

[image: Margaret, Are You Leaving? by Dianne Yarwood. An illustrated woman stands facing an open door filled with patterned light. She is paused, as if considering whether to step through the door. The title appears in large teal lettering on a cream background with floral borders to match the light behind the door. A quote from The Times reads: 'An insightful, emotionally intelligent writer'. A quote from Kyra Geddes reads: 'An extraordinary story of mothers and daughters'. A quote from Emma Pei Yin reads: 'Full of heart and wisdom'.]
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INSPIRED BY REAL EVENTS


Love had a thousand shapes.
Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse





Prologue



Margaret’s five and she’s leaving.


She shoots down the slope of their property in a run that’s half flight. Little feet skimming the earth, little arms pumping the air with an earnest intent. She passes the clothesline and the fruit trees, the chickens and geese, and to one goose in particular she shouts an urgent goodbye! She flies all the way down their block, then pulls up breathless at the barbed-wire fence marking their boundary.


She hates this fence. Prising two strands apart, she carefully threads herself through, but still its sharp little fangs catch her – on her cheek, her arm – and she winces repeatedly. Once free, she bolts for the creek.


Their stretch of creek is bridged by an aqueduct – an aged, snake-like monster that winds its way through the contours of the land before rising to cross the water – and she knows to tackle it at its lowest point. She scrambles up a pylon and slides onto the fat round pipe, then stands, finds her balance and begins to shuffle across. With each hesitant step she moves higher above the water – at its worst, it’s nine feet or more – and she never once looks down.


At the other end the pipe burrows into a hillside and she thuds to the ground jubilant, swings left and takes off again, so full of wild purpose now it could almost choke her. She runs across green, open paddocks and small-scale farms, skirts beautiful horses and mobs of slow cows.


And all the while, above her, a wide sky watches.


It’s when the sky first changes colour that she slows, then stops. (She does feel brave but the dark is a whole different story.) She’s reached the edge of suburbia and stands with her hands on her hips, dragging in air, eyes scouring the street as she makes her choice. She’s looking for a house that calls out to her – welcome! – but settles, in the end, for the one straight in front of her. She marches up its path and knocks on the door.


The door opens within moments and a soft, round face appears, and seeing that face, imagining kindness, all that she’s held so tight collapses. Her tragic little story pours out.


But then – what? Didn’t this lady hear her? She’s taken inside but the police are called. In no time they arrive, take charge and drive her straight back to where she’d started from.


She’s back home.


And so, several months later, she’s leaving again.


Because somewhere inside her she knows.





PART I



The mothers
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Sydney, 2001


It was one of those nights when the world felt dissatisfied. From where they sat, nothing was right, nobody was happy. For one thing, they’d fielded so many calls about the news presenter’s tie – one man had branded it a wholesale debacle, distracting him from the news – that Anna had taken a good long look for herself on the overhead monitor.


‘Ah, I thought it seemed familiar,’ she said, half-turning to Maggie. ‘It’s a Kandinsky – Several Circles.’


Maggie nodded, looking almost impressed.


‘My father had a print of it in his study,’ Anna went on. ‘I would have stared at it a million times growing up. I love it – the colours, the floating circles – it’s stunning. The original hangs in the Guggenheim.’


Maggie smiled. ‘And now here it is, hanging around Phil’s neck.’


Anna smiled back. ‘But it’s not a debacle, surely? People can be so extreme. I think it’s quite tasteful.’


‘Ooh, tasteful feels like a stretch.’


Anna sat beside Maggie at the main reception desk and switch-board at Channel Five in Sydney’s Inner West. Tonight, they were working the late shift that ran from four until midnight. On any given shift they handled the usual reception-style tasks, but the bulk of their time was spent answering calls from viewers – from people needing to voice a thought or state an opinion, or to ask, on the odd occasion, to be put through to the clown responsible for the rubbish they were watching. Anna and Maggie would listen, stay firmly on the fence and maybe log some of the calls in the comment book. In their job there was a lot of mindless murmuring, of saying, yes, yes, I do hear your point while on the verge of tuning out. And close to never would a caller get to speak to the clown.


In a way, they were the gatekeepers of complaint. Compliments were rare.


The women were both in their forties and balancing this part-time job alongside their real lives. The job had a distinct tendency to be awful – on the harder nights they’d finish a shift feeling stressed and irritable – but they stayed on because the work hours were flexible and it was relatively well-paid. And there was always the chance of sharing a shift with a like-minded soul, of setting out on the sea of negativity together.


The station sat midway down a long, straight street lined on both sides by plane trees: majestic, unmissable trees that stood like proclaimers of the seasons, thickening in summer to wide fringes of green and then thinning in autumn to an orange-gold blaze. Now, their winter-stripped limbs thrashed and bent under a southerly’s force.


Looking out, Anna said, ‘It’s a nasty night,’ and a small shiver escaped her.


