are a brochure for wealthy Sydney life. And Toby mocked me for wanting it.


When I got the news, I felt more angry than sad. It was Glen who told me. He’d heard it on the radio – David didn’t even call. ‘Single automobile accident’ is what it’s called.


Glen was gentle and sympathetic, the way you are when your spouse’s friend has died. He hugged me and rubbed my back while he held me for a long minute and we both waited for my tears.


Not-crying would have been a reaction too, so I made a show of wiping away a tear – a quiet tear that Glen couldn’t definitively say was or wasn’t there.


Then I asked the questions. I didn’t care about the answers and I still don’t – the details are irrelevant – but I needed to be seen to be interested in knowing everything.


The funeral is today. It’s not in a church because apparently they’re still in some demand on Sundays. But Toby’s wishes – because of course Toby had wishes about such things – involved being buried on a Sunday. So it’s graveside (very dramatic) and then a restaurant (very pragmatic). Today at 1pm. By then we’ll be somewhere over the South Pacific, I’m guessing.


I know it’s impossible; Toby didn’t plan this. But he knew we were flying out today. He knew I would have to have negotiated a change in our travel plans with Glen if I wanted to be at the funeral. Knew that Glen wanted to see the eclipse in LA. Knew that I wanted to fly a day earlier than Jayson and the rest of the Expressions families.


He also knew that I didn’t actually want to fly at all – not this week of all weeks, with just ten days left until Jacinta’s politely requested lunch for a quick ‘check-in’ on the manuscript I was supposed to give to her five months ago.


And he knew that, of all things, I especially didn’t want to be flying for bloody dancing.


Toby knew it all. He spent close to a year gently prising me open again. And now it feels like somehow, even from beyond the grave, he’s fucking with my life.


But Glen, Glen waited for me to bring it up – even without knowing about the tentative détente Toby and I had been cultivating under the guise of professional engagement between an artist and a freelance arts writer. Toby has been part of my life since we were basically children – children who thought we were adults – so Glen was on alert.


I played the mother card – told Glen that I was sad to be missing the funeral, but that Zahra needed us to be together this week. That we needed to show we were a united family. That it would be good for us all to get away from Sydney for a bit, let the last bits of public interest in Toby’s death run out.


Once Glen was sure I wouldn’t accept, he did the right thing and offered to change our plans.


I shook my head and thanked him.


~


It’s time to go. Glen is waving at me through the window, telling me that the car has arrived. I whisper a farewell to Toby and turn, placing my weight carefully on my cane before heading into the house.









BRIDGET


17 hours 32 minutes to destination


I seriously reckon she waited until the moment I finished pouring the milk down the sink (it’ll just go off while we’re away) before she grabbed the Weet-Bix out of the pantry and slammed a bowl on the bench so hard I thought it might break.


‘There’s no milk,’ she says.


‘Yeah sorry, I just poured it out.’


If my daughter did happiness at all, this would have made her happy. Well, satisfied anyway, at a chance to add to the long list of stuff she’s angry with me about.


But not today. Today, even though we’re about to leave for the airport instead of school, Becky’s pissed.


That’s what the make-up is about.


She’s a dancer; she’s used to wearing make-up on stage. But not otherwise. She’s never even been interested in lip gloss, and she knows Michael and I don’t want her wearing it. Especially Michael. I mean, I do wear a bit of make-up most days. Even though I’m a lot younger than the other mums and could probably get away without any make-up and still look better than most of them, I do still make the effort – you gotta look after yourself, make yourself look nice for your husband, right?


Not like what Becky’s done, though. You wouldn’t call what I do an effort compared to what she’s laid on today.


I pretend not to notice, just wiping the crumbs from the breakfast she doesn’t want off the bench into my hand before chucking them into the kitchen sink. The reflection in the oven door tells me she’s still standing there, glaring at me. In theory, it’s over the milk, but really she wants me to notice her make-up and tell her to take it off.


