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Attention, spare sons. Can you two please jump straight to page 277 if you’re reading this book before you turn twenty-five? Thank you.









1


ROMANCE


Consulting the expert


I shuffled into a corner table of a tiny Fitzroy cafe with Fiona. Although she’d been my stepmum for twenty years, we’d never actually hung out like this before, just the two of us. This time I wanted her on her own, so I could get her honest take on whether I should fall for a man with two little kids, or run screaming from the imaginary playground.


Fiona had been Dad’s colleague in the late 1980s, before they fell in love. He came with two kids; she hadn’t been around teenagers since high school. After my parents broke up, Dad and Fiona moved into an old house where my brother and I drank all their orange juice and cultivated mould in spare bedrooms. Each fortnight, Fiona braced herself and waited for us to leave. Over the next decade or more, I turned hating her and my father into an art form; a durational piece in which I played the role of a live electric fence.


Now pushing forty and less charged, I needed her advice.


‘So, you have a question for me?’ Fiona said, when our tea arrived. She seemed both curious and nervous.


I took a deep breath and said I had feelings for a chap I’d worked with a while back, Pete, who’d slowly become one of my most trusted comrades. Since the breakdown of his marriage, thirty-something women had been circling him like pretty vultures. I, too, recognised good love material when I saw it, having spent years cultivating crushes on booty callers with closed-down hearts. I was tired of living in second-date country, where the estimated wait time for a call back was five days. I didn’t want to miss my chance at love over the fact that this otherwise awesome guy came preloaded with two kids under six.


A quiet shift was happening in me too; a desire for calm. I didn’t want to spend weekends into eternity drinking mystery wine from jam jars at all-night house parties. And recently I’d taken a job with a local council, partly because the people seemed nice and the writing interesting, but also because it offered conditions that would be useful if a family ever materialised around me – not that I admitted this to my friends.


‘What was it like?’ I asked Fiona. ‘For you, I mean.’ I wanted to know how she’d felt to be shadowed by a sullen teenage girl who rifled through her drawers when she wasn’t home and ignored her the rest of the time. I shifted in my chair, poured more tea. Remembering my teens was still uncomfortable: the sudden absence of my father, the outrage, the eczema.


‘It was hard,’ Fiona said, ‘but it did get better eventually. It took longer than I would have thought –’ she looked up to make sure I knew this wasn’t a criticism ‘– but now I have your father and you and your brother.’ In an unprecedented display of public affection, she reached across the table and put her hand on mine. I blushed and let my hand be held, as though it would somehow guide me. This is the way to love, Fiona seemed to be saying, although perhaps it was a warning as well. ‘Hopefully you won’t have a problem child of your own. How old are the kids?’


‘Five and two, and they’re not mine yet,’ I said. The stakes seemed higher with kids around – if I was going to be introduced to them, Pete and I couldn’t just shag a few times and move on if it wasn’t right.


‘Have you met them?’ Fiona asked me.


‘I saw the older one, Harry, a couple of times when Pete and I worked together. I remember one time, when he must have been about two, Harry visited the office and was so much louder than I expected. He bellowed at our media guy, “Do you want to come to the park?”’ My imitation of Harry’s surprisingly powerful voice interrupted the hipsters at the next table. ‘It was such an impressive sentence from a teensy human, it totally distracted me and my colleagues. When he realised there was all this attention on him, he got shy.’


Back then I’d found it impossible to look at Harry and his adorable mess of sandy hair without thinking about how his unsleeping ways had punished Pete over the eighteen months we’d shared an office. I’d wondered how anyone could fill in half an hour with a toddler, let alone years. But Pete had seemed genuinely attached to his hourly overnight alarm clock.


I didn’t say any of this to Fiona as we finished our tea.


‘So you’ve never seen the younger one?’


‘Just once,’ I said, ‘at a Christmas reunion thing two years ago with my old workmates, when Charlie was about nine months old. Someone handed him to me so I could have a cuddle. He was this squishy warm ball who sat on my lap for a bit, but he squirmed and I handed him back before I made him cry. I’m not so great with babies. Of course, he’s not a baby anymore.’


‘He’s still very young though, which could work in your favour. And do you love Pete?’ Fiona asked.


It shocked me to hear the question spoken aloud. ‘I think yes,’ I said. ‘Even though we’ve only ever been friends, I know enough to love him. It feels like we’re three years down the track already, and we haven’t even touched each other. You’re hearing about this before it’s even happened, and I might be making a big deal about nothing. But if it’s not nothing – and I’m pretty sure it’s not – I’m terrified about the kids.’


‘Well,’ she said, sitting back to parse the double negatives I’d dumped on her. ‘Your circumstances are very different from mine, because you’ll have little people rather than teenagers. You and your brother were quite grown-up when I moved in with your dad, so I didn’t think of myself as being your stepmother at first. I hoped that you and I could be friends, but you made it very clear you didn’t want that.’ She fixed her jaw momentarily, then recovered herself and smiled at me. We’d both missed out on those years together.


‘It’s quite a different role that you’re going to have to fill,’ Fiona added, ‘with all sorts of different demands. But my advice to you would be – don’t wait for him, Kelly.’


Before time


Back in 2006, Pete and I worked in the communications team at a not-for-profit. He would arrive in the office at seven-thirty, when I’d already been at my desk for an hour. Media monitoring at dawn: one of the joys of an entry-level communications gig.


‘Morning, Shumpy,’ Pete would say as he walked in. He invented a new nickname for me at least once a week. Chandles. The Chump. Shumpelumpelous. Chumbawamba. And after a series of home haircuts: ‘Pat Benatar! How’s the battlefield?’


I held back on pointing out that he looked like Michael Stipe from REM. It seemed overly familiar, too complimentary for a new workmate, especially one who was five years older and seemed to be an actual grown-up. He’d recently arrived home from a year working in Geneva, just in time for his wife to give birth to their first baby, while I was still finding my feet after a year volunteering in Vanuatu as a journalist trainer. It sounded impressive – living in the twin paradise of a Pacific newsroom – but mostly involved kava-drinking with the editorial team. Until now, I’d never worked full-time in an office. I had twelve dollars in superannuation, a folio full of quirky but aimless magazine features, and business cards from my time as a literary magazine editor, their corners torn out for roll-your-own filters.