When their tie-wearer signed off, The Day As We See It began and before long the switchboard lit up. Nothing drew out callers more than this show, not even the cricket. The Day was all crisis and odd suburban outrage, and it reliably set people off. Yet it remained one of the station’s highest-rated shows. The producer had turned annoyance into an artform.


As The Day wrapped up, the switchboard fell quiet.


Maggie pivoted to face Anna and said, ‘Richard’s holding a big dinner party this weekend for his fiftieth. He’s doing his chicken with the wasabi butter—’


‘Oh, nice,’ Anna said. She’d heard about Richard’s wasabi chicken.


‘And for entrée he’s fixed on serving a goat’s cheese tart with a pickled walnut salad.’


Anna found herself wondering what a pickled walnut might taste like.


‘I mean, the tarts are good,’ Maggie went on, ‘but I’m starting to think Richard sees them as more than they are because they’re fiddly and French.’ Maggie turned back to her switchboard, adding, ‘He makes his own pastry.’


Anna hadn’t actually met Richard – during her four months at the station, she and Maggie had never seen each other outside work. Still, Richard had come up often enough in their late-night conversations that she felt like she knew him quite well. For instance, she knew he loved Seinfeld and hated bananas; that he had a wardrobe of lovely shirts and a strong attention to detail, a trait which sat well with Anna. On Richard’s job, Anna was much less sure; he did something important in the government.


There was a cricket test on in Pakistan, so Anna and Maggie were both staying on until late. On quieter nights, one person on the switchboard was sufficient after nine.


Cricket, above all sports, was the bane of their lives. If an important cricket match bled into the news bracket and the station chose to hold back the news, the news watchers would rush to their phones to complain. If the station interrupted a cricket match to broadcast the news, the sports fans would ring in, outraged. Maggie once said that after five years in the job, all it took was one sentence from a cricket commentator and her body would tense.


Anna answered a call from a man who thought the ads were too loud, and her next call was from a man who asked to please speak to Madge.


‘Madge?’ Anna repeated. She hadn’t yet come across a Madge at the station.


‘Would you happen to know her last name?’ she asked.


‘Oh I’m sorry! Maggie.’


Anna turned to face Maggie, who looked nothing like a Madge. So much so it was almost funny.


‘Madge,’ Anna said, putting on a serious face. ‘Call for you.’


Maggie grinned. ‘That would be Lucas. My brother.’ She frowned. ‘What time is it?’


It was approaching ten. Very late for a personal call.


Anna transferred the call to the anteroom behind them. The space functioned as their tearoom and housed an additional phone they used for their more private calls. Anna hadn’t known Maggie had a brother and she watched with a keen interest as Maggie unhooked her headset and stepped back into the anteroom.


Maggie was gone a long time, and while she was away the switchboard erupted. The baby whale recently beached at Avalon had died. The cricket was slow and the whale’s death made the late-news bulletin at ten. Seeing the broadcast, Anna had thought, Oh, for goodness’ sake, couldn’t you have waited until morning?


Marine professionals and volunteers had worked for days, doing everything they could to save the young whale, and during that time hundreds of calls had come in to the station from people checking on his welfare. The little whale had gathered a legion of worried followers – and now came an onslaught of mourners. Anna had answered a flood of calls already, all strikingly similar: I’m calling about the baby whale. I’m so terribly sorry.


‘Thank you,’ she replied, as if the whale had been hers.


Anna was talking to a caller with an unsettlingly low voice when Maggie returned to the reception desk.


‘The baby whale died,’ she mouthed at Maggie, with an over-blown grimace and a tilt of her head at the lit-up switchboard.


‘It’s incredibly bad news about the whale,’ her low-voiced caller said.


‘Yes, yes, it is,’ Anna replied, shooting a concerned glance Maggie’s way. Maggie sat motionless, eyes fixed on the switch-board, not answering a call. Anna feared her brother had been calling with bad news.


Anna returned her focus to her caller. There’d been an unusually long silence from his end. ‘Sir?’ she said. ‘Are you still there?’


‘I was wondering if you knew when the funeral will be held,’ he said.


‘The funeral?’


Again, he took an age to reply and Anna waited patiently, endeavouring to be polite.


‘Yes, the funeral,’ he repeated finally. ‘Do you have a place and date yet?’


Anna hesitated, then said, ‘I’m so sorry, sir, there’s no funeral.’


There was another very long pause before he said, ‘What do you mean there’s no funeral?’


Anna searched for the best words to use, not wanting to offend him. Not wanting the conversation to turn.


‘Well,’ she said gently, ‘it’s a whale.’


Now a laugh came blurting down the line. It was her husband’s laugh.


‘Andy! I am going to kill you.’ Though she couldn’t stop a smile from forming. ‘That was such a creepy voice you put on. And what was with all those long silences? It was so exasperating.’


‘I was trying to get control of my snickering.’


‘It’s actually not funny, Andy,’ she said. ‘It was a baby.’