I rearrange the notes on the fridge. Shuffle the photos and school notices under their magnets and move them away from the newspaper clipping that we put pride of place in the middle last week. Becky is smiling at the camera, her perfect dancer’s bun adding height and making her lean body look taller – that made her happy – as she poses on the stairs with Mr F, the other smiling dancers forming an arc behind them.


We’ve got six copies, having raided the letterboxes of the other flats in our block. It’s just the local rag, they won’t mind, and our story about the Expressions trip to Disneyland is definitely more important than anything else our neighbours may have wanted to read.


It’s a shame they won’t get to see Becky in the paper, though.


Zahra and Keely couldn’t make it, so it was just Becky posing for the photographer. The other girls were there, too, but Bex was the only lead role. She looks amazing.


I hope she’ll notice that I’m looking at the article and it will make her happy.


No such luck.


She’s filthy because we’re flying a day early. She wants to be with all the other girls, not by ourselves. She knows I have to go early, but thought we could just go on different flights. No chance.


Why not, Mum? We’re a TEAM, I should fly with my team.


There are plenty of girls going without any parent at all.


You’ll see me the NEXT DAY anyway.


You don’t want me to have any friends, do you?


We haven’t spoken properly in days – a long time for us. I’d usually pass the blame on to Michael, but that won’t work now.


‘We’ll get you something to eat at the airport, honey. It’s just about time to go anyway. Just going to the loo, then I’ll order the Uber.’


Her make-up looks awful. It’s perfect stage make-up, designed to be seen from the back of an auditorium. Designed to ensure other people’s grandparents will take their gaze from their own Maddie or Chelsea or Georgia – designed to draw their eye like an emergency flare.


But I just keep my mouth shut. Michael would’ve hit the roof, told her to go and take it off, that she’s way too young. But he doesn’t really understand. She’s nearly thirteen – shouting at her just isn’t the answer anymore.


I close the bathroom door gently, as though the noise might set her off, then open the vanity cabinet to see what I have to work with. Most of my make-up – and hers – is packed, ready to get to work in LA, but there’s still enough here. Enough that Becky has to pretend not to notice when I walk out, enough for me to feel ridiculous at being so dolled up so early in the day.


Enough for the Uber driver to tell us we look lovely as he helps me load all our bags into the back of his 4WD.









SIMONE


17 hours 22 minutes to destination


After helping me into the car, Glen sits himself in the front seat, as he always does, asking the Uber driver questions about his life. Very carefully worded questions about where in Sydney they live, how long they have lived there, and, if they have an accent, where they lived before they came to Sydney. But you have to be careful how you ask. Everyone’s assumed to be Australian until they tell Glen they’re not. That’s how he manages it.


The guy says ‘Adelaide’ and I nearly laugh out loud. He’s missed Glen’s point. As it turns out, the word Glen wanted to hear was Bangladesh.


The guy’s a student. Not a voter – not yet.


Glen has been readying himself for the nomination for the past year – he won’t be running for at least two-and-a-bit years, but says it’s better to give yourself plenty of time, so I keep the word ‘premature’ to myself. He knows that everyone he meets could convince a voter. Especially Uber drivers. This guy says he met Glen and Glen was a good bloke? Vote. This guy says he met Glen and Glen was the wanker everyone expects real-estate types to be? No vote.


Never tell an Uber driver that you catch taxis and never tell a taxi driver that you catch Ubers. Glen Hastings’ Rules of Transport.


Zahra climbs into the back. Barely looking at me, she passes me the newspaper I asked her to retrieve from the driveway. By the time we get back, there’ll be a dozen of them out here – apparently neither Ben nor Nick will be able to see them as they drive back and forth over them in the week we’re leaving them to fend for themselves.


I just hope they remember to feed the cat. I’m the only one who looks after Sylvie, the cranky Russian Blue who sits on my lap as I work each day.


