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PROLOGUE

JUNE 2022

THE CLOUD COVER over Dallas airport is thick and grey—it looks solid as the plane descends but then they are in it. For a moment, there is nothing visible outside the window, and then there is the tarmac, sudden and black, and the juddering bump and speed of landing.

Isaac remains asleep on Jacquie’s arm—head heavy, mouth ajar—but Maisie looks to her for reassurance from beside the window. Maisie’s hair is matted in the back where she slept on it earlier and her cheek is ridged from the fabric of the seat. Jacquie wants to rub the frown from between her eyes, but if she reaches for Maisie now she knows her daughter will flinch away. How many of the other passengers on this A380 have chaos percolating beneath calm exteriors?

[image: A wavy line]

Off the plane, in the queue for immigration, the air smells of stale bodies and duty-free perfume. Jacquie hears raised voices; her eyelids are sandpaper. They are coming off an international flight and transiting to domestic, with a three-hour layover. She just wants to stretch out on the terminal floor with her backpack as a pillow and get an hour’s uninterrupted sleep, without the kids on her. But the immigration officer checking their passports behind a perspex screen picks up the phone.

‘Someone’s just coming to talk to you; can you step to the side here?’ The officer motions with her arm.

They do as she says.

‘I’m hungry,’ Maisie says.

‘You should have had breakfast on the plane.’

‘I’m hungry too,’ Isaac says.

‘We’ll get something once we’re through.’

Two airport police officers are walking towards them—one short and hefty, one tall and lanky. Like Bert and Ernie from Sesame Street. Jacquie’s heart is pounding in her jawbone as the officers approach.

Ernie speaks first. ‘Ma’am? Can you follow me, please? We need you and the children to step into the office over here.’

The customs officer gives him their passports, sliding them beneath the perspex window.

Maisie pulls her mother down so she can whisper in her ear. ‘What’s happening?’

‘It’s just the rules. Don’t worry.’ Jacquie is certain her voice belies her anxiety. The adrenaline has made her break out in a sweat, armpits damp.

The office is brightly lit and the walls have laminated posters in different languages about drug smuggling, people smuggling, and overstaying visas. There is no poster that explains what happens if your mother is thrown in jail. Maisie and Isaac are directed to a row of chairs to sit on; there is a TV in the corner playing FOX News. ‘I’ll be right back,’ she tells them.

Their wide eyes follow Jacquie as she is taken into an interview room. Beneath the panel of opaque glass only their dangling legs are visible. The officers are on one side of the table, she is on the other. They offer coffee in a styrofoam cup, powdered creamer.

‘No thanks.’

‘You understand why we brought you in here, ma’am?’ Bert says.

She nods slowly, considering her words. ‘I’ve brought the children back, though. I’m complying with the return orders.’

Ernie takes a sip of his coffee, wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘We understand that, but your husband can still press criminal charges for abduction under the International Parental Kidnapping Crime Act. We are required to notify him when you re-enter the country, in case he wishes to do so.’

‘What happens if he does decide to press charges?’

‘We would have to detain you.’

‘What about my children?’

‘He could instruct us to send them onwards or he could come and collect them. Either way, we would bring in a children’s guardian for the interim.’

Her head spins and the walls of the room close in. She watches Bert call Brandon, pressing the numbers into the phone. His fingers are long and graceful, a pianist’s fingers. How strange the things we think sometimes.

What if she had never believed Brandon in the first place? Believed in love conquering difference and distance, in love being all that matters? What if she had not braided her life with his, all their history, all their objects. The blood, bone, and skin of their children.

What if she’d never moved to America, leaving behind her mother, their cat, the ocean, her friends for a soulless life in the suburbs, a life tethered to so many things.

What if she could actually hit reverse?

There is a disembodied ringing, then Brandon’s voice, deep and confident. ‘Hello?’

‘Is this Mr Brandon Cassel?’

‘Yes, who’s this?’

Jacquie wonders if Brandon has ever doubted himself for a second. His rightness.

‘I’m calling from the Dallas Fort Worth Airport Police. We have a Mrs Jacqueline Cassel and your two children here off a flight from Sydney, Australia, the result of a civil return order. I’m required to ask, Mr Cassel, if you would like to press criminal charges against your wife, Mrs Cassel, under the International Parental Kidnapping Crime Act?’

She hears Brandon sigh and she hears the sleepless nights she’s caused him, the utter frustration, the longing for their children.

He clears his throat. ‘No,’ he says. ‘I’ll deal with her myself.’