Between newspaper deadlines in Vanuatu, I’d swum in soup-warm tropical water or swung in a hammock: hardly the war-zone field training that others in the humanitarian sector talked about. Sensing my workplace discomfort, Pete prompted me on the basic principles of global communications, and I took notes.


In a small act of resistance against office pumps, every day for four years I wore combat boots on my Hobbit-sized feet. Pete, I noticed, still knew how to rock a pair of Campers and a grey velvet jacket on casual Friday.


Once, while we waited for coffees near our office, he told me that in the early 1990s he’d played bass and trumpet in indie bands on the Melbourne pub circuit. He’d sold his guitars when he got married, but his trumpets were still in the cupboard; I wasn’t sure if this was a metaphor. I told him that I’d spent most of the ’90s with Sade in the suburbs, and the turn of the century belly-up in fields at outdoor parties, so I hadn’t heard of his bands. I loved their names though – had he chosen them?


The next day he put his Gentle Persuasion CDs with hand-drawn cover-art on my desk, where they sat for six months before I braved them: earnest folk songs about how one day the earth would swallow the buildings. Clearly working in the not-for-profit sector had always been Pete’s destiny. But now, while helping me get my head around the recovery phases after natural disasters, he was preoccupied with his own overnight disasters as the terrified father of a non-sleeping baby.


A clod of a paperweight sat on his desk with the imprint of Harry’s tiny hand sunk in blue plaster-cast. It seemed to wave at me. Whenever I stared at it, I thought of the agreement I had with my first boyfriend from high school: that if we ever got old and wanted to have kids, we’d find each other and procreate. As I hit my mid-thirties, this was still the most viable option. Mum had stopped asking if I’d ever have kids. My love life lurched from one misadventure to the next, as I spent my nights flirting with men in Tibetan skirts and women with architectural haircuts.


Then I fell in love with an old friend, Stella, and moved in with her almost immediately.


‘It’s nice to have love,’ Pete said while we made breakfast in the office tea room. It was a morning after Stella and I had argued, which happened too much for new love. I felt strangely jealous whenever Pete spoke on the phone with his wife about infant suppositories.


~


At lunchtime every Wednesday, corporate netball teams smashed my colleagues’ not-for-profit bones into the court. In an unusual demonstration of team spirit, I once went along to cheer them on. From the stands, I scanned the players for my friends. Bonnie stood in the centre, two months pregnant but refusing to let that slow her down. Lach loomed over a banker in a goal attack bib.


And then I saw Pete. He was up in the umpire’s grill over an offside call that seemed reasonable even to my Grade Six netball brain. I realised that he was as tall as the bloodthirsty goal shooters on the corporate team, just finer. His shoulders triangulated with his hips under his sweaty t-shirt, and I remembered my crush on a young Guy Pearce in Neighbours, and had to look away.


A few days later, I paid attention when Pete walked in after a lunchtime training run for the half-marathon. He had runner’s legs that moved like pendulums. Each muscle around his knee was defined, as in an anatomical drawing. He smelt fit, like sunscreen. None of this had been of interest to me before.


I pushed my observations aside and went back to preparing materials for the tsunami commemoration. Besides, I had a girlfriend, and Pete had a wife: Jane.


I first caught sight of Jane in 2009, just before Black Saturday, when she was very pregnant with their second child, Charlie. I buzzed her into our office with her eldest son beside her, jiggling on the spot. They’d been at the museum near our office, she explained – Harry was toilet training and busting for a poo. Pete came out from behind his partition to guide them toward the bathroom.


I noticed with some discomfort that Jane looked like me, with mousy brown hair and loud eyebrows. And despite her big belly, I could see that she was as little as me. I’d heard from colleagues that she was a great violinist and a doctor, and I also knew that Pete’s first big love, Lauren, had won Olympic gold for martial arts in the svelterweight division. Did this mean that Pete had a type: tiny and high achieving? Well, that didn’t include me anyway – I had no laudable achievements to speak of, except the capacity to ride a bike up Ruckers Hill without getting off to push. And I had to work at that.


~


When Charlie was born, I circulated an oversized card for office signatures and slipped a tenner into the envelope to start off donations. I hoped that the new baby would be a better sleeper.


A few months later, we circulated another envelope for Pete when he quit his job. He was the first to see our restructure coming, so he got out early to head up a philanthropic. I hadn’t realised how much I’d miss him until I went to JB Hi-Fi to buy him an iPod and iTunes card with the money we’d pooled, although I doubted he’d figure out how to use them any time soon. I didn’t know why I felt so flat, but to cheer myself I bought the debut Bon Iver album – because a breakup album written in an isolated log cabin should do the trick – and then listened to it on repeat for a month, wondering desperately if I’d lost something I never had in the first place.


One by one, the rest of us found new jobs. I held on until all the fun had gone from our workplace.


The fun had gone from my relationship too. For a year, Stella and I had been fighting over whether disliking The L Word meant I wasn’t a real lesbian. We eventually fell apart over Easter 2011, and I fled down the coast, hung over and suddenly homeless.


My mobile rang. ‘Pete, Stella and I broke up. I’m bloody single again,’ I shouted at the phone in my lap as I tried to change lanes. He listened while I talked about loneliness both in and out of relationships, and he suggested that all I could do was try to be my best self, which I had definitely not been lately. Then he mentioned that, oh, also, his wife was leaving. Almost imperceptibly, the road opened up before me.


~


As autumn gave way to winter, I unpacked my books in my first-ever one-bedroom apartment in Fitzroy. I found a gig writing for a human rights law start-up – a short-lived but useful bridge between not-for-profit comms and the job I’d soon settle into, editing a magazine for a local council. Newly single in a new job and living on my own for the first time, I hadn’t felt so light in years. I vacuumed on a Saturday night, then watched Beetlejuice instead of getting on my bike in the rain to find a party in Brunswick, and nobody needed to know I’d chosen to stay in. It was the perfect place to put myself back together.


I checked on Pete regularly to make sure he wasn’t freaking out at his new status as a single dad. I offered to write him an RSVP profile and shared what I’d observed while online dating: that when someone said they were forty, they were probably closer to fifty; that if you looked closely enough, you could often see an old lover cropped out of the profile pic; that I’d been too shy to message Donna from Dromana, who looked sad and brave in her pic as she stroked an actual snow leopard.


‘You know what I want from love?’ Pete said on the phone one afternoon, in that subaudible hum workers use when making private calls in open-plan offices. ‘Someone who calls me to see how my day is going.’