‘I guess they don’t teach that at uni,’ Glen trots out any time his kind-of adult sons disappoint him. I suspect they’d both be exactly the same – as all nineteen- and twenty-one-year-olds probably are – if they were doing the business or commerce or law degrees Glen hoped for them, but Glen loves a chance to niggle about their arts degrees.


The Sunday paper is always hopeless. More interested in the football than the news. Today’s front page is 60 per cent covered by a photo of a rugby – league, I think – player at home with his dogs (see page 7 for more on this fascinating exposé).


Maybe there will be something on Toby. Art never usually gets much of a mention, but his exhibition opening this week and his tragic and untimely death has put him back all over every form of media this week, dredging up the old stories, seeking comments from former prime ministers and self-righteous campaigners.


Zahra is texting furiously.


‘Better tell Keels we’re on our way,’ Glen says.


Zahra mumbles without looking up, ‘Already done it, Dad.’


Glen asks the driver if he has children.


He doesn’t. So Glen tells him what to expect when he does have children and they become teenagers. In spite of Glen’s best eye-rolling bonhomie, the driver doesn’t laugh.


I wish some stranger had told me what to expect – as a stepmother to two boys, or as mother to a bloody handful of a daughter.


I stare out the window. Even this early on a Sunday morning there are signs of the congestion that squeezes around Sydney’s heart every morning and evening.


Toby died where he lived – in the mountains, not far from where he had grown up. He hadn’t been to the beach in years, seeking instead the mists and soft greens at the edges of our city.


Visiting him there always felt strange. I don’t like to be far from the water – I grew up on Sydney Harbour. Not on it, but near it. The colours of the Pacific are familiar and comforting to me.


We met in the dirtier suburbs of London, more grey than green or blue. The colour of hard work rather than our parents’ more monied palates. The colour of share houses and casual jobs, of tinned food and cigarettes. The colour of sweat and youth, with the occasional shiny excitement of a goon bag hanging on the clothesline. The soundtrack was the best of the early 90s indie scene. The squalor made bearable – exciting – by the knowledge that we were artists pursuing our callings, and that we had escaped Australia to make a deliberate life in London rather than marching through the years obliviously like so many others.


We took our beliefs straight from a Pink Floyd film clip, but told ourselves we were special in our ambitions.


Glen’s ambition has always been firmly set in the world of big business and big politics that he grew up around. He directs the driver to pull into the Visitor’s Space and tells Zahra not to get out. He stands and waves at Keely’s parents on their balcony. They may be Glen’s oldest friends – Stu, his high school rowing mate, and Lexie, whose title as Stu’s wife followed that of Glen’s date for the formal – but they don’t bother coming down to greet him anymore. Their voices are as cheerful and polite as Glen’s as they wish him bon voyage and say they hope we get clear weather and assure him that, yes, they’ll most certainly be using this lovely autumn day to get out and play eighteen holes and thank us for taking care of Keely. Glen tells them we’ll call when we’ve landed and that he wishes he was getting out on the course today.


Not with them, of course.


They wave. He waves.


I don’t get out of the car – something we’ll all put down to my health, but that’s just a convenient excuse. Lexie and Stu and I don’t really talk anymore.


Maybe if I did get out, Lexie would ask how I was doing, say I was looking well. She was my closest friend for a long time. Closest female friend, anyway.


So now I have no friends, I guess.


Keely’s bag goes in the back, and Zahra squeezes into the middle seat next to me, Keely by the other window where she’s less likely to get carsick. They talk as if they hadn’t seen each other in weeks, but I know Zahra spent most of the night texting with her.


Best friends since birth. Still. Countless family holidays. Not anymore. School. Dancing. Phones.


Keely says ‘Hi’ to me and asks if I’m okay.


I nod, tense my jaw and contract my glute muscles in the way that the speaking coach who came to the paper once told us is helpful in getting through things you want to say without crying. The tears that didn’t come at the news of Toby’s death threaten to overwhelm me at the slightest gesture of kindness.