‘Okay, fair enough, not funny at all. And obviously too soon.’ He paused. ‘But hang on, no. It’s so out of proportion. Why is a baby whale more heart-wrenching than a baby rabbit? Or a lamb? Is it the size? Are human beings that fickle?’


‘Seriously, Andy? A whale is an exceptional thing.’


‘Yes, yes, that’s true. I’m just rambling.’


‘But why? You know what this place is like. How many calls we’d be getting about this business.’


‘I know, I know. God, they might call for a state funeral.’ He chuckled, and then sighed when she didn’t respond. ‘I miss you when you work nights, you know.’


How could he miss her when she was only gone a few hours? He had such an issue with being on his own. He was really annoying her now; she wanted to talk to Maggie, find out about her brother, deal with her board full of calls.


‘Well, I’d better go,’ Andy said, in a tone that inferred he was the busy one.


When he finally hung up, Anna immediately turned toward Maggie.


‘Are you okay, Maggie?’ she asked.


Maggie replied without looking at Anna – ‘Yep, I’m fine’ – then replaced her headset and answered a call.


Anna said nothing. It hit her that she barely knew Maggie. She turned back to her board, watching Maggie out of the corner of her eye. Maggie was nodding and saying flatly, ‘Yes, yes, he’s dead. It’s over.’


Maggie took another call straightway and seconds in, Anna caught the crack in Maggie’s voice, then heard it give way.


The moment the call ended, Anna started to say, ‘Oh Maggie, can I—’ but Maggie was already turning to face her, already speaking.


‘I’ve had some news. My mother died a few hours ago.’


And her face held the strangest expression.
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Maggie parked, stepped out of her car and plunged into the wind, head down, arms wrapped around her body to keep her long coat from flapping. She hurried through the carpark to the classroom, and as she went she worked on rearranging her face, trying to retrieve a smile, or something akin to one.


Three days a week Maggie worked as a teacher’s aide at a private boys’ school in Sydney’s Eastern Suburbs. The school was expensive and most of the boys attending it came from privileged backgrounds far removed from the childhood Maggie had known. Still, she worked in the kindergarten classes, primarily with the boys with difficulties, and felt close to them.


She’d held many jobs over the years, but this one seemed as if it had been made for her. Even the way she’d found it had felt serendipitous: a conversation with a friend that had sparked her interest, and soon after, right as she was thinking of leaving her sales job, another friend had mentioned a teacher’s aide vacancy.


On her first day of work in a classroom, a vivid feeling from her childhood had returned to her. A memory of the day she’d started school and discovered there was a whole new world outside her home. A world of care and attention and nurture – a place she would come to think of, for a time, as a sanctuary.


Maggie entered the classroom and waved at her young charges, knowing the smile on her face was odd.


A profound discomfort had landed in her with the news of her adoptive mother’s death – of Caroline’s death (she hadn’t called her ‘mother’ for decades). It was a feeling that was hard to place. It felt something like loneliness, like a deep, awful loneliness – hollow and cold and raw – but that response made no sense. That Caroline’s death would make Maggie feel lonely was too ironic to contemplate.


But she couldn’t shake the sensation. It was as if it had invaded her being: there, meshed in her bones, moving in her bloodstream, lodged in her lungs. Over the past few days she’d fought hard to dispel it – she’d overcome similar struggles before – but as much as she’d sought out company, counselled herself, tried to reason it away, it had remained in her, undiminished and inexplicable. For her, Caroline had died long ago; she’d expected to feel almost nothing when the news finally came that Caroline was gone.


Maggie’s gaze now fell on the boys and she willed herself into the present, into something good, with all that she had.


Maggie arrived home in the late afternoon, and the moment she opened the door, Brian was there, filling the entrance with an exuberant welcome. He must have whipped down the hallway at the first sound of her keys. She bent down and hugged him, then held on to him tightly for a few seconds longer.


Brian was a young German pointer who took his innate calling to point very seriously. He was also needy and energetic, and not entirely happy with rules, and all in all, Maggie felt a deep affinity with him. His previous owners had called him a velcro dog: he stuck close, preferring to sit on you rather than beside you. You won’t have any personal space, they’d warned her, and she’d thought, When have I ever wanted that? Brian had a speckled brown coat and a thoughtful face; Maggie liked to think of him as handsome, but she knew she was being generous. She’d adopted him from a couple with three young children who’d struggled to keep him adequately exercised. One day, in apparent frustration, Brian had jumped their fence and set off on an adventure, crossed a road without checking and forced a P-plater to veer onto the verge. Shortly afterward, Maggie had agreed to take him. She could easily match Brian’s energy and they’d hit it off like soulmates from the start.


Maggie was in the midst of thanking Brian – arguably, he’d given her the emotional high point of her day – when the phone began ringing. More than anything else, the sound stirred in her a craving for company. She scrambled to her feet and half-ran down the hallway. She lived in a small federation house in Haberfield with a hallway that ran for most of its length, the conduit to everything. Pulling up to the phone table, she saw Lucas’s name on the display and hesitated, momentarily inclined to let it ring out.