‘I want that too,’ I said. I could do that for him. Maybe love could be that simple.


I knew that Pete was panicking during those first weekends without his kids, so I invited him to keep me company at a film festival. I was nine films into my ten-movie pass, and each storyline was blending into the next. I needed company.


When Pete picked me up at eight, he was freshly shaven and smart-casual. The word ‘date’ crossed my mind, and for the first time in our friendship I couldn’t think of a thing to say. I’d set myself up in a place full of books and cups of tea and pot plants, and I knew that I was ready for something bigger – but how much bigger, I wasn’t certain. Two kids big? They were five and almost three years old. This seemed impossibly big to me.


~


The first time Pete and I kissed, we stood at the doorway to my apartment after our second date. The kiss was deliberately off-centre, as if this would save our friendship from embarrassment if it felt like we were kissing cousins. It was much better than that, but weirdly tender, so I sent him home. I wasn’t used to experiencing so much love in a first pash, or being sober for it.


‘Baby steps, baby,’ I said that night, or maybe Pete said it to me at the pub another time. The sentiment bounced between us in a series of dreamy emails as we unfurled our hearts.


We didn’t take our own advice.


‘We’re in our forties, Kel,’ Pete said on the phone one night while his children slept at the other end of his house in Ashburton, the athletic-wear capital of Melbourne. ‘I think you just know more quickly when someone is right for you.’ We were about a month into our thing. The week before, he’d bought me a handset to tap into my landline because he’d used all the credit on his mobile and wanted a constant connection between us. I hadn’t had a landline phone since the early 2000s, and I found it both quaint and a waste of resources. Now Pete used that fixed line to ask me, ‘Don’t you think?’


‘I’m not quite in my forties, dude, but I see where you’re going with this.’ I was wrapped in a yoga blanket. In the background, we both had the sound down on a documentary about space.


‘I thought about this in the shower this morning,’ said Pete.


‘I do my best thinking there too … or when I’m waiting for the kettle to boil. But thanks for the shower image. Go on.’


‘You’re smart, nice and beautiful. You’ve said pretty much the same about me. We’ve known each other for five years, and we know about lots of each other’s lumps and bumps, and we still love each other. We’d be nuts to put torpedoes in this. You’re a good person, Kel, and I think you think I’m a good person too. I want you to be a part of my life – to be a part of our lives.’


‘I’m sorry, can you repeat that? I didn’t hear a thing you said after “we love each other”.’


We sat in silence, smiling into our handsets, while on the television a handsome physicist mouthed something profound about the universe.


‘It feels good and weird to look at you like this. Good-weird,’ I said, ‘to start a relationship from somewhere in the middle. There’s this gentle feeling washing over me. I have a strong sense this isn’t a thing to be wasted, but I can’t get my head around the boys.’


‘You’ll be a great influence on Harry and Charlie, whatever role you want to play in their lives. We can take it as slowly as you like,’ said Pete.


‘That’d be good … You know there are more things I could say about you on top of nice and smart and beautiful. Like you actually have feelings and you’re brave enough to share them, which is extremely rare and disconcerting,’ I said, sipping tea. ‘Anyway, I know the market, and I want you.’


‘When you say you “know the market”, it makes me think that you’ve had sex with other people. But I’m the only one, right? I’m the first person you’ve had sex with in your entire life?’


‘You’re the only one for me, baby,’ I said.


‘I hate when you say that.’


We hung up, and I stared at stars, planets, constellations and galaxies as they revolved silently on the screen in front of me. I turned the volume up and snuggled into the junk-shop couch I’d gone halves in with Stella not so long ago.


Parental guidance recommended


I was seven years old during a week of industrial action in Queensland against Premier Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen, and the power went out while I was watching The Muppet Show. This was my enduring memory of Brisbane in 1982, along with hailstorms, toads, the blue carpet in our blond-brick house in Jindalee, and overhearing Mum ask Dad whether he still loved her.


My parents assumed I was asleep in my primary-coloured bedroom. But the gyprock behind that shimmery wallpaper was porous, especially with no background noise from the telly.


‘No,’ Dad replied.


I imagined them sitting in armchair islands separated by that sea of carpet. There was no crying, only the silence of a new suburb after nightfall.


The next morning, I stood on our crazy-paved driveway and watched Dad present Mum with a case containing a matching necklace and bracelet of three interwoven silver strands. They kissed, broke eye contact and stayed together for another nine years.


I wanted to tell Dad that I knew why he’d bought it for her, that I knew it was an attempt at an apology. Instead, I often took the bracelet from Mum’s jewellery box and turned it over in my small hands, trying to unravel the strands. I started going to sick bay at school more often, and I sharpened the art of listening in.


~


Until I was seven, my world was as big as the walk to school across the Jindalee sports oval in Brisbane. Then Dad arranged six months of study leave in Kuala Lumpur. We packed up our house, said goodbye to Sir Joh, dropped the cats at Nan’s place in Melbourne and moved to Malaysia for the first half of 1983.


We needed a fresh aspect. Rambutans replaced fairy bread. Rubber tree plantations grew alongside the roads instead of eucalyptus forests. The signposts read berhenti rather than stop. We caught the bas sekolah to school before dawn and were home by midday when the heat closed over. Mum, who had trained as a teacher, did spelling drills with me on the tiles in the afternoon. There was no hot water in our house, and we gleefully washed our car in torrential rain like we did at home in Brisbane. On Chinese New Year we let off firecrackers barefoot with the kids next door. We ate peanut pancakes from street vendors, and someone handed me a cup of hot milk that formed a skin on top while it cooled – I thought this was a delicacy.


After six months in Kuala Lumpur, we travelled through China, where old women with bound feet surrounded us on the street, fascinated with my brother’s blond hair. As a distraction, we walked the Great Wall with Dad while Mum lay in a Beijing hospital, on a drip with a mystery illness.


When she recovered, we travelled on to London, where we lived for the rest of the year while Dad did more research. I ran through piles of autumn leaves in Hyde Park and walked past Charles Dickens’ house on my way to school. I played the steel drum in music class, listened to radio plays, and wrote short stories about being abducted and having magic invisibility powers.


I loved it all. It changed me.