‘Yeah, thanks honey,’ I say. The girls need me to be okay. They loved Toby, too – I’m sure they remember that. ‘God, look at you, what a change! It looks cute, Keels.’


She seems unsure, the way I was the first time I cut my hair short. Up till then I’d worn it long my whole life – a straight sheet of brown hair that I always dyed a rich, dark burgundy, a blunt fringe sitting just above my dark eyebrows. I cut it without warning before Christmas, when holding the hair dryer began to feel like an at-risk activity.


‘They’ll call us the pixie twins, hey?’


She thanks me, pleased for the compliment – but she’s done a shitty job with the scissors, and I’ll need to get her to a hairdresser in LA. Then the girls resume talking.


I look out the window as the car drives away from the impressive hydrangeas. Such blueness is achieved by the dedicated application of coffee grounds, Lexie once told me. That it was mainly the groundskeeper’s dedication was left unsaid.


Glen turns the radio up while it’s sounding the six beeps at the top of the hour as we pull through the gates. If he’d been more successful with the driver earlier on, he might now make a crack about petrol prices.


Instead, Glen tells the driver he might want to change lanes because you can get caught with the exiting traffic tail-back from this lane.


The guy changes lanes.









BRIDGET


16 hours 35 minutes to destination


Becky is holding her pillow and staring at an overflowing ashtray like it’s the most fascinating thing in the world and she’s just too busy looking at it to help me with the bags. The driver dropped them on the footpath, and I made Becky stand with the pile while I went to find a trolley. She basically ignored me when I told her it was four bucks to get the trolley – barely responded when I asked her if she could believe what a rip-off it was – and now she’s doing nothing to help while I load all eight of the bags on. Thanks.


Only two of them are even ours. The other six are all the costumes for Disneyland. I didn’t know this would be part of the job when I volunteered to help out with costumes.


No, a few things aren’t quite how I imagined in all our months of planning and saving, but not to worry. Lugging the bags is a good workout and me and Bex have had fights before. Of course we have – she’s practically a teenager. This is all perfectly normal and it won’t last, I tell myself, repeating it over and over in my mind so I don’t shout at her. I do miss her, though – we’re usually best friends.


Before Michael, it was always just us against the world, on our own, making things work. Her real father didn’t want to know about either of us, and Bex has never wanted to know a whole lot about him. I haven’t kept it from her, she just didn’t need to know about him – she knew she had me.


Becky’s hair is swinging around in a high ponytail. She's so much the dancer in her tracksuit and ugg boots. I’m wearing jeans, brand-new white sneakers – the same ones that Meghan wore when she was in Australia were on sale – and a puffy white vest over a blue-and-white striped long-sleeved T-shirt. I’ve thought a lot about this outfit and I should feel great, but I’m sweating a bit, and my ponytail’s slipping. Nope, not at all how I imagined this.


Never mind. We’ve got fourteen hours together on the plane; she’ll get excited soon and get over it.


We get to LA at, like, 6am, and even though we’re flying for the whole day, it’ll still be today. Hopefully by then it will be a bit nicer than it’s been so far.


And then tomorrow, it will be my birthday. I haven’t had a happy birthday in four years, but I’m going to reclaim it tomorrow.


‘Right, I think we’re ready,’ I say, much more cheerfully than I feel because I know it’s annoying her. ‘You’ll have to wheel your bag though, darls, it’ll just fall off here.’ I fumble with the handle of the trolley because its wheels aren’t moving. I have to get on tiptoes to get above it and push the handle down to get the breaks off. I push it through the glass doors that open automatically to welcome us into the Departures terminal.


‘Let’s go to Disneyland, hey?’









SIMONE


16 hours to destination


Zahra and Keely go off in search of a trolley as Glen helps me out of the car.


