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‘Do you love me, Mum?’ Claire asked. 


‘Of course, my darling,’ murmured Mum. She was busy marking schoolbooks on the kitchen table and not really paying attention.


Claire looked up from her drawing. ‘How much do you love me?’


Mum’s pen poised over the page as she looked over at Claire. ‘I love you to the moon and back.’ Her hand reached out and touched Claire’s cheek. ‘I’d give you the moon if I could,’ she added, ‘and the sun.’


A crescent moon that looked like a lop-sided grin leaked out of Claire’s orange texta onto her paper. On the grass below the moon, Claire drew a stick figure of herself holding a string of balloons that zig-zagged high into the sky. Mum had bought her eight heart and star balloons just like them for her last birthday. They still hung in her bedroom, though some of the air had seeped out of them.


‘What are you drawing?’ Mum’s head was dipped again, her pen busy with ticks.


‘My birthday balloons and the moon,’ said Claire, drawing in lots of extra red and pink love hearts in the sky.


‘Lovely,’ muttered Mum.


Lately Mum seemed changed. She was more cheerful than Claire could ever remember. She sang silly songs like ‘Pop goes the cheezle’, instead of ‘Pop goes the weasel’. And once, when they were coming home from school, she even sang and danced in the street. She took Claire’s hand and the two of them tip-tapped and kicked up their heels, laughing at people who stared at them from a passing bus.


Often, when Dad was working the night shift at the factory, Mum took Claire to Aunty Vicki’s place. It was a secret. Mum said, not to tell Dad, or he would be angry.


‘Our secret!’ Mum’s eyes lit up. ‘We’re keeping a big secret, you and me. Just ours and no-one else’s.’


Claire liked secrets and she liked going to Aunty Vicki’s. Sometimes, as a treat, Aunty Vicki made her toasted cheese sandwiches, but they were circles, not squares. When she grew sleepy, Claire snuggled under the doona in Aunty Vicki’s spare room. She could hear Mum and her Aunt laugh in the lounge room and sometimes too, she heard the sound of other voices. But one night after she had drifted to sleep, a dream startled her awake. The room was dark, and strange shapes loomed grey and menacing.


‘Mum!’ she shouted.


But for once Mum didn’t come as she always did when Claire cried out in the night.


The shapes seemed to be creeping close, reaching out so that her heart felt squeezed.


‘Mum! Mum!’


The room was suddenly filled with light. Aunty Vicki stood in the doorway wearing a pink nightie. She hurried over to the bed, sat down, and put her arms around Claire.


‘What’s wrong, honey?’


‘Where’s Mum?’ Claire sobbed.


‘She left you here with me. Remember?’


‘But where is she?’


Aunty Vicki sighed. ‘She went out.’


‘Where to?’


‘I’m not sure. But she will come back. I promise she will.’


‘When?’ Claire was still crying.


‘Soon. And then she’ll take you home. Like she always does when you stay here.’


‘Promise?’


‘I promise.’


Aunty Vicki stayed with Claire for a long time, stroking her hair and her cheeks. Claire closed her eyes and pretended to sleep. But as soon as her aunt turned off the light and left the room, Claire sat up. The room was lighter now and the shapes had gone.


Claire got out of bed and padded across to the open window. Outside the sky was still dark but bands of pearly grey were breaking through. Soon it would be morning. Where was Mum? And who was she with? Would she really come back?


Just as it seemed Mum would never appear, a white

   car drove into the street. It stopped outside Aunty Vicki’s apartment block, and sat there with its motor running. Claire’s instinct was to pull back and hide behind the curtain but she couldn’t do it. She kept staring at the car, whispering to herself, ‘Mum, Mum, Mum’. All she could see from the third floor was the top of the car. But then the passenger side door opened.


Claire’s heart leapt as Mum stepped out. She saw Mum lean down to the side window and say something to the person in the car. Then, as the car moved away, Mum stood on the footpath for a long, long time, blowing kisses and waving goodbye.


Claire dived back into bed and waited for Mum to come into her room.


A few moments later, she heard floorboards creaking and the door opening.


‘Where have you been?’ Claire demanded, her words sharp and angry.


The light came on. Mum stood there looking calm and beautiful and quiet. She put a finger to her lips. ‘Not so loud, please, you’ll wake Vicki.’ She came to Claire, her arms outstretched for a hug.


