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For my mother, who has always lived her life with grace









part 1


1987









chapter one


WHAT HAS HAPPENED to Benjamin?


Malti feels the question in her body. Not in the once-mysterious triangle of her womb—where she now knows that their baby grows—but somewhere higher up, behind her ribcage. She has not yet told Benjamin that she is pregnant. Settlement is tomorrow and they will take possession of the beachside house. All these new things make Malti shivery: excitement or nervousness, she cannot tell. She has cut her hair to shoulder length, thrown away six and a half boxes of old novels (mostly classics from her high school book list—sorry, George Eliot and Katherine Mansfield) and is counting down the days on the kitchen calendar as they speed towards their inevitable conclusion.


But Benjamin is working late at the office. He kisses her when he comes home but his mind has not followed him through the door. They have always lived together in a world of words, but he has now become taciturn. Where have the words gone? He no longer tells her about what he is researching, and when she recounts the details of her cases, she can see that he is not really listening. He nods and makes noises in the right places, but his eyes are only meeting hers in the shallows.


Their new home waits for them to arrive, perched on its graceful hill overlooking Port Phillip Bay. It’s a far cry from their first rental eight years ago, a granny flat out the back of an Armadale mansion, with no heating in winter and no cash for it anyway. Although both she and Benjamin are making good money now, this new place on Beach Road represents years of hard work and cold noses every July in the name of their savings account and the abstraction of Future Opportunity.


But when Malti drives out there the evening before they move and sits across the road in her Fiat, watching the dark windows of the empty house, she wonders if it was all worth it. The house they’re renting in Oakleigh is as uninhabited as this one tonight: it’s 9 pm and Ben is still at work. And, right now, all she can see of the dream home are dark rooms and empty light fixtures.
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Sometimes Malti wonders if she brought a curse down upon them. She grew up with stories and superstitions and these die hard. She knows the seeds of folklore and how they blossom with retelling. She remembers her father in the front seat of the car, hands spaced on the steering wheel (at ten and two o’clock) telling her about Ratu Udre Udre in his BBC accent—a time warp from the 1930s, when he’d been a kid learning English off the radio. She remembers the cold flush on her skin, even though three of the car windows were halfway down, letting in the thick blanket of tropical heat. Udre Udre, the island’s most famous cannibal. The ancient tales promised that eating the flesh of a thousand bodies would bring immortality and Udre Udre had believed. It was the cultural convention of a time and place. Consume the bodies of your enemies to transcend your own physicality. Her father had recounted the horror story with precision and adult indifference, his mind was preoccupied by electricity bills and the 8 pm news broadcast, but in the back seat Malti was wide-eyed, totally awake to magic. The mysticism of the doubled name had got under her skin; Udre Udre, she repeated to herself, and her skin prickled. The power of its sound never has lessened for her. Even now, if she thinks about the story, she’ll squirm in discomfort and Ben will raise his eyebrows at her. ‘Did someone walk over your grave?’


Udre Udre. He was the cautionary tale in their households, the coconut-scented bogeyman—Be careful, child, or Udre Udre will get you—but more powerful than the West’s amorphous creature under the bed. Udre Udre had history on his side: he was real. They had driven past his grave, way out in Rakiraki, as they made their way home to Nadi. Malti had felt caterpillar chills—something about the clotted overhang of trees and the way the roads crossed there, but it was also more than that: the air here was marked. From the window, Malti stared as her father pointed out the grave. Somehow the act of looking would keep her safe; if she wasn’t looking, who knew what would happen? The grave itself was whitewashed, now stained and dirty-looking, with Udre Udre’s name etched in capital letters on the side. Long after their little blue car had passed it, Malti had twisted around and glanced uneasily out the back window. But all she saw was the dust conjured by their car’s wheels and a dirt road bordered by greenery. There was no figure trailing after the car. Still, she had to make sure. Udre Udre—shadow man, ghost man—he must not follow them home.


Even now, Malti doesn’t see herself as superstitious. She calls it being open-minded. It’s just that some things are worth paying attention to. From nine to five, she’s logical and lawyerly—and yet she owns three separate decks of tarot cards and practises creative visualisation every other night. She’ll toss the salt over her shoulder if no-one is watching.


‘Hedging your bets,’ Benjamin teases her. ‘Believing everything, just in case something is true.’


He does the same thing, of course—goes to church once a year on Christmas Eve, just in case there’s really a God who happens to be watching and taking attendance. Malti knows that he will want their child baptised.


They’re not always on the same page with things.


For their wedding anniversary eighteen months ago, Benjamin gave her a knife set and she couldn’t quite hide her apprehension. It had been 8 pm on a Tuesday and their specially chosen French restaurant was almost deserted. There had been far too many staff for the three couples on dinner dates. Waiters walked around aimlessly, and Malti saw them sneaking forlorn glances at their wristwatches. Both Malti and Benjamin had come straight from work. Malti arrived first and adjusted her streak of Chanel plum lipstick at the table with a two-dollar compact mirror. Its glass was scuffed from the wilderness of her handbag and she had to squint to make out her reflection in its tiny circle. When she caught sight of Benjamin in her peripheral vision, she snapped the compact shut—hurriedly, sheepishly. Which was weird; she woke up beside him bare-faced every morning, he saw her brushing her teeth. This, the act of touching up her make-up, shouldn’t have been any different, but it somehow made her feel so much more vulnerable to be seen putting on her face.


Benjamin was carrying an immaculately wrapped gift in his hands. Red cellophane and a curling gold ribbon, just as Malti wore a red blouse and gold jewellery tonight—it was a wink to the sari she’d worn at their wedding. He had bent over to kiss her lips and then sat down at the table.