Germaine will soon be tucked safely inside my wheeled suitcase and then sent to the belly of the big bird. We cheerily dubbed my cane ‘Germaine’ when I got it, an effort to avoid accepting exactly how dire life was likely to become now that I’d reached this stage. Germaine bothers airport security officials. Some like to summon decision-making support from a more senior, overly zealous airport security official before they allow Germaine and me to pass through the metallic gates the way the regulations very clearly allow us to do. I know – I’ve actually read the regulations. But it’s now happened several times, and neither Glen nor I fancy repeating the humiliation.


You get told – a lot – what it’ll be like when you get to this stage, but you don’t understand. You really can’t. Not until you find yourself totally reliant on this symbol of age and decrepitude that in fact you’re now clinging to because it still gives you some sort of freedom. And the clock’s ticking on that too.


That’s multiple sclerosis for you. The disease that just keeps taking.


So our plan is that, after check-in, rather than Germaine it will be Glen’s arm supporting me through the terminal, and, once on board, I’ll have fourteen hours before anyone will be asking me to walk very far again, and I’ll almost always have a seat back to grab on to.


Easier this way.


We’re getting used to working around all this unexpected – even though all the specialists told us to expect it – change we’ve had to come to terms with. All these lessons and plans will soon be relegated to Hastings family historical detail, though. I won’t be flying again.


The huge upside to hitting this stage is that, since Germaine arrived, Glen seems to have given up on his quest to make me quit cigarettes.


I smoke three a day. That’s it. Maybe five occasionally. And I’ve done it since Glen met me. In fact, I smoked a lot more when we met, knowing as all dancers do that it’s a great tool for keeping weight off.


But now I walk past the smokers. I can get to LA without needing a cigarette. It always seems so unappealing to smoke on the side of the road. And until the bags are checked through, I still have my cane, so, leaving Glen and the girls to deal with the bags, I move slowly through the double glass doors of the international terminal. Here, at least, I can still be the one to scan the lines of small text on the large television screen and can direct us to whichever of the alphabetised queues awaits us.


Gate E. My reading hasn’t slowed yet. Glen takes my arm.


People make an arc shape to get out of my way. I could have a skiing injury or a terminal illness, but either way no one wants to get close.


I tried some courses a while back. Designed to help me come to terms, to embrace life, to make cripple friends. One exercise asked me to write – they called it ‘journalling’ – to journal my emotions and to ask myself what my illness had given me. To thank my illness for the gifts it has bestowed upon me.


This should go in my journal. So much space at the international terminal. That’s just more soon-to-be-useless knowledge I’ve gained through MS, though. Glen did talk about a cruise, which made me shudder, and my new ‘community’ keeps wanting me to do fundraising ‘walks’ to raise awareness and money and, of course, to show my bravery and dignity.


No.


In this terminal tomorrow, the crowds will be joined by another two-dozen pink-hoodie-clad dancers, who form the balance of Expressions Dance Studio’s Junior Performance Group touring party. The pink hoodies have a sequinned ‘JPeG’ across the back – the in-joke acronym. Plus their entourage – almost exclusively size 16, bobbed, early forties females. They were all booked by the same travel agent – a family that’s part of the Expressions community – and they’re all travelling on a different flight, on a different airline, in a different class to us.


Perhaps it’s more accurate to say that we’re the ones doing the different travelling, since we waited until that was confirmed to finalise our own arrangements. Glen will tell you that we’re flying out early because of the eclipse, that it’s a shame we couldn’t join the fun and fly with the others, but he doesn’t want to have to appear interested in the dance people – the ‘Expressions family’ as we’re supposed to call ourselves. Not for an hour, let alone for that length of time. He is about as interested in socialising with the JPeG ‘family’ as I am.


I’m being unfair. They’re all perfectly nice. Nice enough. It’s just a relief to know I’m not going to be watched – wondered about.


Can’t be much longer that I’ll be able to get away with it.


And then, I really do not want to fly with Jayson. He’s just, well, I don’t know. Too much. Familiar.


My therapist, Shanice, challenged me to make a new friend on this trip. ‘Just try, Simone, what’s the worst that can happen?’ That was before Toby died, too, so she’ll be doubling down on that advice when I next see her. But I don’t know. I feel like I’m out of that business, not hiring: Simone isn’t doing friends anymore.