‘But where were you?’ Claire said in a fierce whisper. ‘I missed you.’


Mum sat on the edge of the bed. ‘I was out with my friend.’


‘Who?’


‘His name is Mac.’


Claire’s face wrinkled. ‘Who?’


‘My friend. Mac. He’s a nice man.’


Claire scowled. She didn’t like her mother going out with a male friend. Someone she didn’t know.


Mum wrapped her arms tightly about her. ‘Mac is very special to me,’ she whispered.


It was Claire’s turn to speak and she couldn’t think of anything to say. Lots of thoughts and questions ran around in her head.


‘But what about Daddy? He’s very special, too.’


‘Yes, I know he’s very special. To you,’ said Mum. ‘And you are the most special person to me. More special than Dad or Mac.’


‘Are you going to go out with Mac again?’ 


‘Yes,’ said Mum. ‘But I don’t want you to tell your father. Please.’


When she said this, something dark, like huge wings, spread in Claire’s chest.


Now there were two secrets to keep. Two enormous secrets, bigger than the moon – bigger than the whole world.
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A week later, Claire met Mum’s special friend one night at the Opera House. She sat with Mum in the auditorium with hundreds of other people and listened as Mac stood on stage reading poems he’d written. She didn’t understand the poems: they were so long and boring. Afterwards, she and Mum had drinks upstairs with Mac in a place called The Green Room.


Mac had scrambled eyebrows, dark hair and dark eyes, and a squashy nose. He was older than Dad and not as good-looking. He smiled at Claire but he didn’t say much to her. He was more interested in chatting with Mum. Claire drank her pink lemonade and glared at Mac.


‘He’s so lovely,’ Mum said on the way home in the train.


Claire didn’t think he was as lovely as Dad.


Over the weeks that followed, she overheard Mum speaking to Mac on the phone. It was always gooey, luvvy-duvvie stuff. Claire didn’t like it one bit. Mum talked a lot about Mac. She showed Claire pictures on her phone of him cooking a barbecue, playing his banjo, and just being silly. There were lots of photos of Mum and Mac smiling in selfies. In every single one, Mum looked like bubbles of happiness were fizzing around inside of her.


Claire still kept Mum’s secrets but sometimes when she was with Dad, it felt as though she might explode if she didn’t say anything. But if she did, she knew Dad would get very angry.


One night on the first day of the school holidays when Dad was working, Mum sat Claire on her lap. ‘I’ve got some big news,’ she said.


‘What is it?’


‘Well, Claire Bear, I’ve decided that we’re going to live in Sydney. With Mac.’


‘What about Dad?’


‘Look, sweetie ... ’ Mum bit into her bottom lip. ‘Mac makes me happy. Your dad just makes me sad.’


‘But I want to live with Dad, not Mac.’


‘Oh dear.’ Mum sighed. ‘I don’t expect you’ll understand. But please listen ... ’


Patiently, Mum explained how adults were like children. ‘Some children have good friends. Like you and your friend Eden. And some adults have really special friends. Sometimes those friends love one another so much they want to get married.’


‘Like you and Daddy,’ Claire said.


‘That’s right.’ Mum took Claire’s hand. ‘When your father and I were first married, we were in love and very happy. And we were even happier when you were born.’ She paused. ‘But somewhere along the line, we started having problems ... ’


Mum’s brow wrinkled and she sighed. ‘Your dad and I started fighting, which as you know, we do a lot. And now ... ’ Mum wiped a strand of loose hair from Claire’s forehead. ‘Now I don’t love your father. And he doesn’t love me. That’s sad, I know, but it’s true.’


Seeing Claire’s anxious face, Mum added, ‘But I love you. And your dad loves you. It’s just that we don’t love one another. Now I’ve found Mac, someone I like more than your dad. And I want to live with my two favourite people – you and Mac. Do you understand?’


Claire nodded, but she didn’t really understand. All she understood for sure, was how she felt. She wanted to live with Dad forever.


 The next night, when Dad was at work, Mum packed

   their bags. She took Claire’s hand and they caught a bus to the

   railway station.


‘Do we really have to go?’ asked Claire.


‘Just give Mac a chance,’ Mum said. ‘I know you’ll like him. And he lives near the sea – you’ll love that.’


Claire slept for most of the long train trip. She scarcely remembered arriving in Sydney and getting into a taxi that took them to their new home.