He whistled. ‘You’re a knockout,’ he said, heat in his blue eyes.


He handed the gift over awkwardly, one-handed, and received Malti’s own present in much the same way. Some people always treat gifts like bombs. But Malti and Benjamin both knew what was in the velvet box she passed to him, so he went first. Cufflinks. Although he smiled, he didn’t bother to feign surprise. It was her go-to gift. She’d been working in the CBD too long: this was a present for a lawyer rather than a linguist. Benjamin smiled anyway, leaned across the table to kiss her again and promised to wear them the next day, even though most shirts buttoned at the wrist nowadays so he’d have to wear a formal one, which would be a nuisance. Once, he’d have done it without thinking, simply to see her smile when she saw him wearing her present. Now he looked like he was thinking about how uncomfortable he would be all day.


But if he had been expecting her present, his gift to Malti took her by surprise. When she peeled the wrapping away and saw the photographs on the cardboard box, she bit her lip.


‘Wüsthof knives. Form, function and quality. Guaranteed precision,’ she read aloud. ‘These are … great.’


‘I remember you saying we need some good knives.’


‘Yeah, I do. We do. That’s so sweet … but do you think it’s a good idea to give me these?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Sharp presents sever relationships.’


‘Huh?’


‘You’re not supposed to give someone you love something sharp. It’s a bad omen.’


‘That old wives’ tale?’


‘Yes!’


‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ And now the heat had crept out of his eyes and into his voice.


‘Symbolism,’ she murmured.


‘That’s ridiculous.’


‘Yeah, I guess. I mean, thank you. They’re lovely.’ She picked up a bread roll and then put it down again. ‘I know what we can do,’ she said. ‘Why don’t I give you a silver coin for them—a token payment. That way, technically, I’ve bought them from you.’


Benjamin didn’t look at her; his face was tilted down as he re-read the wine list.


‘Fine. Whatever.’


Malti pulled her wallet out, there at the table, and just before Benjamin took the fifty-cent coin she held out, she realised how hard-edged it felt in her palm. His face was carefully neutral, but she knew her insistence was walking a fine line between endearing and annoying.


They ate their meals and drank the wine Ben chose, smiling softly at each other and striving for cordiality, and neither of them mentioned their presents again.


Back home that evening, Malti put the new knives into their pinewood block. She had to admit that they were impressive, their handles buffed black, with a little red logo down the bottom. In the following weeks, she found she quite liked them—both looking at them and using them. They felt good in her hand and fitted as gently as a pen. She tried not to think about the messy start she’d had with them. Some gifts are hard to receive graciously, but when she thought about it in hindsight, it was with a jolt of regret. She sometimes wondered what Benjamin had done with the fifty-cent piece. And then, inevitably, would follow the question: Had fifty cents been enough?
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The next morning Malti waits alone to greet the movers. This is the day the new house becomes theirs! She collects the keys from the real estate agent first thing in the morning and hooks hers onto the Waikiki keychain she bought years ago. The old house is all packed up and triaged. She has already loaded her car with boxes and now waits in the scrappy front yard for the removalists to arrive. The day is warm and the light is bright and glary in a way that she has always felt is quintessentially Australian. As she waits in the front yard, she closes her eyes and lets the sun bathe her face.


The road outside the house is quiet and it’s easy to hear the hum of the removal truck as it arrives. It’s still only January and the year is off to its usual sleepy start as people dawdle home from their summer holidays. The two bearded movers deftly manoeuvre the truck into the driveway with a spatial awareness that Malti can only admire. They work rapidly, dismantling the queen bed and the bookshelves, loading them onto the truck.


‘Sorry we didn’t take those apart for you,’ she says.


‘This is the easy bit,’ one of them calls back. ‘It’s moving all those boxes of books that we’re dreading!’


Malti laughs. ‘Yes, buying books is an addiction.’


‘Where are the new digs?’ the other one asks her.


‘Brighton.’


‘Moving up in the world, huh?’


‘Moving into a mortgage actually.’


They laugh, though she isn’t joking.


‘We’ll follow you, love,’ they tell her when the truck is full.


It takes about twenty minutes to get to the new house. Malti jumps out to pull the heavy front gates open—the metal scrapes jarringly across the driveway—then drives through them. The truck comes in after her, trailing a slight plume of black. It’s incredible having a driveway that is big enough to fit both vehicles. The road outside the house is busier here. As the removalists turn off the ignition, Malti watches the traffic and the handful of pedestrians carrying beach towels, heading down the hill towards the water.


She puts her key in the front door and feels it swing open. It’s wooden and heavy—the kind of door that could be slammed shut with a real sound effect. And then she is standing inside their house.


One of the movers whistles through his teeth as he comes in behind her. ‘Nice place.’


They ask her where she wants things. She feels like she is directing a play as she points to the rooms where the furniture should go. Malti is fishing through boxes for the bed linen to carry upstairs. Around her, the movers unpack at high speed. They resurrect the table and the bed within minutes it seems.


‘Why so fast?’ she asks them.


‘If we’re not done in the next twenty minutes, you’ll be charged for another hour.’


Malti stares. ‘Isn’t that more money for you?’


‘Yeah. But, you know, you’re on your own here and all.’


‘Your hubby’s a bit of a slacker,’ the other one agrees.


‘It’s fine,’ Malti says firmly. ‘You can take your time. And he’ll be here later.’


Although they nod, they continue to dash around and finish seventeen minutes later.