And particularly not Jayson. God knows how – these things are very big in a very small circle and no one else gives any thought to them at all – but he’s found out about the stipend I received from a philanthropic trust to write the book that my publisher Jacinta is now putting pressure on me to deliver.


Having worked in newspapers, it’s kind of embarrassing to experience what publishers call pressure. There’s no shouting, no threats or waving around of contracts; just gentle inquiries into my progress, my wellbeing, my likely delivery date. Journalists who work with book publishers are always amazed at how nice everyone is.


And only Toby knows – knew – how little progress I’ve made on the book, and just how little I want to have to think about dance. He was beside me when I walked up the sweeping stairs of the Sydney Opera House, with my long, straight hair behind me and my blunt fringe in front of me. He saw the heads turn on people trying to see if I was the great Sylvie Guillem – those people feeling equal parts disappointed that I wasn’t and foolish for thinking they might see her half an hour before curtain for her final performance. Toby squeezed my hand – back then still strong enough for me to give a decent squeeze back – during a dance that night where the fifty-year-old ballerina was executing moves that made her look almost from another planet and whispered, ‘You would have been better than her, you know.’ He was there when I decided that ‘illness’ meant I couldn’t go backstage to see Sylvie after the show after all.


Toby knew I haven’t written a thing in years – nothing of any value, anyway.


But Jayson doesn’t know any of that. He just knows I’m writing a book. He knows I know Sylvie Guillem, the greatest ballerina of our times, and that excites him. A bit too much.


I know it’s not true, but I’ve convinced myself that if Jayson stops asking, I’ll be able to write again.


Yet somehow I’ve also convinced myself that it’s worthwhile seeing some editors while we are in LA. For all its conservative posturing, the American arts scene really is more exciting than the one at home, and maybe there could be some work for me out of the USA – as long as I don’t have to ever come and see them again, or fly anywhere.


Or walk anywhere.


But Glen doesn’t know about those interviews yet. They’re not really interviews – chats. I’ll tell him if I decide to go ahead with them. There’s one in my diary for the day after we land. Another the day after. Annoying, but I can’t risk getting too tired by overdoing it on one day.


~


The long snake of people being channelled between corridors fashioned from poles and seatbelts as they wait to check in doesn’t bother us. That’s the Economy queue.


Glen pauses only momentarily at the front of the Business Class check-in corral before being called forward and welcomed warmly. That’s another reason Glen’s happy to be travelling the day before the rest of Expressions. He would never fly that distance in Economy, so travelling on the same flight would have been a touch delicate for the great harbour-views socialist. Anyway, this is the airline Glen’s company travels, so it’s the one he has pull with and it’s the one we always travel.


Zahra and Keely giggle and keep up a steady conversation as they unload the bags and look for a place to return the trolley. They’re oblivious to the priority they – who have never paid a cent to the airline – have been given over so many others.


Rich kids. No fucking idea.


I looked different from them when I was fifteen. More childlike. That was the last year I lived with my mother, and I’ve inherited a few fading photo albums where the plastic sheets protect images of me on the back balcony at home, smiling shyly for the camera in the red dress that fell below my knees and the cream sandals with the very slight heel that thrilled me so much when Mum bought them.


These two – and everyone they go to school with – have a different uniform. They’re either in pyjamas – genuine, obviously identifiable pyjamas – for trips to the shops, or they’re baring more skin, wearing dresses like dance costumes in slightly more muted colours and fabrics and heels as high as they’re allowed to get away with. Except for Zahra – she likes being the smallest and never wears heels so she can accentuate her petite height.


Today it’s the first option – obviously expensive leisurewear. Both girls are wearing slightly different versions of the same shapeless logoed tracksuit with logoed sports shoes.


I collapse my cane and hand it to Glen as he talks to the smiling woman tagging our bags. He asks if I’m okay, and I nod, gesturing to an armchair that’s off to the left of the check-in counter. I move slowly, and very deliberately, away from him and the safety of Germaine.