Sighing, she picked up the receiver. ‘Hello, Lucas,’ she said in a low, serious tone. They had a long-standing practice of exchanging fairly formal greetings.


‘Hello, Madge,’ he said, matching her tone. ‘How are you?’


‘I’m good.’


‘Good.’


‘I’m not really.’


‘I didn’t think you would be.’


Carrying the handset, she walked into the living room with Brian close behind and sank onto the lounge. Brian immediately tried to squeeze into the small space beside her and she shuffled along to make room.


‘Sooo,’ Lucas said, ‘I wanted to let you know Mum’s funeral is scheduled for the week after next. On the Tuesday. Heather and I are going, not the girls, though. I don’t expect you’ll be going but—’


‘Not in a million years would I consider going.’


‘That’s exactly what I told Heather you would say. I just saw it as my job to tell you it was happening.’ He sighed. ‘As you can imagine, it’s going to be a rather intimate affair.’


‘Have you told Val?’


‘Yes. He’s not going either, which is understandable.’


Caroline had divorced their adoptive father, Valery, when Maggie was fourteen. He’d remarried and taken a job on Bougainville, running the island’s radio station.


‘I mostly rang about something else, anyway,’ Lucas went on. ‘I’ve been over to Mum’s place, sorting out a few things. There was a filing cabinet in her bedroom that was chock-full of papers and I put it all in a box and brought it home. I’ve had a bit of a look through it. It appears to be all the stuff she was writing when we were kids.’


The stuff she was writing. His words fell through Maggie with a terrible weight.


‘I’m okay with you throwing it all out,’ she said. ‘Just bin it.’


‘I can’t bin it!’


‘For God’s sake why not?’


‘Haven’t you heard about people’s spirits hanging around after they die?’


‘Isn’t that only right afterward? Like a few hours?’


‘I think it could be longer than that and I’m not willing to take the risk. Not with her and definitely not with her writing.’


Caroline had written all through their childhoods as if her life depended upon it. She set up a writing desk in the bedroom she shared with their father, an idyllic writing spot basking in sunlight and with a view of a young orchard he had planted: there were apricot and plum trees, lemons and limes, pears and apples, even an almond tree. Their home was in Bundoora, a semi-rural suburb on the northern outskirts of Melbourne, and they lived on a five-acre block with a creek running along its rear.


Back then, Caroline worked full-time as a receptionist for a psychiatrist in Collins Street, leaving little time for writing. To free herself up, she placed Maggie in charge of Lucas from an alarmingly young age and wrote in any spare moment she had. That Caroline preferred writing to parenting was never open to question. Exactly what Caroline was writing though, during all those hours at her desk, remained a mystery to the rest of the household. She barely uttered a word about it and they never ventured to ask – that would have implied they were interested, and they weren’t.


‘I read some of her stuff last night,’ Lucas said, ‘but it got overwhelming. It’s very …’ He paused for a few moments. ‘It’s very personal.’


Maggie sighed deeply and extravagantly. ‘It’s journals then.’


‘Yes, but not only that. It’s a real mixture. A lot of poems, some letters, an affidavit about the divorce, short stories, the start of what might be a novel. Not surprisingly, the focal point of most of it appears to be her, and so I’m thinking “narcissistic musings” might be a good cover-all.’


With narcissistic musings, Maggie snorted a laugh, and then came the silent acknowledgement: Lucas had pulled it off once again – he’d amused her despite herself. It was Lucas’s defining feature, this sense of lightness and humour, this deep-rooted ease that had seemingly been in him from the start. It had allowed him to cope with Caroline far better than she had; he’d let the small horrors largely pass him by while Maggie was there staring them in the face, so aggrieved and defiant.


They’d both been adopted – Maggie at two and a half, and Lucas shortly after his birth – arriving in Bundoora within months of each other. Caroline had contracted tuberculosis on the ship to Australia, leaving her unable to have children, and she’d pushed for adoption. But apparently Val wasn’t keen. Intelligent and arrogant, he saw little appeal in raising children who didn’t carry his genes. Early on, he’d referred to them openly as ‘Caroline’s orphanage,’ and although they called Caroline ‘Mum’ at her insistence, their father preferred to be called Val. ‘I don’t need this Dad business,’ he’d told them, never seeming to consider they might.


‘I came across something else,’ Lucas said. ‘Something strange to do with you. Hang on, I’ll get it.’


She waited, wishing he wouldn’t get it, whatever it was.


She heard papers being shuffled and then Lucas said, ‘It’s about your real mother. Your birth mother.’


Maggie’s mind pulled up. Your birth mother. The concept of birth mothers was something she and Lucas virtually never discussed. For Maggie, her birth mother was a vague, almost mythical figure: someone who existed, obviously, but whose presence had no solid form or relevance in her life. She was like a ghost, or a distant dream she might have once had and could no longer remember.


‘Would you like me to read it?’ Lucas asked, and she caught the tension in his voice; birth mother territory wasn’t going to be easy for either of them.