‘Cup of tea?’ she asks them. But they decline. Malti stands in the cluttered entrance hall and watches their truck drive away, slipping into the stream of traffic just beyond the gates.
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Even the endless spray of cars up and down Beach Road night and day cannot dampen the loveliness of number 112. It has a little balcony on the second storey, a French-looking thing with a filigree of wrought iron. It’s perhaps too noisy outside for them to ever really use it, but she pictures them eating breakfast there, the gentle curve of the bay spread out ahead and the gleaming sunlit city rising from the far shore. Every night there will be orange and pink sunsets, brighter than anything she has ever seen in neon, before darkness turns the city into their own personal light show. Dream home. People who grow up next to the water can never really do without it. Its osmotic power easily crosses the membranes of the skin, and Malti thinks that without water she would simply dry out to a husk. She spent the first seventeen years of her life on an island in the Pacific and she’s hopelessly under the spell of the sea. She never misses that island home—doesn’t even think of that place as home—but she needs the ocean, as though salt water rather than haem runs in her veins.


Despite what she told the movers, it is kind of strange that Benjamin isn’t here. Most years, he has been even less busy than her in January, as university doesn’t start up again for two months, but this summer he is using the student-free period to get on top of his own research. He has undertaken extensive field work in the outback and presented at numerous conferences; he has barely had a chance to relax at all. It’s okay—Malti doesn’t mind picking up the slack. This is a partnership. She will spend the day getting the house in order and the two of them will celebrate tonight.


Malti cajoled both the greengrocer and the pharmacist into giving her their spare boxes and, weeks ago, began the sacred process of packing the books she planned to keep. The remaining hardback anthologies of Shakespeare and her old textbooks from law school sit side by side against cardboard that still smells like nashi pears, kiwi fruit and cantaloupe. Meanwhile, Benjamin’s thick biographies and science fiction had remained in the bookcase for several more weeks. He had been coming home from work far too tired to pack boxes.


She spends the day sorting out as much as she can, but doesn’t seem to make tangible progress. She has co-opted the box with the encyclopaedias to serve as a makeshift perch as she looks around what is now their dining area in the large open-plan space. Thank goodness the removalists took care of the heavy items—the stocky Arthurian dining table sits squarely in the middle of the room and all the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves have been assembled too. Benjamin has many talents, but he is not handy; hammering a nail into a wall stretches his capacity to the limit. Between the two of them, they can just about hang a picture frame.


Malti has been glancing at her watch constantly for the past hour. Benjamin should have been here by now, but she shouldn’t be surprised that he isn’t. Despite promising when he leaves for work each day that he will be home on time, she inevitably ends up watching the clock. Except tonight she won’t pick a fight over it.


Malti is rehearsing sentences in her mind, trying out the right words and auditioning synonyms. Words have power—she and Benjamin have always known this. Both their careers are predicated on this very concept: Malti thumbs through common law and legislation, scours the language for the ratio decidendi or that one clause that matters, while Benjamin draws syntax trees, researches etymology and knows his phonology.


Malti wants to get her words right tonight.


Benjamin’s new keys are waiting on the kitchen bench, so she has left the front door ajar for him to enter. And soon enough, she hears the sound of his car in the driveway. The metallic moaning of the gates opening is not familiar, but his engine certainly is. So is his gait—her ears know the way he moves. She hears him walk to the end of the unfamiliar corridor then cross into the room where she sits, hands neatly folded and eyes swivelling between the door and her watch. He is forty-five minutes late. She makes a note of this and files it away to consider later.


‘Oh, hello,’ Benjamin says and flashes that evergreen smile which makes anger impossible.


‘Welcome home,’ she says, for the sheer novelty of saying it.


‘Home sweet home,’ he agrees with a laugh.


She wonders if they will talk in clichés all evening.


‘How was work?’ she asks, getting to her feet and peering at the labels on the boxes.


‘Good, good. Sorry I’m late.’


Nothing else is forthcoming and she doesn’t press him.


‘The place is looking good,’ he says, wandering around the ground-floor rooms and poking his head into the laundry. ‘The towels and cleaning products don’t seem to have made their way out of the boxes. But I’m assuming the books are all unpacked, of course?’


‘And the record player,’ she agrees. She moves into the kitchen. ‘We should have a toast.’


There’s champagne in the fridge for him and cloudy apple juice for her, which she’ll drink from one of their crystal flutes all the same. He joins her, rummaging through the boxes. It takes three goes to locate the one with the glasses. When they do, Benjamin slits the masking tape with a Stanley knife and Malti unwraps the glasses from the newspaper. She frowns at the smudgy residue of ink smeared inside and out. She puts them in the sink and starts fishing around through the boxes again, trying to find the one with the kitchen detergent. Benjamin shakes his head and flicks his eyes upwards to the ceiling.


‘Just rinse ’em!’


And so she does (though later, when she lifts the glass to her lips, she can still smell newsprint on the rim). Benjamin hunts in the fridge and pulls out the champagne with surprise that turns into a smile.


‘You would’ve been a great boy scout,’ he tells her over his shoulder. He pops the cork and fills one glass, but when he goes to pour the second, Malti shakes her head.


‘Not for me. I’ll have some of the apple juice in the fridge.’


‘Why?’ He frowns, the bottle suspended over the second glass; realisation has not yet crashed down on him. ‘Aren’t you feeling well? This is good stuff!’


She pauses, poised on the precipice of what she knows is one of Those Moments.


‘Benjamin,’ she says, ‘we’re going to have a baby.’


The bottle, still almost full, thuds heavily when he places it on the bench. The excruciating fragility of this moment makes her want to wince—breathe wrong and it could be destroyed.


The next moment he has moved around the counter, his hands springing up to grip her elbows, then her upper arms. He leans forwards, staring into her eyes. ‘Are you sure?’


How can he be so taken aback? They’ve been trying for eighteen months, after all.