I can walk without her, it’s just harder. Despite a couple of near misses, I’ve managed to avoid falling so far.


I finally, and somewhat triumphantly, lower myself into the chair and survey the crowds. The people in the economy queue seem happier, more excited than those in our smaller, faster-moving queue. Glen reappears, flourishing boarding passes and express passes.


‘We good?’


‘When did international travel stop being fun?’ I ask.


He gives a half-laugh as he looks at his phone. ‘Imagine how much less fun it would be if you had to talk to the other mothers for fourteen hours.’


‘I talk to them.’


He laughs. ‘Reluctantly.’


I shake my head. It’s an old joke – one that ceased being funny a long time ago – but Glen either hasn’t worked that out or doesn’t care. Simone doesn’t like the other mothers.


It’s not that I don’t like them; I don’t know them. I do talk to them – well, I used to talk to them. I don’t go into Expressions much anymore. Zahra has been bucking against us lately, wanting some more space.


So we give her as much independence as we can. We’ve been mostly drop-and-run for dancing.


Suits me. I wish we could be drop-and-run for Disneyland. I’ve been to enough Disneylands and Disney Worlds and Disney Resorts: can’t stand the food, or the piped music, or the bizarre, manufactured perfection of the whole thing. Actually it’s a perfect fit for Expressions and the Stepford Mums, fawning around after Jayson.


But I can’t be drop-and-run for a trip like this. Zahra needs me. And now, I need Glen.


He hates Disneyland too, but lately he’s been making a solid play for Father of the Year: he's been much more present at school and Expressions. All those voters, I guess.


‘Anyway, it’s a small price to pay for a fully flat bed, I would of thought.’


Another old argument. Simone is a kept woman. Screw you, Glen. You try writing a bloody biography.


‘Would have.’


‘What?’


‘Would have, not would of.’ It’s calculated to annoy. Successfully so. Very successfully.


He stands abruptly and heads in the direction of the gates. There was a time that I would have followed him, but today I sit, focused on staying calm. Knowing he’ll be back.


He takes a dozen or so steps before turning and coming back to me, offering his hand. I take his arm, and we walk together, looking, I imagine, like a happy couple heading off on an exciting overseas journey.


We move wordlessly past the signs announcing that only ticketed passengers can go beyond this point, past the instructions to leave luggage trolleys at this point, past the tearful couple bidding each other farewell, past the selfie-takers beside the DEPARTURES sign and into the large holding pen where we will all – regardless of our class or nationality – receive approximately the same level of officious scrutiny.









BRIDGET


15 hours 50 minutes to destination


World’s proudest mumma. Off to see Bex dance at Disneyland! End of my twenties, wow time really flies. #blessed #LaLaLand #girlsontour


But there isn’t a single shot in the few I managed to take before Becky stepped out of frame that I can post. She looks miserable in all of them. Nothing like the excited mother-daughter shot I’d planned on capturing at this moment in front of the Departures sign.


I don’t care. She’ll get over it. I’m not letting her ruin my excitement.


We follow the directions of the blue-suited official who points us to a long cattle run of nylon ropes and poles, guiding us into a queue that already looks to have several hundred people in it. You’d think with the amount I’ve just paid in excess baggage fees they’d put us in a VIP queue or something.


He waves a laminated page at us and tells us we need our passports and boarding passes.


Becky doesn’t move as I rummage through my handbag, panicking for a second that I can’t seem to lay my hand on our passports. The official asks us to step to one side as people move past.


I mutter ‘c’mon’ to Becky, and we move into the line, which is filling fast behind us.


I drop my carry-on bag and kick it along the ground ahead of me as I hand her more and more of the contents of my handbag in the search for the passports. We move faster than I expected, and scenes of that airport show where they pull people who look stressed out of the passport queue flash through my mind. They think if you look stressed, you’re probably carrying drugs or something.