‘Okay,’ she said.


‘It’s a letter from the adoption section of the Children’s Welfare Department. It’s addressed to Mum, asking her to phone them, and it mentions “baby Margaret’s mother, whose proper name is Marta, not Martha, and is of German origin”.’


‘My mother was German?’ Maggie spluttered.


Lucas made a sound of acknowledgement.


‘Caroline knew I was German?’


And just like that, Maggie’s five again, standing in their old kitchen with Caroline. Caroline’s at the sink and Maggie’s behind her asking, Mum, where did I come from? (Maggie still remembered the feeling as she asked Caroline that question. The unbearable longing that had taken hold in her. The ache for somewhere, or someone, she couldn’t name.)


Caroline turns from the sink to face her and says, ‘You came from Russian peasants, Margaret,’ and then her face distorts with disgust. How appalling is that?


Caroline and Val both detested the Russians. They’d separately fled Czechoslovakia after the Second World War, escaping its Russian-backed communist rule. That Caroline chose to lie about Maggie’s heritage made no sense. If crushing her was the point, why not admit she was German? The Germans certainly weren’t loved in their household either.


‘There are some police documents in the box too,’ Lucas was now saying, his voice notably softer. ‘It looks like the police were searching for your birth mother for a couple of years. There was a note about her having disappeared off the face of the earth.’


Maggie hung up from Lucas and sank deeper into the lounge. She stared blankly around the room and toyed with the idea of calling Richard, of sharing all of this, alien as it would be. But then, how would she begin? She pictured Richard’s face as she started to say, ‘Caroline has died,’ and then imagined him interrupting, saying, ‘Remind me Maggie. Who’s Caroline?’


Maggie had barely mentioned her adoptive mother to Richard. There was a good chance she hadn’t even said her name in his presence. She’d told him she was adopted, but perhaps she’d left it at that? Conversations about her parents felt largely irrelevant to her, and Richard hadn’t pressed her on any of it; it didn’t appear to be an appealing topic for him, either. She knew both his parents were dead and although he was an only child it didn’t sound like they’d been close. There was never any warmth in his voice when he spoke about them.


Brian twisted his body and flopped his head on her lap, and as Maggie stroked his fur, a small worry crept in. Richard’s lack of curiosity about her parents and her past – was that natural, given their relationship was still young? Or was it something else – a quiet sign of disinterest?


This was such shaky ground for her. Behind her was a litany of failed relationships, even a brief marriage at eighteen.


In her late twenties, she’d seen a psychiatrist for almost two years, twice weekly in the beginning. It had cost her a small fortune, but he’d saved her life. They’d discussed her relationship with her parents, and her patterns of attraction and behaviour toward men. (None of it good.) They’d established she had a pattern of testing men – of pushing them to the brink while she investigated exactly what it would take for them to leave her, as she believed they inevitably would – and they’d established she was largely drawn to men like her father: men who were handsome and vain and who, more often than not, revealed a mean streak once that first, careful stage of the romance had passed.


They’d also established it was very hard for her – virtually impossible – to not see kind men as weak.


But now there was Richard, and nothing felt more important to her than making this relationship work.


They’d met six months earlier, at a party hosted by a girl Maggie had once worked with in sales. Their eyes had locked across a room, and Richard had walked toward her, wineglass in one hand while giving her a small, confident wave of hello with the other. By the time he’d reached her, she’d wanted him. He was gorgeous. He had a grin that told her, I’m going to be fun.


And he was fun. And, yes, he was handsome, but to this point she hadn’t witnessed any excessive vanity on his part, no metaphoric lingering by mirrors and no real meanness either. He was complicated, but then so was she. Being human was hard.


She stayed on the lounge for a while, staring at nothing. Thinking about Caroline gone, about a German mother, about the breadth of lies that might well surround her. And then, about the prospect of losing Richard and feeling utterly alone again.


She swallowed hard against the tightness in her throat.


For as long as she could remember there’d been a small voice inside her telling her to look forward, not back. Urging her to see the present as the best place to be. But now she felt the past seeping through her, unsettling her boundaries, trying to make claims she wasn’t willing to yield to.
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The dinner party was an undeniable success, lasting until the early hours of the morning. They’d even had a noise complaint from a neighbour, which everyone agreed, in suitably hushed tones, was a notable achievement for a dinner party. Delicious food was consumed, a cellar of wine was drunk, stories were told and there’d been dancing too, an irrefutable sign of success in Maggie’s opinion.


And yet, for so much of it, Maggie would have dearly loved to have been anywhere but there; a wish that made her feel ungracious and immature, and one she had to constantly suppress.


The dinner party guests were all Richard’s old school friends and their partners, and together they’d overwhelmed her. They were all tall, attractive and accomplished, and beside them she felt like a child. As she smiled and chatted, underneath she was working so hard to seem bright and vivacious, entirely at home.