‘Yes.’


‘Well …’ He’s still looking at her, the seam of a frown stitched in place between his eyebrows. He doesn’t say anything else.


‘Aren’t you … aren’t you happy?’


His smile is instantly back in place.


‘Well, of course I am!’ He pulls her closer now, wrapping his arms right around her, and kisses her. ‘You just caught me off guard, that’s all. And we’ll have to watch our spending a bit more this year. But we’re going to be parents? That’s incredible.’ He places his hand on her abdomen, spanning its flatness with his big palm. ‘How far along are you?’


‘Five weeks.’


He laughs, throwing that golden head right back, and she can suddenly see real wonderment awakening in his face.


‘Five weeks,’ he repeats, and the shell-shocked excitement now entering his voice is what she’d expected to hear from the first.


Benjamin moves back to the champagne flutes and now fills hers right to the brim with apple juice. They stand in their empty kitchen, surrounded by their cardboard boxes, and raise their glasses—his clear, hers opaque.


The flutes clink and they drink a toast to newness.









chapter two


THEY SPEND THE weekend adjusting to the new house and unpacking the rest of the boxes. The place isn’t perfect—one day it will need to be renovated. In fact, if they had the money (which they certainly don’t), they would do it now. The two guest bedrooms are minuscule and tucked away on the ground floor, as though the architect believed guests were better kept out of sight and out of mind. The cobbled driveway has moss in its cracks and there is ivy growing on the front fence that will need to be pulled away before it destroys the structure with its pretty creeping ways.


For the first time in a long while, Benjamin stays home with her all weekend. There are no urgent trips to work. Rather than waking up on a Saturday morning to find Benjamin’s side of the bed neatly made up again and the sediment of coffee in a cold cup on the sink, Ben is to be found sitting at the table reading a newspaper. The coffee in his mug is hot and fresh. He looks up when she enters and beams—rises to greet her in the doorway then drops to his knees to kiss her stomach.


‘Corny,’ she tells him, rolling her eyes.


He just laughs. ‘How about a cup of tea?’


He boils the kettle and takes out a teapot and loose leaves, rather than simply reaching for the Twinings, gathering a jug of milk and a teacup to accompany it. He’s been fussing over her since the night before, scolding her whenever she lifts something heavy. Now he insists she should drink more milk with her English breakfast.


‘You need to make sure you’re getting enough calcium,’ he says bossily.


‘You know you’re a PhD, not a medical doctor, right?’ she counters.


The newspaper he put down to say good morning stays folded; he does not bury his face behind it this morning. Instead of silence, the kitchen is full of the whistling kettle and Ben’s chatter.


‘Tell me about your cases,’ he says, setting the timer on the steeping tea-leaves. His eyes are bright and fixed intently on hers. She feels a rush of relief. Benjamin is back!


‘Well,’ she begins, and chooses a few juicy facts from one of her current cases. She recounts it expressively and Benjamin is a good audience, laughing, sighing and frowning in all the right places.


It’s true what they say, she thinks. A baby is miraculous.


They only leave the house for a short walk along the beachfront on Saturday—all that buttery sand is now sixty seconds from their front door—and to go to the shops on Sunday. They buy croissants from the little French bakery in Church Street and carry them home to spill crumbs all over their new kitchen benches.


It’s a bit strange having this block of time together—somehow disconcerting to see Ben in the other room in bare feet and a t-shirt, Malti has become so used to him in work shirts. He moves efficiently around the house, always another cardboard box of things-to-be-unpacked in his arms. Does the distracted expression that she has become accustomed to seeing still lurk in the hidden corners of his face? Well, he’s chirpy and engaged. And home.


That evening, Benjamin looks out the window at the bright sunset over the water. ‘We haven’t done too badly for ourselves, have we?’
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On Monday, it only takes Malti twenty-five minutes to get to work, catching one of the bloated, vermicular trains to the CBD. It took upwards of an hour from the rented place in Wheelers Hill and not much less from Oakleigh. Benjamin has to go forty minutes into the eastern suburbs, but he gets the comfort of his Toyota and the cassettes which they keep in the glove compartment. His musical taste got stuck in the sixties and he fills the car with Bob Dylan, Leonard Cohen and Phil Ochs. He never bothered to go to the protests and rallies, but he loves a good folk song.


Malti wears a pencil skirt and lightweight shirt with lace at the throat. It’s not time to buy the maternity clothes or make the announcements yet. It will be her secret under her corporate outfits. But she cannot help smiling at absolutely nothing and people look at her curiously.


‘You seem unusually happy,’ one of the secretaries tells her dubiously as Malti walks from the communal bookshelf back to her chambers.


Malti raises an eyebrow (she’s good at it). ‘I am usually so sour-faced?’ she stops to ask, balancing an armful of documents on her hip.


The secretary takes the question seriously and thinks for a moment.


‘No,’ she says at last, ‘not sour, but normally you look stressed out. Or just sad or something. I dunno. You don’t really smile that much.’


‘That’s barrister life for you,’ Malti says lightly. ‘But I did have a good weekend.’


She makes a point of smiling at the secretary now, but as she turns to walk back to her room the smile fades. The other woman’s words are finding fertile soil in a dark corner of her mind. Stressed out … sad. Benjamin had hurled something similar at her in a fight six months ago: You’re like a ghost haunting the house. A grey ghost. His face had been red and contorted that night. He’d arrived home four hours later than he had promised and she had confronted him, hands on hips in her grey flannelette dressing-gown. He had risen to meet her in anger and together they had ignited. Malti has not thought much about his description since—she tries to discount words uttered in anger—but it returns to her now in a sudden rush.