~


Back in Australia, and long re-established in our hometown of Melbourne, Dad started to leave for work at dawn and come home late. By then I was in Year Nine, fat-faced with steroids to control my asthma. My parents fought every night. I listened to their arguments from my bedroom: while Dad shut down and grew cold, Mum assumed the special sadness of someone who’d stayed loyal for too long to someone who didn’t see her properly. Eavesdropping this way, I laid down a blueprint for how relationships worked, or didn’t. Half-truths and sneakiness worked their way into my vernacular.


I raided Mum’s built-in robe after school, hoisting myself into the top cupboard where I knew she hid an old cake tin full of keepsakes. I unfurled carefully rolled sashes that she’d won at church beauty contests in the 1960s, studied black-and-white photos from my parents’ wedding, and reread a letter she had written to herself about how to contain her marital frustrations around me, because ‘Kel never forgets’. If only I hadn’t frittered away that valuable capacity.


I went through Dad’s stuff too, before he moved out. When Australia traded the two-dollar note for coins in 1988, he wrapped rolls of them in aluminium foil as a keepsake. At first I brought down five or six of the foil stacks from the cupboard and laid them out on my parents’ bed so I could feel their weight. Then I started to peel back the foil to see the colour and count them into financial existence: a hundred golden dollars. After a while I started swiping single coins to replace the phone money I’d spent on Twisties from the canteen, and hoped that Dad wouldn’t notice. Eventually I graduated to stealing rolls of coins so I could convince sixteen-year-olds to buy Longbeach cigarettes for me and my friend Kristy to smoke at the Balwyn Baths.


My parents must have noticed these disruptions to their privacy and chosen to ignore them. Mum fought battles with me elsewhere, like over the cigarette butts she found in her hanging flowerpots. While tidying my room she found vodka in Kristy’s overnight bag, although I wondered why it was necessary to tidy my room in the middle of a sleepover. Then Mum busted us as we climbed out the window and crossed the courtyard to go meet sweet and stupid boys on Manningham Road at midnight. I made it impossible for her to keep me safe. I didn’t want to be kept safe. I wanted to figure out for myself how it felt to wait on the side of a main road for a carload of unfamiliar boys on a moonless night, without my crocheted cardigan.


She tried to thwart these small rebellions, as parents do when they’re shocked into realising that their kids aren’t under their direct control anymore, but all it did was make me more secretive, more determined to work around her. I went through her drawers as if this would give me an insight into what was happening between my parents.


Nobody. Talked. About. Anything.


Even before they broke up, I only remembered that there could be softness between my parents after Mum crashed her brown Toyota Corona. She shuddered as she cried on the front porch by the ivy, and Dad held her. I stood in my fancy school uniform at the letterbox, wondering why she was making such a big deal about a car. It was a write-off. We bought a duck-egg blue second-hand Volvo, and I was even more embarrassed to be dropped off at school.


Soon afterwards, Dad moved out. Once Mum had cried herself to sleep, I climbed onto the roof above my bedroom to watch the stars and smoke despite my asthma, or because of it.


For years afterwards, I blamed my parents for the terrible example they’d set of how to care for each other and themselves in a relationship, and in the wake of one, but they did the best they could with what they had. They had grown-up around the corner from each other in the post-war wasteland of a new council housing estate in West Heidelberg. There was no running water and plenty of neighbourhood violence to run from, but they had parents who loved them and encouraged them to stay in school. They both wanted out. Mum was precise and beautiful, with an eye for social justice, and Dad was head prefect, with a handpainted psychedelic green Renault. They were smart enough to join forces, but they married too young and they stayed together too long, for the children. It did bad things to both of them. And in the process, I missed an opportunity to understand what it meant to be equal in a marriage. For that, I had to wait.


Close encounters


For my first close sighting of Pete’s kids, we agreed on neutral ground: a birthday barbecue in November 2011 for our old colleague Di, at her house in the deep south of Melbourne suburbia. I hadn’t been to a proper suburban barbie in years. Most recently I had been more familiar with impromptu parties by the creek, organised by friends who brought their own sound systems and drank Passion Pop straight from the bottle, but even that had been ages ago.


Pete and I had only been doing the nasty for a couple of months, and I was still getting my head around the idea of his kids, but it felt as though I’d out-think myself if I waited any longer to meet them properly. My plan was to observe Pete’s boys from behind a row of plastic chairs, then retreat to a glass or two of champagne while I took mental notes on the boys’ plumage and habits. But on my arrival they suddenly seemed very real over there in their reef sandals, and I wanted to back out of the garden and discreetly leave.


Pete came over to say hello, Harry flanking him. Pete rarely looked nervous, but he was almost formal as he introduced his five-year-old to me. Harry looked away.


‘We’re about to set up the bowling pins,’ Pete said. ‘Do you want to join us?’


Harry pulled at the hem of his t-shirt. I nodded and followed. Activities were helpful; they could give us a shared purpose.


When Pete reached for my hand, Harry pushed between us in a move that quickly became familiar but felt shockingly territorial.


‘Are you having a good time?’ I asked him, regretting the question’s banality as soon as it struck the atmosphere.


He ignored me and focused on his dad, who was setting up the wooden pins.


I couldn’t help being self-conscious. This was the first time that Pete and I had paraded our new romance in front of old workmates: the last time we’d all worked together, Pete was married and I had a girlfriend. But I reminded myself that we were among friends.


Di had recently fallen in love with her long-term housemate, and neither of them could believe it; they beamed at each other with surprised eyebrows across a trestle table laden with potato salad and burger buns. It felt as if love was in the meatballs.


There were only a few kids, hardly the swarm that I remembered from the barbecues of my childhood in late 1970s Brisbane. Here, kids studied each other shyly, leaning against parents, tugging on a skirt or a finger as they warmed to each other, or not.


While Pete greeted his old boss, Harry stood as close to his dad as possible without getting in the way. He was dressed identically to Pete in a black t-shirt and khaki shorts. My ability to judge children’s ages was so bad that, if I hadn’t known he was five, he could have been anything between three and nine.


The little one, Charlie, was nearly three and had a soft belly underneath his horizontal stripes. He looked as though he could be in a K-pop boy band with his streaky mane brushed forward like that. I watched as he barrelled over to an elderly Jack Russell, who snapped a warning as the boy reached down for a pat. Di carried her dog inside to a hairy blanket, and my nose started to tingle. When I was a kid, barbecues with my parents’ friends often meant cowering from household pets by myself in a spare room, trying not to inflame my considerable allergies. Now I just popped antihistamines and hoped for the best. 