As the night went on, it became clear: their school days had been glorious, and they all shared a bond that remained strong. Entertaining anecdotes abounded, and in their midst, Maggie’s own school days – such as they were, given their abrupt early end – began to feel like a dirty secret and she dreaded being asked about them. But thankfully, nobody did.


Richard was the star of their favourite story. He’d been the captain of the First XV and on the night of a big win, he’d appropriated the school’s minibus and driven a busload of boarders into the city to celebrate.


‘He drove us back to the school at about four in the morning,’ Hugo said, ‘and we were all completely trolleyed.’ At this point, Hugo, Richard’s closest friend, was telling his story to Maggie, the only person who didn’t know it. ‘We make it through the front gates, but then Richard shouts he’s having trouble with the gearstick and he turns back to us as the bus veers wildly …’ Here, Hugo lost it, collapsing into helpless laughter.


‘He turns to all of us in the bus,’ Hugo repeated, when he could speak again, ‘and goes, “Mayday! Mayday!” The gears had flipped into neutral and the bus is careening across the lawn. And then, when he finally gets it under control, he parks it in the middle of the rose garden.’


In the middle of the school’s vast sloping lawn, Hugo explained, was a large pampered rose garden; hallowed ground.


Hugo turned to Richard as if this were the first time he’d thought to ask the question: ‘Why the rose garden, Richard?’


‘It was there. And as a parking spot, it struck me as funny.’


All the other boarders certainly found it funny when they woke later that morning.


The bus cohort were all suspended, but one by one they were reinstated, as they were, after all, the veritable backbone of the school’s premier sporting team. And Richard, the main culprit, was the first to have his suspension lifted.


Maggie genuinely found the story amusing and had laughed through the retelling. But as she’d sat and listened with Hugo’s eyes fixed on her, she’d become hyperaware of her hands and her arms, unable to sort out what to do with them, where best to put them. Maggie had been suspended from her high school too, but she had no intention of revealing that fact. Her story didn’t have the right tone. She couldn’t even begin to think how she’d deliver it in that forum.


When she was twelve, she’d stolen some nail polish from a supermarket with her friend, Ingrid, and they’d been caught by a security guard and the police were called. From the station, the police phoned Caroline and she asked them to give Maggie a good beating while she made her way there – a policeman told Maggie about her request but kindly held back on the follow-through. Maggie’s school was informed too, and she and Ingrid were both suspended, but first the principal hauled them up in front of the entire school assembly. ‘We have a couple of thieves among us,’ he’d said to the assembly, and all heads had turned, searching for the culprits. There’d been such an art to his delivery. The way he’d shot shame through the crowd and had it searing right through her. Her whole life, his sentence had never left her.


The principal was right though – she was a thief, with a history. At eight, she’d stolen a bag of lollies from Coles and was caught by the security guard. She’d regularly stolen biscuits from neighbours, small amounts of money from various sources.


She stole despite the shame that came with it. She stole because of the sheer force of want.


Want pervaded everything in her life back then. In some form or another, she was always hungry – emotionally or physically – and whenever she recalled her childhood, those sensations of hunger and want came to her first and foremost. At its most basic, her hunger stemmed from a relentless rationing by Caroline. Caroline had adopted a girl while picturing a ballerina, but along came Maggie, thick-set and boisterous, a chubby tomboy who immediately needed fixing. In Maggie’s mind, Caroline looked at her with the word wrong inhabiting her every thought. At her worst, Caroline would slide Maggie’s plate away from her while she was in the midst of eating, saying, ‘You’re too fat to finish that,’ while passing the remaining portion of her dinner to Lucas.


In kindergarten, Maggie had stolen a sandwich from a new friend’s lunchbox. A friend’s only sandwich. Occasionally she’d stolen from the kitchen at home, slipping out of bed when the house was quiet and everyone was sleeping. She had a clear memory of stealing raisins one night and stashing them under her bed. Pilfered raisins under her bed. She had so much to stay quiet about.


Maggie and Hugo were slouched on the lounge together – that kind of wine-filled slouch where sitting upright is out of the question – when the night’s dancing kicked off. It literally kicked off: Boney M’s ‘Rasputin’ started playing and Richard and a few friends tied napkins around their heads and launched into some highly committed Cossack dancing.


She and Hugo watched in silent amusement for a while. Hugo was the only guest Maggie had met prior to the dinner.


‘What an excellent display of squatting,’ Hugo said.


‘Yes, excellent,’ she replied. ‘Though proper Cossack dancing is a lot more than kicking and squatting.’ A beautiful vision filled her mind. ‘My brother, Lucas, was a Cossack dancer. At seventeen he toured Australia with a troupe of dancers.’


Hugo lazily swivelled his head to face her. ‘I’m thinking you just made that up.’


‘No, no! He was a professional ballet dancer. For a while he was a member of a dance company formed by a renowned Ukrainian ballet teacher, Madam Marina Berezowsky.’ Madam’s dream had been to promote multiculturalism and tolerance across Australia and her company – the Kolobok Dance Company – specialised in Eastern European inspired dances. Lucas had started dance lessons at four and was considered a prodigy.