Still, she’s too happy to dwell on painful memories of the past few months. The weekend had felt just like old times. They’ve been together for eleven years and married for six. Happily married. They do things other people mostly just talk about after the first couple of years have passed. They visit wineries and have weekends away. They still go on weekly dates in the city, and Benjamin brings her hyacinths and gerberas even when it isn’t her birthday. Malti knits him jumpers to wear in winter, agonising over which pattern he might like best. In summer, they go on picnics and Benjamin makes Pimms (the alcohol settles on the bottom of the jug and makes them drunk in a late burst). They are the sort of couple you do not see in real life. They are perpetual—the couple everybody looks to for continuity. It’s only in the past eighteen months or so that things have been different—that all their efforts have fallen away and left them with something suddenly changed.


But Malti is determined to focus on the new things: home and baby.


Back in her chambers, Malti sits in her ergonomic chair and reads the brief she has been given. The solicitor, Ernst Krause, is due in her rooms at 11 am, so she has a milky coffee at her desk instead of going out for one, and does not take off her high heels even though she would like to. She is gazing around the room aimlessly when she realises that she hasn’t told Erik her news yet.


Her fingers tap out his phone number—she has known it off by heart for years—and waits for the familiar voice at the other end.


‘Erik speaking.’


‘Guess what?’ She doesn’t bother to announce herself. They have known each other since law school and her voice is its own announcement by now.


‘I hate guessing games.’ He has one of those voices that sounds stern even when it isn’t—something about its deepness and his slow way of speaking.


She hesitates, thinking about drawing it out, but the excitement has reached its pinnacle. She feels the geyser of words rising within her, the urge to tell. To share.


‘I’m pregnant.’


For the second time in three days, there’s a long pause on the other end.


‘Erik?’


‘Oh, Malti, that’s wonderful,’ comes the immediate reply. ‘Sorry, I was just surprised—but I’m so happy for you and Benjamin. Congratulations.’


‘Surprised?’


‘I forgot that we’re old enough to be having children.’


Malti laughs, because she feels the same way every single day. Impending motherhood? The sulky teenager still lurking somewhere inside thinks that this is a disaster. And that’s Erik: disarming and honest. They met in a contracts class in first year. Bonded over Williams v Roffey—and were instantly friends. Some people just connect.


‘It’s early still,’ she warns him, because she knows that she is supposed to give this disclaimer. ‘You’re the only one who knows other than Benjamin. I’m not even telling my parents until after the first trimester.’


‘Can I tell Clara?’ he asks.


‘Of course,’ she replies. Erik and his wife have a five-year plan and children don’t figure in it yet.


‘And how’s Ben?’


‘Oh, he’s so excited.’


‘As he should be.’


They chat for a little longer. But Erik is at a big commercial law firm in Sydney and has to worry about billable hours. He rings off with the promise of a trip to Melbourne soon and Malti is left staring a bit wistfully at the phone. She usually tries not to talk only about herself, but this is one of those subjects it’s very hard not to rhapsodise about.


She turns back to her own work and is jotting down notes for the Belleville matter when Ernst Krause knocks on her door. When he enters, he walks over to Malti and actually kisses her hand. He has always been like this. He is in his sixties, with a Mitteleuropa accent, a genuine love of tie clips (and cufflinks too, no doubt), a tailor-made three-piece and a squarish head, dusted salt and pepper. He sinks down into the seat across from Malti’s desk and begins to brief her on the case while she takes notes. It’s a property case—boring as hell.


When they finish, they chitchat for a bit about the weather, the new Melbourne Theatre Company season and Krause’s children. Malti feels a sudden urge to confess her secret, but she remembers her doctor’s warning and bites her tongue. Krause has gone quiet himself; his eyes have caught on the tiny framed photograph on her bench: she and Benjamin barefoot on the sand of Taveuni. She is wearing a white sarong and he has discarded his shirt; they were swimming in the sea about sixty seconds after the shot was taken.


‘My honeymoon,’ Malti explains. ‘Six years ago.’


But Krause doesn’t smile. ‘I didn’t realise you were married to Benjamin Fortune,’ he says, his eyes still on the photo.


‘Oh, you know him?’ she asks.


Krause doesn’t respond at first, then says, ‘I consulted with him on a couple of cases last year. I went into the university several times.’


‘That’s a coincidence,’ Malti laughs. ‘Ben never mentioned it; what a small world.’


Krause nods. ‘There was some ambiguity in a transcript and we were told he might be able to help. He’s an excellent linguist, I’ll say that for him.’


‘I’ll tell him you said so.’


Malti is smiling, but Krause is not. The air feels like milk past its use-by date. That’s what things left unsaid always feel like to her: curdled. She would know that feeling anywhere. She has felt it too often at home this past year. Krause looks distracted and Malti feels as though she has strayed into murky waters.


‘Is something the matter?’ she asks him.


But Krause shakes his head and hitches up what she recognises as a professional smile. ‘No, not at all.’


[image: image]


She brings it up with Benjamin later that evening as they sit together over grilled chicken breast—a change from her curries. He learned the meat-and-three-veg quartet from his mother. He had it sizzling in the pan barely a minute after she walked in the door.


‘Krause?’ he repeats, piling carrots onto his plate. ‘Yeah, met him last year.’


‘He said you were a good linguist …’


‘That’s very kind of him,’ Benjamin says, eyes on his cutlery.


‘He got a bit weird after that, though.’


‘Oh?’ Benjamin looks up now.


‘He went kind of … quiet … when I said we were married.’


Benjamin regards her for a second and then shrugs. ‘Probably keen on you himself.’


Malti shakes her head. ‘It’s not that.’