A shaft of sunlight across her face woke her. The ceiling and walls were different. Claire sat up and rubbed her eyes. Where was she? Mum had said something about going to her friend Mac’s place near the sea. Last night when they arrived, they had met a nice lady called Gabi who hugged her and said, ‘Welcome!’ Gabi showed Claire her bedroom and the next thing Claire knew she was waking up.


Climbing out of bed, she decided to explore. Along the hallway, as well as the room she slept in, were three closed doors. From behind one of the doors came the sound of loud snoring. She stopped to listen. There were two people in the room. One was Mum. Claire recognised her gentle snore. The other person’s snore was very loud. Next to that room was a bathroom with an open door, so she went to the toilet. After that, she tiptoed onto the upstairs landing. On one side was a staircase going down, and towards the front of the house, was a wide veranda penned with wrought iron.


‘Oh!’ she gasped as she opened the glass door and walked outside. Wide and blue, the ocean lay in the distance as far as she could see. She loved the ocean. It reminded her of picnics and swimming and making sandcastles on the beach. Today it made her feel calm.


For a while she stood there, hoping to see whales or dolphins. Then her eyes moved to the suburb below her, which had lots of tall apartment buildings and red-roofed houses. Far off was a big cemetery.


Just then, Mum appeared in her dressing gown. ‘Hello, sweetie. Did you have a nice sleep?’


‘I think so ... Where are we, Mum?’


‘We’re at Frank and Gabi’s place. Where Mac lives.’


Claire nodded.


‘Come and say hello to Mac,’ said Mum, and she guided her back inside.


They stopped at a door in the hallway. Mum went in first, and then waved for Claire to follow her.


The man, who had a black hairy chest, was sitting up in bed. The corners of his eyes were a mass of fine crinkles. When Mum said, ‘Do you remember Mac?’ he smiled, a droopy kind of smile.


‘Yes.’ He was the man Mum said she loved. Instead of Dad.


Mum climbed into bed and left room for Claire on the outside of her.


‘Come on,’ said Mum.


Claire hesitated for a moment, and then scrambled into bed.


‘Are you going to say “hello” to Mac?’ Mum was smiling. Lately, when she was with Dad, she hardly ever smiled.


‘Hello,’ Claire mumbled.


‘She’ll be talking your head off before long.’ Mum leant over and kissed Mac on his cheek.


Claire didn’t like Mum kissing a man she didn’t really know. ‘When are we going home?’ she said.


‘This is our new home.’ Mum gave her a big hug and planted a kiss on her forehead. ‘We’re going to live with Mac from now on.’


Claire lay still, thinking. Mum and Dad were always fighting. Mum grouched about Dad drinking too much and losing money gambling. Dad told her it was his own business. ‘It’s my business, too!’ Mum screeched at him. Bit by bit the fights got louder. Doors were banged. Sometimes things were thrown – cups, plates, even a teapot once. That was bad, but it got much worse. Dad slapped Mum. After the first time, he said sorry about a million times, and promised he’d never do it again. But he did. Once he even gave Mum a black eye. She covered it with make-up, but Claire could still see the black beneath.


Afterwards he was always extra nice to Mum, and Claire, too. The day after Mum got her black eye, Dad took them to a fancy restaurant and bought them both a bunch of flowers.


‘I know we’re having a rough time,’ Dad said, ‘but we’ll get through it. We always have before and we always will.’


Claire thought that would make everything ok again, but when they were alone, Mum told her it didn’t change what he’d done. She said she didn’t trust him anymore. Claire didn’t know Mac. Can he be trusted, she thought. Perhaps he’ll give Mum a black eye, too.


Even though she liked the smells and the sounds of the ocean, she wanted to be at home. She didn’t like things being different. Mum being with this old man felt so strange ...


She was frightened too, that she would never see her father again. He was bad sometimes, but most of the time he was a good dad. He made her a swing in the backyard. For her birthday he had bought her Amanda, her favourite doll. She loved Amanda. And she loved Dad.


She didn’t like this house. She didn’t like Mac.


‘What are you thinking, darling?’ Mum whispered in her ear.


Claire burst into tears.
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Later, after another sleep, this time in Mac’s bed (minus Mac, thank goodness), with Mum cuddling her, Claire sat up and said, ‘Where is this house?’
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