Maggie sighed. ‘Have you ever seen a truly accomplished Cossack dancer in full flight?’


Hugo shook his head.


‘You should one day. It’s a stunning sight.’


Hugo’s eyes hadn’t left her face. ‘And what was your youthful talent?’


‘Hmm. Let me see. I was probably above average at getting into trouble.’


Hugo countered without a beat, ‘Richard adores you, you know.’


She threw him a sceptical look. ‘I don’t know about that, Hugo.’ As she saw it, adoration implied a level of attention she wasn’t convinced she was getting.


‘He does, he does,’ Hugo insisted with a drunken earnestness. ‘My God, I adore you. I have to tell you. When we were talking about out-of-control buses at dinner, it struck me there’s something more than a bit Sandra Bullock about you.’


‘Sandra Bullock!’


‘It’s there, though maybe not obvious to the untrained eye.’


‘Wow. I’m not sure I agree but I’ll take that, thank you. I love Sandra Bullock more than life itself.’


‘Me too.’


‘I love her big laugh. I love that she snorts.’


‘I’ve observed recently,’ Hugo said, ‘that women laugh a lot more than men.’


Then he leaned forward and called to Richard, who was standing nearby engaged in a lively discussion. ‘Richard? RICHARD!’ Once he had Richard’s attention, he clearly mouthed at him, ‘Do not let this one go,’ while gesturing extravagantly at Maggie.


Embarrassment swept through her but Richard cast her an impossibly gentle smile, gave Hugo a small thumbs up and returned to his conversation.


Maggie and Richard stood in the doorway of Richard’s apartment, seeing off the last of their guests. Two tired, drunk hosts batting away last-minute – and, it had to be said, fairly empty – offers to help with the dishes. As their guests backed down the stairwell, waving and declaring rather too loudly that they all needed to catch up more often, Richard draped an arm around Maggie’s shoulders, dipped his head toward hers and said softly into the nape of her neck, ‘Oh, I adore you,’ and for a few moments she leaned into the broad-chested, soft-shirted maleness of him, into the familiar thrill of him. And tried to lean, too, into the concept of adoration.


When their last guest had gone, Richard closed the door and locked it, and they both picked up stray wineglasses and headed for the kitchen.


Maggie was only a few steps behind Richard when she heard him say, ‘Fucking hell. Get a load of this mess!’


At first she assumed he was mucking around – there’d been a certain Hugh Grant quality to his swearing – but when she drew level with him and caught sight of his face, saw the raw flash of irritation in his expression, she realised it was genuine and that he was possibly even angry. The look was gone almost as soon as she’d seen it, but it affected her anyway. She saw herself as a tidy cook and had done a fair bit of cleaning up during the evening. She’d considered it part of her birthday present to Richard: preparing most of the dinner and tidying along the way.


And anger – she’d never dealt with that well. So, instead of responding with something light-hearted, she said, ‘This mess is fourteen fucking lava cakes, Richard.’ She’d gone all out with dessert; borrowed additional ramekins from friends, served fourteen firm little cakes that had oozed with rich, molten chocolate when cut into, just as they should do. But after dessert, she hadn’t quite made it back to the kitchen.


The air stiffened between them – he appeared stunned by her tone – and how quickly she regretted her behaviour. She’d overreacted, been off-kilter the whole night, and had she mistaken his look, the anger? But just as worry was taking hold in her, he leaned his hips against the kitchen cupboards, set his hands lightly either side, and looked at her with a smile now tugging at the corners of his mouth.


‘Yes, fourteen fucking lava cakes, Maggie,’ he said, attempting a show of seriousness, ‘but more specifically, fourteen outstanding chocolatey fucking little lava cakes.’


She grinned, relieved.


His smile broadened and he asked, ‘How in lava-fucking-cake heaven did you learn to cook like that?’


She gave him a small shrug and said, ‘Fuck knows.’


The air had softened nicely.


‘I’m sorry about my tone before,’ she said. ‘I’m a bit tired.’ With another smile, she added, ‘And I think we’re pretty much done with the word fuck for the evening.’


They started on the kitchen companionably. Maggie stacked the dishwasher until it was full, while Richard arranged all the excess wineglasses in a neat grid on the benchtop, according to type. Then, as Maggie swept the floor, he reorganised the dishwasher, shifting and turning dishes like a game of Tetris, until, with an attitude of immense satisfaction, he slotted in two additional pieces of dinnerware.


It was close to four when they finally made it to bed. They were crazily tired but still turned toward each other, not ready to sleep. They kissed for a long time, pressed together, not needing anything more, and Maggie felt a deep sense of completeness between them.


He’s everything I want, she thought. Everything.


Later that morning, as she slowly woke in his bed, Maggie almost told Richard about Caroline. Recalling his gentle smile when Hugo had embarrassed her, she almost whispered to him: Can I tell you about the other part of me you don’t see? Can I tell you about pain and envy and longing? And more – can I tell you about incarceration and shame?