Benjamin frowns. ‘Then I don’t know what was going on. I liked the guy, and I’m glad to know he found my input helpful.’ He gestures with his fork. ‘Could you please pass the sprouts?’


It’s been a long time since he cooked, and when he bites into the chicken he frowns.


‘Does this taste right to you?’


She nibbles her fillet. ‘Yes.’


They eat some more, and then Benjamin puts down his fork.


‘Nope,’ he says. ‘Tastes weird.’


‘It’s fine. It just isn’t spicy,’ she tells him.


Realisation dawns on his face. ‘No chilli,’ he says wonderingly.


She has infected his palate.


He disappears from the table and returns with the pepper grinder. ‘It’s chilli’s poor cousin, but it’ll do.’


Their cupboard is full of spices, most of which she gets at the Indian shop in Dandenong: ground ginger, garish turmeric, cardamom pods like teardrops and coriander seeds. Malti still buys most of the spices whole and uses the mortar and pestle where she can, all the while thinking of her mother and aunts. Once a year, the ladies would gather to grind the spices by hand and fill jars to hand around to the rest of the family. When Malti’s father came home from work, the women would still be in a flow of chatter and elbow deep in turmeric, so he would join them—and so too, gradually, would the other menfolk. As a child, Malti had watched them from the edge of the room, and now she cannot bring herself to purchase the shiny little sachets she is beginning to see hanging in supermarket aisles. Not when she knows the taste of freshly ground elaichi—cardamom—and remembers its sweetness on the air. Of course, that was a long time ago now. But it lingers on, imprinted on her tastebuds and her mind.


Just as now there is something scenting the air. But what is it? Something hangs, heavy and unspoken. Malti knows a pivot when she sees one; Benjamin has changed the subject. If she was cross-examining him, she could pin him down—she controls the words in that space. Except they are not in court. The food might be a little bland, but the walls of their new house rise around them and Benjamin winks as he twists the pepper grinder.


‘Ah,’ he says, taking a fresh bite of the chicken and closing his eyes in relief. ‘That’s much better.’


She laughs. ‘I’ll make an Indian of you yet.’









chapter three


FOR THE NEXT fortnight, Malti arrives home at six each day to find Benjamin either already there or walking in the door right behind her. When she checks the answering machine on the phone, she finds only messages from her old friend Maeve, Amanda from Ben’s work and his parents rather than the familiar: Sorry, babe, I won’t be home till late.


He buys a new cookbook and prepares spicy kumara soup. The chilli scalds her tongue, but she ignores it.


‘Your new speciality,’ she announces as she takes a second helping.


He tells her that the Renoir poster they bought from the National Gallery of Victoria five years ago would look better in the hallway than the living room. And Malti tries not to stare at her husband as he washes the dishes and weeds the front garden. It’s the phantom of the old Benjamin—the Ben she married—haunting their new house, except she doesn’t know which forbidden word will make him disappear again. She finds herself half-preparing for that moment: she won’t become cold and distant this time. Sure, honey, see you when you’re back, she’ll say, glib and unconcerned. The perfect wife. Or maybe just the 1950s wife. The fights they had in recent months are still sharp enough to prick her when she thinks about them; that mustn’t happen again. It’s all different now, she tries to remind herself as she waits for Ben to walk in the door. But her hands are fluttering like moths, too afraid to stay still. When he bounces into the kitchen after work, kissing the nape of her neck where her hair is drawn upwards, she recognises the warm flare she feels as not just gladness but relief.


He has started talking about child language acquisition.


‘We were meant to have language. The human vocal tract has features suggesting that we have evolved to facilitate speech: muscular lips, teeth, agile tongue, streamlined voice box. Amazing!’


He chats away about the lateralisation of the brain and the critical learning period. The babbling stage, the holophrastic stage and the telegraphic stage are all thoroughly explained to her over dinner.


‘Watch your couscous,’ she warns as he brandishes his fork. But it’s nice, actually, to hear him talk about linguistics again.


‘We’ll get to watch our baby experience language,’ he says, and his eyes are full of wonder.


They turn their attention to baby names, too—though they are rarely on the same page. Malti goes for unusual names, while Benjamin is stuck in Victorian England. Naming is power and responsibility. A terrible responsibility. If words matter, then names certainly do. Malti’s name was chosen for its sound: its mulled feel in the mouth and the echo of the pretty diminutive syllables in the ears. Benjamin’s name was stolen from a dead man—a friend of his parents who had died.


‘It was a tribute,’ Ben told her in the early days.


‘A theft,’ she had teased.


But all their stories have long since been shared. Their first names are now commonplace to one another and they share a surname. Talking about names again is a strange reminiscence—even if, this time, it’s for their baby.
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At fourteen, Malti had declared she would never have children. Babies were unformed lumps: drooling, crying, screaming. Everything so wet and messy. She hated mothers’ invitations to cuddle a new baby—the inexplicable assumption that she, as a girl, must want to hold the thing. She’d take the bundled creature awkwardly and pass it back as soon as possible. If I drop it accidentally, will it bounce? She had bigger things on her mind.


The change in mindset crept up slowly and took her by surprise. At eighteen she found babies cute rather than unnerving. At twenty-two she was vaguely pleased to get to hold a newborn. At twenty-four she started to notice babies when she was out and about and felt a seeping protectiveness over their small faces and tiny toes. At twenty-five, Malti held Maeve’s hand in the waiting room when her friend went in for a termination. Maeve’s face was streaked with exhaustion, dark smudges under her eyes and desperation colouring her irises. Malti drove her friend home after the procedure and wondered what she and Benjamin would do in the same position. She’d finished law school, but neither of them had the time or money for children. And yet …


It crept up slowly, the desire for kids. And now, at thirty, she is pregnant.