Charlie rushed up to me, yelling, ‘Chase me, I’m a fast red car!’ Then he ran backwards, keeping eye contact. Not wanting to spill my drink or attract the attention of the stationary adults or actually even play with a small child in such circumstances, I fake-ran a few steps toward Charlie before he found the lemonade and chips, then I slipped inside to use the loo.


It turned out I had even less of an idea about how to connect with kids as an adult than when I was an actual child. Great.


Pete was cordoned off. He tried occasionally to step out of a game of quoits to talk with our old work buddy Bonnie, or to place a hand on my back and offer me a drink or some potato salad, but Harry always drew him away again. I’d seen this at other gatherings – the way parents showed up with their kids and then resigned themselves to the edges of the party, spinning children like plates on sticks with games of football or cricket, depending on the season. If a couple arrived together, one parent often drew fire, giving the other a chance to down a riesling and dip into a conversation. Did that mean it would soon be my job to give Pete a breather here? When were children old enough to start running in packs and let their parents finish a sentence?


I sank into a plastic chair next to Bonnie and sniffed her newborn daughter’s adorable, perfectly shaped head. She passed me the baby, and I cursed her for making such pretty humans: at that point, hers were the only ones who made my womb tingle.


‘Do you want kids?’ she asked me.


I sniffed the baby again and tried to absorb some of her milk-drunkenness. ‘Pete’s vasectomy might make it difficult, but one swimmer could slip through eventually … accidentally. I’m not going to invite it in or anything.’


I handed the baby back to Bonnie, then took my paper cup over for a refill. A little girl came out onto the porch holding a copy of Peter Pan. This, I could do. I sat with her on the back steps, and she climbed into my lap to read until it was time to say goodbye. Then I stepped outside to watch Pete strap his children into their booster seats and drive off.


~


The first time that my stepmother-to-be got the chance to appraise me, she was thirty-two. I was thirteen. It was mushroom season in central Victoria, 1988, and Fiona had worked at the uni with my dad for a year or so. Dad had booked a team-building retreat for his faculty at an old lodge in Woodend, and he’d convinced my brother and me to come – on the promise of horseriding and toasted marshmallows.


Everything was damp. Moss grew between the bricks, and grass stuck to my brogues as my younger brother, Eric – who at twelve had already surpassed me in size and strength – and I carried our bags across the lawn. We stood in the gabled entry hall outside a big sitting room while the grown-ups figured out who would sleep where. I hoped both that I’d get a room to myself, and that I’d have to share a bunk room with my brother so I could complain about it but still have company. The carpets were so cold they felt moist, the threadbare brocade couches were musty, the sheets on the bed yellowed under woollen blankets. It reminded me of school camp.


Mum had stayed at home to dig in the garden, and I wished I was there with her, reading Bridge to Terabithia over the ducted heating vent rather than standing in the middle of this cool brown room, which felt as if it had only just been stripped of its wall-mounted hunting trophies.


Eric went off on forays and reported back: there was a pool table and ping-pong bats, a dining hall with long bench seats and a secret trapdoor in the wall so he could spy on the kitchen.


Once Dad had put our overnight bags on the bunks in the smallest room – ‘Aw, Dad, do I have to share with him?’ – he enlisted Eric and me to gather firewood for the night. When the open fire got going, I found a seat nearest the heat and retreated from adult conversation with my book. Stretched out on a vast rug, Eric giggled into a book of practical jokes. Fiona sat on an adjacent couch, an introvert quietly coping with the fact that she was trapped for a weekend in a group situation with her colleagues.


I watched her study Eric as he disappeared to short-sheet the beds. He ran through the lodge with his book of pranks, putting cling wrap over toilet bowls, switching the sugar for salt, sprinkling salt on toothbrushes, dying the milk blue and committing other twelve-year-old hilarities. He was cute as hell with his olive skin and blond bowl cut, and always got away with more than me. Dad didn’t pull him into line. Fiona kept her eye on him, half-interested.


After lights out, Dad walked through each dorm room in a night gown with a flickering candelabra, saying goodnight to everyone. ‘Just like Wee Willie Winkie,’ he said as he kissed me on the forehead. Embarrassment swept through me.


For years after my parents broke up, I revised this scene to suit my dark imagination, transforming Dad’s theatrical walkthrough into a secret signal to Fiona that it was finally safe for them to steal a moment together, while foxes crossed the frosty lawn under cover of darkness. But Dad and Fiona were just friends back then.


The first sleepover


Pete engineered a series of short-burst meetings so that the boys and I could get to know one another with no pressure: an hour or so in the playground on a Saturday afternoon; a rendezvous at a city skate bowl on a Sunday morning, where the boys’ helmets rattled on their heads and we pretended to be oblivious to the older skaters waiting patiently for their turn in the bowl.


Then we planned a whole morning together. I wondered what we’d have to say.


Harry’s eyes widened as I rode toward him in the Edinburgh Gardens with my hands off the handlebars. This was a functional trick I’d learnt so I could adjust my fingerless gloves, but Harry gaped at me as though I was fresh from the circus. I was uncomfortable under his gaze but smiled through it as I laid my bike in the grass and said, ‘Hey.’


‘She’s pretty good on her bike, isn’t she, mate?’ said Pete, keeping an eye on his younger son, who was up to his knees in the stormwater catchment, and ruffling Harry’s hair at the same time. It did invite ruffling, that crop of hair. Harry nodded, then looked over my shoulder at the nearby dog park, where a yappy thing barked at a confused Great Dane.


‘Is that a big dog or a small horse?’ asked Harry, looking to his dad. It must have been a joke between them, but he delivered it for me.


I smiled, and this action triggered an early-morning yawn. I spun the wheel on the artless second-hand bike that I’d inherited from my best friend, Shell. I’d misplaced or smashed up one too many vintage lovelies to trust myself with a quality steed; I tried hard not to think of this as a metaphor for my life. 


Until now, Rage had been the only thing that happened to me on Saturday mornings. Sometimes I had a hangover-friendly ham and cheese croissant for company, but mostly the weekend began with straight-up music videos. Not today.


The boys had been up at dawn. Pete had driven them over to North Fitzroy to scope out the local primary school where Harry would start Prep in the new year – Pete was moving back over to my side of town and bringing his kids with him. Half the time. I told myself that greater Fitzroy was big enough for all of us.