But as she rolled over, relishing the warmth of the bed and the pale bands of sunlight that striped the room, she quashed the impulse. What would be gained by speaking about it? How would he see her afterward? Instead, she snuggled closer to him and went back to sleep.
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An uncomfortable agitation rose in Anna and she took three slow deep breaths, reminding herself she was merely hosting Scrabble club, not some world leaders’ forum. On no sane level could she explain her anxiety, except to say it existed; it was there.


Anna was prone to a mild anxiety that could elevate to something difficult at times like these; times when there was a sense of too much clutter in her life. She was a fairly sociable person and always had been, but at the same time she was at her most contented when she was alone and the world fell quiet. Or when she held a good book in her hands.


Her ears strained for the sound of Andy walking into the house from work. That he was unusually late, tonight of all nights, was at the crux of her problem. The presence of another adult in the house would have made a world of difference.


It had been a huge afternoon of sport pick-ups and homework, of cooking dinner and tidying the house, of sorting Scrabble club snacks, getting showered and dressed, and she was done. Absolutely done and unaccountably nervous. And for all that rushing about, what did she have to show for it? An ordinary bolognaise for the kids’ dinner, a house that was only borderline tidy, and of course she hadn’t actually done the homework herself. But she had been in its vicinity and that had felt like a task in itself.


Mia’s English class had been instructed to write a poem derived from Lady Macbeth’s dagger soliloquy, and Mia had based hers on a pimple. Mia had done a fair amount of work on it before showing it to Anna and as she delivered her first line – Is this a pimple I see before me? – Anna knew it was far, far too late to say, Mia, is a pimple a good choice? The pimple poem might ordinarily have amused Anna, as there were a couple of charmingly melodramatic lines – How much do I have to bear? How many more pimples to come? A thou I do not hope so – but not tonight. It was near impossible to be amused when anxious.


Connor, her oldest, was attempting to build a Viking ship out of balsa wood with fine motor skills that were dodgy at the best of times. Anna had popped in for a quick spot of gluing and fixing between tidying. It was an act of bastardry giving an assignment like that to Year 8 boys. She had a good mind to write a letter about it – though she never would; she didn’t like to complain.


But when she’d walked past Robbie’s room and caught sight of her youngest tucked in so tightly at his little desk, head bent, happily doing his homework, she’d stopped in her tracks, struck by a sudden envy, a desire to be that age again, to be back in the simplicity of it. With her gaze on Robbie, she’d silently acknowledged his strong likeness to her, the way he found a quiet pleasure in his own company.


Anna knew she made a meal out of motherhood. Along the way, she’d unintentionally turned the raising of her children – whom she loved – into a greater burden than it ideally should be. After Mia was born, Andy’s mother, Cheryl, had come to stay for a few weeks to help them out. Cheryl had birthed and raised five boys, and nearing the end of her time with them, over an afternoon cup of tea, Cheryl had said to Anna without any trace of acrimony: ‘Anna I hate to say it, but you make raising children look so hard.’


Anna wasn’t at all offended because it was true; she did. She’d smiled and nodded her agreement, said, ‘I know, Cheryl, I know, but what exactly am I doing wrong? What is it about me?’ Cheryl had said she had no idea, she’d been trying to work it out herself.


A decade or so earlier, Anna had worked full-time as a librarian for the State Library of New South Wales and nurtured a dream of one day writing a book. In those days, she would have called herself calm, even gone so far as to say occasionally chilled. But motherhood had ramped up her nerves. It had occurred to her that maybe something had happened to her nervous system on a chemical level during childbirth. The change in her felt fundamental.


When she’d suggested this to Andy, he’d disagreed. He said, ‘I think it’s more likely to be a thing called responsibility.’ He confessed the financial responsibility of servicing their mortgage sometimes terrified him. ‘And look at you,’ he’d added. ‘You’re one of the most mothering mothers I know. You’ve taken on maternal responsibility like a champion.’


Every so often, Andy surprised her with observations like that. He worked in computer programming, spent his days immersed in a language and a world she couldn’t begin to comprehend, but he could step out of it at times and see the ordinary living world so clearly. See her so clearly.


The Scrabble club members had begun to arrive and there was still no sign of Andy. First came Suella and Sharon, the club’s founders, travelling from across the street, and such was their casual warmth, their no-nonsense charm, Anna’s nerves were already abating as she faced them in the doorway. This pair were so reliably grounding; salt-of-the-earth types who gave to society far more than they took. Suella was a doctor who’d once worked with Médecins Sans Frontières and Sharon was an orthotist who made special braces for disabled children. Being in their company often left Anna with a strong desire to donate to something.


Suella and Sharon were two long-standing friends – single, middle-aged and heterosexual – who’d chosen to live together. There were times when Anna would stop and stare at their house while in front of hers, lost in a reverie, imagining the quiet calm in their home, the particular sound and quality of female companionship.
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