She will tell their baby stories. Wrap the little one in a warm blanket of words and give its mind the gift of magic. She doesn’t want a lawyer’s baby—some beige dreamless child. She has not forgotten her roots. She will pass the lore and magic onwards, beguiling the infant with the thick branches of folklore, the stories you hear that forever stay with you. The ones which thread strongly enough through you to become part of you, all twisted up in your essence. Malti’s child will learn about the goddess Durga, fearsomely mounted on her tiger. The valiant warrior Karna and his tragic death at the hands of his brother. Although these stories are Indian, Fiji was actually the birthplace for generations of her ancestors and herself. Her baby will need to understand its own complex heritage. And Udre Udre—will she tell her baby about him?


There is so much to consider. What kind of mother does she want to be? She knows that Benjamin will be a wonderful father—warm and loving—and their kids will love him. There is a pirate’s gleam in his eye that promises adventure; he’ll build their children box kites and read them stories each night. Some people are cut out for parenthood more than marriage—brilliant fathers who never got the hang of being husbands and mothers who didn’t really want to be wives. But she can’t help feeling that her own capacity for motherhood is more open to doubt.


The prospect still doesn’t feel quite real. She is more tired than usual, even lightheaded at times, but her stomach remains flat—only her breasts are slowly swelling. She is not sure how she feels about the changes ahead. She is not used to this idea that her body is no longer entirely her own. That her life is no longer entirely her own. Of course, she will have to take maternity leave. But the idea of not working is alien and not entirely appealing. She loves her job; she had wanted to be a lawyer since she was a child—since, as a twelve-year-old, she had first read a dog-eared copy of To Kill a Mockingbird she found on her father’s bookshelf. Harper Lee had done her job too well—created too great a hero in Atticus Finch. When she saw the movie two years later she had loved that as well. She still re-reads the novel each year, except now she pictures Gregory Peck as Atticus.


Her parents had hoped that she would become a doctor, but she didn’t have the stomach for medicine—even a clinical description of a wound in a novel made her squirm and close her eyes tight, skimming those pages until it was over. Words always affected her. Words were her territory. She would defend, she would speak and she would be heard.


But being heard is far more difficult for an adult woman than she expected—this has been a painful lesson to learn. And even being loved isn’t the same thing as being listened to.
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One Thursday in early March, Benjamin arrives home late for the first time in over a month. Malti has cooked a shepherd’s pie, timing it for his arrival. She watches as the cheese she grated onto the top turns from golden to bronze before taking it out of the oven, glancing towards the driveway from time to time in anticipation of Ben’s arrival. Except none of the cars speeding down Beach Road slow at their house. As the headlights flash past without pause, the familiar serpentine writhing in the pit of her stomach returns, like a disease which has simply lain dormant—and, following it, comes the numbness.


At 9 pm, an hour and a half later than expected, her husband finally pulls into the driveway, and she quickly retreats from the window so he doesn’t see her waiting there. She takes a seat at the table, spreading the pages of a brief in front of her as if she has been reading.


When he enters the room, Ben murmurs an indistinct apology then goes to the kitchen.


‘Something smells good!’


‘Where were you?’ she asks, keeping her tone breezy as her nails bite into her palms under the table.


‘At work,’ he replies. He’s clattering at the stove where she left the casserole dish, serving up. His own tone is perfectly neutral.


‘So late?’


‘Yeah. A department meeting that ran over. Sorry about that—I meant to let you know but didn’t have the chance.’


He sits down at the table with his food and a beer, bringing a plate for her too. She watches him as he eats. Yes, she has seen him working hard—research demands a lot—but surely he could make a phone call?


She can’t let it go there, so she simply says, ‘Oh.’


She picks up her fork and eats a few bites, but her tastebuds are dull. She can feel Benjamin starting to bristle and can sense a fight in the offing, but can no more stop the words than she can stop her hurt. ‘Why were you there so late?’


‘Look, I had stuff to do, alright? Not all of us work for ourselves,’ he snaps. He is quick to anger and quick to forgive: a flashpoint of white hot rage. Malti boils slowly but holds grudges.


‘Who was there? Surely they didn’t keep you all back so late.’


‘Me, Raj, Artem, Amanda and Frank. All of us.’


‘I see.’


‘Mmm, this is good,’ he says again into the silence that draws out.


‘It was even better when it was warm.’


But he just laughs like it’s a joke and sips his beer.
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The next morning, Ben wakes her with a kiss and a cup of tea. She searches his eyes, but not even a fragment of last night’s disagreement lingers in the blue. Sleep has washed them clear. Her mouth wants to return to the issue—her treacherous lips want to twist her sentences that way. Hush, she tells them. And that evening, he is home on time again, Thai takeaway in his hands.


It was just one night. One aberration.


[image: image]


Her clients the following week are irritating. She stands at the bar table, trying to put forward an argument, as Mr Keneally tugs the back of her gown. She can hear him hissing, ‘Don’t forget to tell them this,’ as he brandishes a scrap of paper at her. The judge is frowning and Malti hastily tells Mr Keneally to remain silent.


She turns back to the court and continues, though she can hear Mr Keneally furiously scribbling more notes behind her. When she has finished, and turns around to ask him if there’s anything else, he holds out what looks like seven scrawled pages of notes. She skims through them quickly. None of it is remotely relevant, but Mr Keneally is watching her read with fierce satisfaction. She runs her finger down the page, trying to find something. Three-quarters of the way down the fourth page, there are two sentences she can read aloud without sounding like an idiot. Mr Keneally beams when she does so. When she sits back down he nods solemnly.


‘Excellent point, that. That’ll win it for us, just you watch.’