I hadn’t said hello to Charlie yet when I heard another splash. I looked over to see him throwing pebbles into muddy water. Often I saw hounds loping through that wetland after rain with pure joy on their snouts, but not so many kids.


‘Who wants an icy pole?’ Pete asked. The magic words.


Charlie emerged from the shallows with a handful of rocks coated in pond scum, and he grumbled as Pete wiped him down and changed him into some dry, ankle-freezing tracksuit pants. From this I learnt that parents always have a spare change of clothes for a damp or dirty child – and that this outfit is usually one size too small.


Harry rode alongside me on the bike path, slowly and wordlessly, studying the spokey dokeys on my wheels, while Pete pushed Charlie in the stroller to the milk bar ahead of us. We rode through puddles and circled one another.


Charlie demolished a Frosty Fruit in less than a minute. Harry approached his icy pole from the middle on each side, coming dangerously close to dislodging sugary icebergs onto the footpath.


‘I’m cold,’ Charlie said, shivering. So the thermoregulatory system of a two-year-old couldn’t tolerate cold things, but a five-year-old could handle it just fine. Interesting.


Harry handed his denuded icy pole stick to Pete almost proudly. Smiling, Pete smudged both boys’ faces with a serviette and pulled Charlie in for a cuddle to warm him up.


I looked intensely at Harry, as though this would help me find a subject of conversation. I was curious about what he thought of me being there – whether he wondered who I was, what to make of these quick meetings. He climbed on his dad’s back, then wriggled his way into the cuddle with Charlie.


I checked my phone: there were garage sales to hop between on my way to breakfast with Shell and her husband, Phil. That was enough for one day; it was time to say goodbye.


~


Everything seemed to be going okay – well, the boys tolerated my presence. One afternoon at the playground, Charlie asked me to push him on the swing, which I did until he changed his mind and requested a more experienced pusher. I tried not to take it too personally. Harry wanted to be near his dad all the time and at best seemed ambivalent about me, but I got the sense that I didn’t need to rush things with him. I liked the straightforward nature of these interactions, mostly because I was invisible to them. This was almost a relief, since I didn’t know how to play with small children, but it also left me unmoored by the wibble-wobble bridge. I made matters worse for myself by refusing to reach out for Pete or receive his affection, in case that confused or upset the boys. I preferred, instead, to confuse and upset myself.


Determined to push through these feelings and get to know the boys – and see more of Pete – I started jumping in my car after work to brave the freeway so I could eat dinner with them. The thought of Charlie waiting at the lounge-room window for my old station wagon to turn into the drive was so intoxicating that I even rushed to leave work on time. But I always retreated to Fitzroy before bedtime.


Each dinnertime adventure helped to psych me up for a sleepover. I wanted the boys to feel more comfortable around me before they came into the bedroom at night and found me sleeping next to their dad. All they knew was their mum in that bed.


~


In the office late on a Friday afternoon, I told my colleague Sonia that I was spending the weekend at Pete’s place with his kids for the first time.


‘You have to divide and conquer, conserve your energy,’ she told me. ‘That’s what we do at our place.’


‘I don’t want to divide and conquer,’ I said. ‘I want to hang out with my new fella.’


Sonia smiled and ate the chocolate freckles in a bowl between us, and I glimpsed my future as she disappeared behind her computer screen.


Over a month or so, after upgrading from park dates to sausages and three veg, I’d memorised the words to Where Is the Green Sheep? It was time to try a sleepover. Plus, Pete and I had quickly come to spend most of our time together, and I’d begun to notice his absence on the alternate weekends.


So on Saturday morning I jumped in my wagon and headed for suburban Ashburton. This was the house that Pete and Jane had bought while Harry was four and Charlie was eighteen months old. It was on the market again just a year later. Instead of surrendering their life savings to lawyers as some broken-up couples did, it appeared that the real estate agents and stamp-duty collectors would be the ones to triumph in this divorce. I hoped it would sell quickly at not-too-much of a loss, so that everyone could move on.


But what if Pete moved closer to me and we didn’t have legs after all? In a rare act of mental toughness, I shook the thought from my brain and gave myself a gentle talking to. I’d conjured up enough romantic catastrophes in my time: they ended here or they would end me. It was time to trust it when someone said they wanted to be near me, and to trust myself when I wanted the same thing.


The real estate agent had tumbled into clichés on the for-sale billboard: A sunlit family home. Double brick. Triple fronted. Carpet throughout. Heating throughout. Cable TV. Enough lawn for a golf green.


Whenever I visited, I expected an imaginary security guard to tap me on the shoulder and tell me I was in the wrong place, that it was time to leave. There were matching towels in the bathroom, and it smelt like no-tears shampoo instead of scented soy candles in there. The spotless, mirrored cupboards made me think of growing up in Doncaster, where it was my job to spray-and-wipe all the mirrors in the house every Saturday. Mum would’ve been impressed by how immaculate Pete kept his house in preparation for the auction. I checked the grooves on my combat boots for fear that I’d traipse mud or worse over the lush carpet.


‘Charlie, buddy, come back inside,’ Pete called out to his younger son, who sat on the back step looking into the garden, facing away from us. ‘He did this last time too. I’ll have to go and get him. He’s waiting for his mum.’


I stood awkwardly in the doorway, a stranger in the boys’ world. Their landscape had already shifted in ways they couldn’t yet comprehend, and they were, perhaps sensibly, guarded around me. Harry snuck glances at me occasionally, as though making room in his consciousness for another adult. Charlie walked past me as if I was invisible, while his dad successfully led him away from the back deck and into the lounge room.


Harry turned on Spongebob Squarepants. I followed the boys in and sat on the floor with my back against the couch to see what this whole morning cartoon scene was all about. I’d watched a few episodes of Spongebob while housesitting in Vanuatu; I couldn’t get my hands on homegrown pot then either, so the show was completely wasted on me.


Harry and Charlie sat on the couch behind me, their feet tucked under the cushions. After half an hour or so, Pete interrupted our stupor. ‘Right, TV off. Everybody outside.’


The backyard was the size of my suburb. As we jumped on the trampoline, Harry schooled me on lizards. We jumped for so long that when I climbed down for a tea break, solid ground seemed liquid under my feet. I wanted to make room for this feeling. Not the slight weakness in my pelvic floor – which I noted with interest – but the warmth I felt creeping in between games of ‘sweep the knee’, which involved Pete toppling his boys Karate Kid-style. Harry waved a plastic cricket bat at his dad and was good-natured about letting me join in, but he lost interest when Pete peeled off to take a phone call.