The air in the small room is cold. Bert says something she doesn’t understand—there’s a ringing in her ears. He hangs up.

She’s not going to prison, but this might be worse.




CHAPTER 1

NOVEMBER 2021

SHE STILL LOOKS the wrong way stepping off the kerb.

Maisie tugs her coat. ‘Mum!’

A car beeps, whizzing past so close they feel the wind of it.

‘Sorry, love. Thank you.’

‘You have to look the right way!’

‘I know.’

Isaac’s fingers in hers are hot. She’s such an idiot.

‘Fine. Fine.’ She checks both ways ten times and they cross the road to the bus stop on the corner. There are two other kids from school there already, both with a parent. Charlotte in kindergarten and Alex in third grade. Like dogs, she remembers the names of kids but not their owners/parents. Running mum who is always in activewear and leaves the bus stop pressing the buttons on her Garmin watch, and government dad who comes with the laminated pass to his Treasury Office job flapping against his tie.

‘Cold enough?’ government dad asks.

 ‘Freezing.’ She exhales for effect, watching the puff of air dissipate.

‘Fifty per cent chance of snow tonight,’ running mum says. She has an accent Jacquie can’t quite place. North Carolina? Brandon would know in a sentence.

Sports dad shows up; his sweatpants and baseball caps always look brand-new. ‘Did you see the Rams game last night?’ he asks government dad.

They are immediately lost in a conversation about fumbles and red zones, and Jacquie reaches to pull a long brown hair off Isaac’s coat. A squirrel runs halfway across the road, sees a car, and runs back the way it came.

She swallows her heart.

‘Don’t forget you have environmental club after school.’

Maisie rolls her eyes because of course she hasn’t forgotten, she does not forget.

They hear the bus before they see it, the brakes squealing then the engine straining up the hill. A yellow behemoth comes into view, the doors popping open with a sigh. She kisses Maisie, who wriggles away, then kneels to kiss Isaac on his soft cheek. He throws his arms around her.

When they disappear onto the bus, the sound of those doors closing is both relief and excruciation. Running mum waves with her feet already jogging in place, and Jacquie waves to her and the dads before walking down the block and turning left into Pine Crescent, heading home. She feels conspicuous every time.

They bought the house when they moved to the US, Brandon convincing her that the entry-level guest suite would be perfect for when her mum comes to visit. He did not mention, then, the ten-foot ceilings, the white oak hardwood floors, the his-and-hers walk-in closets in the master bedroom. It wasn’t until they had a private showing that she saw the commode room. The master bathroom alone is as large as the kitchen in flats she grew up in. Two vanities and basins, Calacatta gold marble on the benchtops, a toilet and a bidet, and a shower and separate freestanding bath with nickel-plated taps. There is a button you press so the mirrors don’t fog and there are heated towel racks.

The basement—nearly every house in America has a basement—is kitted out with a wet bar, an exercise room, a home cinema, a playroom, another guest bedroom, and a laundry. ‘There’s room for a golf simulator,’ the real estate agent said when she showed them through. ‘The owners were planning to put one in.’

‘Not sure if the wife would let me,’ Brandon replied, winking at her.

The kitchen has a smart fridge, warming drawers, two dishwashers, and a special wine fridge. As well as the dual fuel six-burner oven, large enough for two turkeys at Thanksgiving, and something the real estate agent called a ‘butler’s pantry’. When Jacquie raised her eyebrows, Brandon said it was just what it was called, not that they were expected to have a butler.

‘It feels excessive,’ she said, but the agent flicked her hair and showed teeth so white Jacquie’s retinas ached.

‘It’s all standard. Everyone’s tearing down those old brick bungalows and building six, seven-bedroom houses. Every bedroom these days has an ensuite.’

It’s hard to fathom when you’ve grown up in one-bathroom homes. For a few years, up north, all they had was an outdoor dunny. But it was easy to get used to, like a heated bathroom floor on a chilly autumn morning when you step out of your oversized soaking tub. The giant tumble dryer in the basement laundry because no one hangs their clothes out—they’ve never even heard of a Hills hoist here. She spent a few months insisting she would air-dry the washing, setting up clotheslines in the basement, but the perennial dampness meant it took days for a t-shirt to dry. The tumble dryer takes forty minutes.

The smart fridge has cameras inside which they can check from their phones. The Zip tap on the sink makes sparkling water. And Brandon programmed the wine fridge so it keeps her pinot gris the right degree of chilled.