Malti, thinking back to the hours of research and preparation in her chambers before her presentation to the court just now, rubs her temples and silently counts down the months until her maternity leave.
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On Saturday morning, she decides she doesn’t want to wait any longer to tell her parents.


‘Aren’t we supposed to wait until after the first trimester?’ Ben asks.


‘It almost is,’ Malti reminds him. ‘We won’t make any official announcements until April, but we may as well tell the family.’


Benjamin hovers at the table with a stack of crumpets while Malti dials her parents’ number.


When her father picks up, they chat for a few minutes.


Her mother shouts from the other room, ‘Don’t hang up without putting me on.’


‘Actually, I wanted to talk to both of you,’ Malti says. She uses the same wording she had for Benjamin all those weeks ago, the pre-tested sentence: ‘We’re going to have a baby.’


‘Oho!’ her father exclaims. He relays the news to his wife, who gasps and snatches the phone.


There follows a twenty-five minute interrogation of her sleeping habits and whether she’s eating enough vegetables. When she hangs up, Benjamin is sniggering.


‘Right,’ she says firmly. ‘You’re telling your parents.’


That shuts him up pretty quickly.


But while Benjamin dawdles in the kitchen that afternoon, fussing with corned beef and mustard sandwiches, it’s Malti who picks up the phone. To call Erik.


His voice at the other end is tired.


‘They’re working you too hard,’ she tells him.


‘It’s what they do,’ he agrees. ‘Their pound of flesh and all that. How are you managing?’


‘Oh, pretty well. The baby seems healthy and the doctor is pleased. Work is busy.’ She hesitates, thinking of Thursday night, alone in the shiny new house.


‘What is it?’ Erik asks.


She had never confided in Erik about the troubles of the past eighteen months. She’d thought about it several times—would even go so far as to open her mouth—but somehow the words never came. Maybe it was something to do with the hard plastic of the receiver pressing against her jaw. It just wasn’t the same.


‘What is it?’ Erik repeats.


‘I just miss you heaps. When are you and Clara coming down to Melbourne?’


He laughs. ‘Soon, I promise.’


‘You haven’t even seen the new house yet. It’s much nicer than the last place.’


‘Well, I’ll make it a priority. I’m thinking I’ll be able to take a week off around Easter.’


‘So far away! Oh, well. I suppose it’ll have to do.’


‘We’d fly down tomorrow if I could spare the time from work,’ he assures her. ‘Put Easter in the calendar.’


They hang up and, a few minutes later, Ben brings the sandwiches over. They eat in silence; Ben doesn’t ask after Erik. When she pauses to sip some water, he reaches across the table and takes her hand. It’s sticky from mustard, but he doesn’t seem to notice.


‘You know what? I’m glad it’s the weekend. Let’s go for a walk along the beach this afternoon.’
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Two weeks later, it happens again—though at least this time he calls. It’s late Wednesday afternoon and Malti is lying on the sofa, thumbing through the National Geographic, when the phone rings. There are so many places I have not been, she is thinking, with something between hopefulness and regret, and she contemplates letting the phone ring out so that she can simply keep looking at pictures of Belize. But after a second or two she rolls off the sofa and jogs to the phone.


‘Home already?’ says Ben’s voice at the other end.


‘I left work early,’ she admits. ‘How’s your day been?’


‘Actually it’s been really busy. I was, ah, just going to leave a message. I’ll be home late tonight.’


‘Oh, right. How come?’


‘Some field work results are in and I’ve got to check them over. I need to be familiar with the data so I can think about how we frame the write-up.’ The project is focusing on the address terms used by teenage girls in a spread of suburbs across regional Victoria. Benjamin is a sociolinguist, with an interest in language change and identity.


‘Of course,’ Malti says. ‘I understand. You’ll be home in a few hours?’


‘Sure,’ says Benjamin, which she doesn’t find entirely reassuring. ‘Hey,’ he says, evidently picking up on her disappointment. ‘I did call!’


‘Yes, you did.’


She hangs up and returns to the sofa, but she doesn’t feel as relaxed anymore. Come on, she tells herself after several minutes staring out the window. Back to Belize. She picks up the magazine and lies back down.
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The next day she detours past a bookshop on her way to work. Benjamin had got in late and was still resurrecting himself with black coffee when she headed out the door at 8 am. The bookshop is two blocks away from Owen Dixon chambers, and she arrives just as the sales assistant is opening up.


‘Can I help you at all?’ the woman asks as Malti enters.


‘Um, no, thank you.’


She pretends to browse through the new releases as the woman settles herself behind the cash register, taking out a crossword puzzle and chewing on the end of a biro. Then Malti wanders deeper into the store. Non-fiction is up the back and Malti isn’t entirely sure what she is looking for. Smart Women, Foolish Choices; Women Men Love, Women Men Leave; Women Who Love Too Much. Dear God. Their titles make her nauseated and she is reluctant to even take them off the shelves. But could they help? Is the answer somewhere in these pages? She thinks of Benjamin’s footsteps on the stairs at twenty past eleven the previous night and of how she’d quickly rolled over and pretended to be asleep so he didn’t know that she’d waited up for him.


Ugh, she says to herself and grabs one of the books off the shelf. It has a white cover with lilac cursive writing. She carries it, shame-faced, to the register.


She flicks through it on her lunchbreak at work. It says things like: ‘Marriage should still surprise you. This keeps the spark alive.’ Ugh, she says to herself again.


‘Are you okay?’ the secretary asks when Malti passes on her way to the bathroom after lunch. ‘You look like you’re feeling queasy.’


The next day, Malti drops the book in the St Vincent’s donation bin.
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