We gave over half a ream of pristine wilderness to paper aeroplanes in elaborate games of one-upmanship engineered by Harry for two players: him and his dad. Charlie and I mucked about at the edges. Overnight, the rain would turn  our crumpled paper aeroplanes into blue-white mushrooms, then pulp.


‘Don’t these children read books during the day?’ I asked Pete while I waited for the kettle to boil again. ‘What do they do for a breather?’


He looked at me as though I finally understood why he had aged twenty years in the five that we’d known each other. ‘They’re boys. This is what they do from the moment they wake up until the moment they’re unconscious.’


I stared out the window as Charlie rammed his foot-powered car into the wall of the house and then backed up for another run at it, while Harry counted how many times he could bounce a tennis ball on a racquet.


Charlie shouted at us to play hide-and-seek, and I was grateful for a two-minute nap in a bedroom cupboard before … ‘Found you!’


Over another pot of tea, I did maths in my head and realised that many, many hours in the morning were still to come, or at least one. Then there was the whole afternoon to play out.


Divide and conquer. It seemed unimaginable that I might one day go off on an expedition with Harry or Charlie, or both of them, unsupervised, and that they would come back alive. I couldn’t even convince them to switch over to Rage for fifteen minutes.


While it was disconcerting to spend time in a house with fancy saucepans and actual Tupperware – such was my policy of scavenging cookware from garage sales and markets as if to fend off my suburban upbringing – there was also joy to be found in eating chops and broccoli around a dinner table.


The boys went to bed after Guess How Much I Love You, and Pete and I watched Sixteen Candles on Foxtel. I’d never dated anyone with Foxtel before, nor anyone who loved 1980s romantic comedies quite so much. We flicked to the BBC World Service, which until now I’d only ever watched in hotels in Garissa and Ürümqi and other dusty places where security men scanned vehicle underbellies for bombs before opening the gates. Pete made jokes about the newsreaders not wearing any pants: it made me fall in love with him just that little bit harder.


I’d never worn pyjamas to bed with a new lover: the sexy got trapped in the seams. But the last thing I wanted was for the boys to bust me riding Pete in the nude too early on, so I gave him a prim kiss and hoped he would spoon me until we fell asleep.


~


Before dawn, I opened my eyes to find two mini humans beside the bed, their eyes boring into my soul. I clutched at sleep, but it slipped through my fingers. I didn’t want to be separated from Pete’s expensive mattress, its pillow-top like a hug from a great aunty with an ample bosom; unlike my former lovers’ beds, it wasn’t a futon, or propped up on milk crates, or salvaged from hard rubbish.


I dressed quickly, so the boys wouldn’t see me naked, and prepared myself for a trip to St Kilda. I hadn’t been to Luna Park since Doc Martens and sweetheart necklines hit the suburbs in the late 1980s.


Pete strapped the kids into their car seats. Charlie’s face was illuminated in a filtered beam of sunlight. His big brown eyes were almost translucent, and he had lashes like a Scottish highland calf. ‘Stop looking at me,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’


~


After leading us through the Mirror Maze in twelve seconds, Harry soaked up our praise for a moment before confessing that his mum and her new boyfriend had brought them to Luna Park last weekend.


Pete was still adjusting to the news that Jane had a new live-in boyfriend. Conrad was from Amsterdam, spoke five languages and was apparently teaching Harry to play soccer. Pete was heartbroken. He instantly worried that he’d be replaced as number one dad by this new man who, without so much as a police check, was sleeping in the same house as Pete’s sons.


Meanwhile, I’d hoped to build up a ‘Disneyland Dad’s girlfriend’ persona by suggesting fun novelty outings for the kids, but of course all parents knew about Luna Park. They knew about every activity from ice-skating in Docklands to the Ikea ball room. I was a rookie. A rookie with Year Seven French and excessive flatulence, and it would take time for the latter talent to reveal itself as a powerful tool for winning the hearts of young boys.


Not yet three and slightly freaked out by the sounds of people roaring on the rides around us, Charlie wanted to stay close to Pete and only go on one ride: a gently undulating elephant. Holding a cloud of pink fairy floss with dark specks of condensation as the sugary structure collapsed, Harry was also reluctant to stray far from his dad, but seemed bored.


‘How about we go on that one together?’ I asked Harry, pointing at the Big Dipper as it plummeted over a rickety incline.


Harry looked to his dad for guidance and agreed, polite and shy. Maybe he didn’t want to offend me by saying no.


In the queue I was alone with him for the first time: in charge of a five-year-old on a nineteenth-century piece of engineering. Kids can sense fear, another parent would tell me later, and I was keen to fill the silence between us, but I was also concerned about whether I’d missed a sign about height restrictions. Harry avoided my eye, swinging on the barricade and trying to keep his dad in sight. Teenagers flirted around us and ate hot chips with tomato sauce dripping down their fingers, and Harry seemed very little standing next to them. Surely if he was less than a metre tall, the attendant would stop us from getting on the ride.


Finally an empty caboose called our name, and I helped Harry with his belt as much to reassure me as for him. Our legs touched while we jolted around corners, before we brushed the St Kilda sky. Other passengers screamed and threw their arms into the air. Harry and I were both quiet and pale.


‘I think I’m going to die,’ he said, deadpan, before the descent sucked the air from our lungs.


Centrifugal force made it hard for me to put my arm around him, but I did my best. Mostly to make a non-verbal promise that we probably wouldn’t die right that second, but also to ensure he didn’t slip out from under the restraints and fall to his doom on our first proper date.


Now I was starting to understand why it had taken so long for me and Fiona to go out unchaperoned: aside from the fact that I wouldn’t let her near me, there was a very real threat of actual death for children out there in the world. It was too much responsibility for someone with no prior experience. New parents had the ‘luxury’ of adjusting gradually to this realisation about the terrors of parenting; as a newbie and a latecomer, I felt the pressure intensely.


I may not be able to keep them safe. I wondered if this feeling would ever pass.