Becky pulls the passports and boarding passes out of my back jeans pocket. Bloody hell, when had I put them there?


We’ve made two turns in the queue, following the line back along itself towards the front when Becky finally speaks to me. It’s a tone I haven’t heard in days, not since I told Becky I was done talking about it and she was flying with me.


This Becky is positive. Excited. Nice.


‘Mum, look!’


I look up, already smiling at whatever it is that’s made her happy. And I swear under my breath. Of course.


‘It’s Zahra! And Keely!’ Becky calls out as she watches the Hastingses come through the entrance doors to Departures. I keep the smile on my face.


Of everyone to bloody run into: Zahra Hastings.









SIMONE


15 hours 47 minutes to destination


The voice comes from over my right shoulder. Glen had flashed the express pass, and we were directed left instead of right. Same room, different queue. I saw a family with a baby and a toddler get fast-laned – with little ones in tow, they’ll need whatever support they can get to make it through their journey. As I watched them, already looking tired but still excited, I saw Zahra at this airport as a five-year-old, wearing her pyjamas, doll in one hand and my hand in the other. I wished for an hour’s visit from that long-vanished little girl. Then I heard someone calling her name.


It’s one of the dancers. The new girl. The Asian one with the white mother.


The costume woman.


Oh God, no.


They’re on the other side of the nylon barrier, just a metre from where we’re standing at the front of the express queue. They still have another full loop to get through before they reach the front of theirs. The tide will move us in different directions in a moment.


‘Hello, yes Bridget – Bridge – Roberts. Nice to meet you, Glen. Hi there Simone. We’ve met.’ Of course we’ve met, we met them all when Glen generously offered to have the dance school Christmas party at our house last year. Hand shaking. 'Hello girls.'


And I know who she is, anyway – I’m still there often enough to have a vague idea of who’s who, and she’s sent me a thousand emails (emails that actually feature her smiling face) about dance costumes. For God’s sake. No, I can’t come to a sewing bee, Glen and I are more ‘send a cheque’ kind of parents. But I don’t actually recall ever meeting her.


‘Yes, of course, Bridget. How are you? Nice to see you.’


Bridget has that sort of sunshiny prettiness that men seem to love. She’s tiny – except for her tits, which surely can’t be real – with long blonde hair that looks more beach than salon, bright blue eyes and too much fake tan. And every sentence is a laugh.


Glen makes a show of looking around to check we aren’t being observed before unhooking the nylon strap and gesturing them to join us.


‘Just go with it,’ he whispers to her, ‘they never check these things. Here, give me the boarding passes and we’ll just bundle them all together.’


A moment later, we’re standing at neighbouring desks, passports being checked and stamped, Bridget laughing her annoying nervous laugh to my left.


At the security screening point, we wait together in the queue, making small talk again. She’s never been to LA.


I shrug Glen’s arm away as he jubilantly grabs trays and passes them around, issuing instructions to his now-extended protectorate. ‘Take out your laptops, liquids … Becky, you’ll need to drink that water … Sim, you’ll need to take off your jewellery … Bridget, that belt might go off …’ he narrates, placing his own belt on the tray as he feeds it through the machine’s open mouth.


We drop our trays of belongings onto the conveyor belt, and Glen gestures for Bridget and Becky to go through first, then Zahra and Keely, before walking through himself.


I walk through last, moving slowly in the sneakers I’m grateful have now become fashionable. Smooth, even floors, short distances, no rush. I’m okay.


And then, of course, it happens.


Glen invites them to the lounge with us.


That’s Glen’s way – he likes to be thought of as generous. That’s unfair, he is generous. To a point.


But for fuck’s sake, can we not? Can we please not invite the exact people we were flying a day early specifically to avoid, to spend another hour with us? Okay, it’s not about her, or her daughter. I just wanted to sit quietly, maybe read the paper, have some breakfast and enjoy this experience. Try not to piss myself. And hopefully spend some time with my daughter.
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