Reinvention


I knew I was getting ahead of myself, but I poked around on Dr Google for advice about step-parenting anyway. Things looked promising between Pete and me, but the kids were out there, still as mysterious as the X-Files. I wanted further insights into what it would mean to have these small people in my life on a more regular basis. And it was nearly Christmas: Pete would be moving to North Fitzroy in no time.


So I went online. It wasn’t as though I expected flowers and a free cocktail from the stepfamilies support network, but at least someone could have offered a few words of kindness and encouragement.


All I could find were summaries of self-help books with group hugs on the back cover, their words unpredictably capitalised in breach of basic editorial style guidelines. There was an appraisal of stepmothers in literature – a wormhole I quickly slid into – and some academic-sounding analysis of the role of stepmothers in families, which made me feel as though I was in Year Eleven psych class again. I reserved what I could at the library, and ordered the ones I couldn’t buy in Australia.


In collections of anonymous interviews, stepmothers unloaded about how awful their stepchildren were, or bitched about their partners’ exes. And there were retrospectives, written dreamily with selective amnesia by older steps with the benefit of hindsight and the hardest years behind them.


‘A traditional mother role does not usually work well for a stepmother,’ said the opening paragraph on a tip sheet. Surely that directly contravened the lessons I learnt from Fraulein Maria as a seven-year-old, watching The Sound of Music on repeat and roleplaying the scenes where the new governess showed unconditional love for her unruly charges. Way to go, Sister, for setting such an example.


I kept reading. ‘The stepmother often has the unenviable job of being a mother figure and yet not a mother to her stepchildren.’ Confusing.


I made myself a pot of tea and stared out the window at the bluestone cottage across from my apartment. It sounded as though I might be expected to do laundry and help with homework at some stage. As long as it wasn’t maths, I was okay with that, mostly, but I didn’t want to disappear into child-land either. I had my own history, my own desires, my own parties to pike on in favour of war movies in my pyjamas. And yet, I didn’t want to be peripheral either. I wanted to be part of Pete’s life – and if that meant being part of his kids’ life, then we should just go for it, surely.


I remembered my buddy Sam talking about her ex-boyfriend at happy hour on a Friday night after work. ‘He had a little boy. If I had my time again with them, I’d do things differently.’ She rolled up the edge of the drinks menu between her thumb and finger. ‘I would still do my own thing and not get so caught up in it – maintain my friendships and life outside of the domestic one. He wasn’t my kid, I could have taken the pressure off myself, I reckon.’


I returned to the internets. In the apartment above me, the tenants had sex. Deliberately, audaciously loud Sunday afternoon sex. It was impossible not to listen to them. Surely even our elderly neighbour could hear them as he paced the car park with his walking frame.


‘Don’t expect your stepfamily to work like a biological family for the reason that the stepfamily is a family built on loss.’ Well, that was just depressing, both grammatically and conceptually. This organisation really needed to review and update its materials.


‘Yes, there’s loss,’ I said aloud, as though the website was voice-activated, ‘but surely there’s something to gain when parents who were unhappy together make a decision to stop inflicting misery on themselves and their young children.’


Kids were sensitive enough to feel the shift in energy when their parents started opening up to love again, I was optimistic about that. Then again, I’d given my own stepmother the silent treatment for years.


‘Some expectations for your stepfamily which may not be met are to: love or like and be loved or liked by your stepchildren and have a close unified family.’


I didn’t have high expectations of being around these kids. Mostly I just hoped that they wouldn’t die in my company, but was that the best I could hope for in the longer term? I had a cry into my cup of tea and remembered my old housemate Nell confessing at a party that she’d typed ‘I don’t like my stepchildren’ into Google. We laughed it off then, but now I realised I should probably call to check on her.


‘Don’t get bogged down by your responsibilities,’ the tip sheet continued. ‘Arrange some fun in your life. Do something frivolous, watch a comedy, go away for the weekend with friends.’


A while back I’d stopped to chat with a shop assistant in Northcote while I pawed through pillowslips printed with scenes of Atlantis. She was hot and blonde and, it turned out, a stepmother. ‘My partner had a five- and a three-year-old when we met,’ she told me. ‘We’ve been together for four years, so it’s really normal now. In the beginning I was like, “How did I get here?” But I was ready for something else, something more than parties. So here I am.’


I recognised that feeling. I’d certainly dialled down my social life since those barefoot nights climbing Moreton Bay fig trees in the Exhibition Gardens. My friends and I still knew how to have fun, though. Only a few weeks ago, my old mate Laura had dressed me in high pants and made me take my bra off underneath a vintage cropped t-shirt so we could make an authentic 1970s video clip in a beach-house rumpus room. I wanted Pete to come away with us for the weekend sometimes too, to dance awkwardly in a smoking jacket. I wanted a partner in crime, but I sort of also knew that Pete wouldn’t be into dancing on camera or nudie beach runs, especially not if he had the kids that weekend.


Was life as I knew it about to change? If it was, it wouldn’t be just because Pete had kids. He was straighter and more strategic than me, and more driven than anyone I knew. I’d seen his calm face in tough situations at work, had overheard the way he spoke to his sons on the phone. This was very attractive to me. I was also glad to trade in the chaos that had been my love life so far.


On the other hand, I was worried about alienating my friends. Pete was seven or eight years older than most of them, and none of my buddies had kids yet, which might have made it difficult for us to hang out as regularly and spontaneously as we were used to. It also meant that there was nobody I could copy until I got the hang of being around kids.


And after a lifetime of reinventions, I was scared that falling into this thing with Pete would lead to yet another personality transplant. I’d gone from wearing a full face of makeup at school and uni to refusing on principle to own shoes for the first half of my twenties, preferring to hobble up Smith Street with my dreadlocked boyfriend while we came down from week-long bush parties. Somehow in that time I found my kindred amid the young writers involved in Voiceworks, a literary magazine for under-25s, but I spent my two-year tenure as editor terrified that I’d be the one to sink that precious publication or unwittingly unwind the mental health of a future Nobel Prize laureate. Then I fled to the Pacific so I wouldn’t miss those rowdy editorial meetings too much, was seduced by international development and spent the next six years collecting stories everywhere from East Timor to north-west China, learning to cover my shoulders and knees and not reach out to shake a man’s hand unless I intended to be his wife for the night. Eventually I landed in corporate communications for local government – even though I was about as corporate as a cup of tea with the teabag left in – and got better at advocating against acronyms. Sometimes I had love, but mostly I was the third wheel in my best friend’s relationships.
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