When you live in a cul-de-sac, there are houses on all sides and only one way to leave. You must get to know your neighbours because you will see them all the time. When Jacquie and Brandon moved in, the neighbours brought cookies and chicken dip and lemon poppyseed loaf from Trader Joe’s, bottles of wine and cuttings from their gardens. ‘We go all out for the holidays,’ said Jenny next door. ‘Cul-de-sac parties on Halloween, Christmas, the Fourth of July.’

Her husband, Dave, chimed in. ‘The Brandts had some great gatherings. Their Super Bowl parties’—he raised a meaty palm—‘legendary.’ Was he waiting for a high five? Brandon delivered. They had bought from the Brandts, who looked as though, forty years ago, they would have been prom king and queen. Jacquie didn’t tell Dave and Jenny that she didn’t watch football except to binge Friday Night Lights. She thanked them for the wine and said they would have everyone over for drinks soon. Jenny and Dave have twin boys who attend the local high school—they have a basketball hoop in their driveway and throw the football down the street on Sunday afternoons. Ellen and John on the other side have similar-aged children to Maisie and Isaac—early elementary—but they attend the Catholic school in the next suburb. The entire family plays ice hockey and have an artificial synthetic rink in their garage.

Brandon told her she would love living in a cul-de-sac, how there was no traffic, the kids could play on the street. But Maisie and Isaac only play on the street when he drags them out there. They prefer the seclusion of their backyard or the quiet of their own rooms. She doesn’t blame them really. She understands why they might feel as though they are being watched.

Jacquie still hasn’t invited the neighbours around for drinks. Their friendliness is generous, but it also feels overwhelming, on the edge of intrusive. Perhaps she just values her privacy more.

Brandon is at work long before the rest of them are up most mornings. On weekdays she hears his alarm at five, the shower and the rustle of him dressing, the clink of his belt buckle. Awake, she keeps her eyes shut. Sometimes she falls back asleep between five and six, and it’s then she has the most vivid dreams. The alarm comes as a shock: a difficult resurfacing. Brandon’s cereal bowl is in the dishwasher when she emerges, his shoes and bag gone from beside the front door. In the bathroom, the only vestiges of him are the condensation on the mirror and his towel damp on the rack. She marvels at how quickly he leaves them. To be off with such little effort: it is something she can no longer fathom. Jacquie’s mornings are a blur of do you have your homework and where are my shoes, brush your teeth and can you sign my permission slip, packing lunches and toasting English muffins, blow-drying her hair after helping Isaac comb his and putting Maisie’s into the French plaits that she has recently begun to request.

Now the house is quiet and she’s due at the neighbourhood centre in a little more than an hour. She teaches English as a Second Language classes on the other side of the county, five days a week, for three hours a day. Her classes are full of migrants from Ecuador, Vietnam, El Salvador, Peru, China, India, and Afghanistan, to name a few. At the neighbourhood centre, students don’t just learn English and tenses and conjugating verbs: they learn how to register children for school, how to apply for jobs, how to tip and when. They learn how to make change: the difference between a quarter, nickel, and dime. ‘Don’t mimic my accent,’ she reminds them daily. ‘You want to sound American, right?’

‘I like your accent better,’ Sujeetha said last week after class, after they’d finished a lesson on the past perfect (I had a red bicycle. My brother had a blue one). ‘It sounds more proper.’ She brings packets of biscuits she buys from the Indian supermarket, and they remind Jacquie of Australian biscuits: sugar-coated Nice biscuits, shortbread fingers. They have them with a cup of milky tea—or, as Sujeetha calls it, chai. She has a cousin living in Melbourne. Jacquie is not supposed to have favourites, but she cannot help it. Sujeetha on Thursdays, Juan on Tuesdays, the quiet but very clever Van on Wednesdays.

After class, Jacquie stays in the centre for an hour or two to finish lesson plans for the next day or the coming week—photocopying worksheets and printing resources off the internet. Sometimes she has lunch with Clarissa, the centre director, who hired her even though one of the guys on the interview panel said that it would be hard for students to understand her.

‘People from other countries are used to understanding different accents, Jeff,’ Clarissa had shot back.

Jacquie had known straightaway she wanted to work for her.

She has only had this job for three and a half months now: since Isaac started school. Brandon works something like full-time and a half. He’s a VP in his dad’s business.

‘There’s no need for you to work,’ he said, when she started applying for jobs. ‘According to the accountant, it’s worse when you do.’

‘Worse for what?’

‘What I can claim on my taxes,’ he said. ‘It’s complicated.’

‘What am I going to do at home all day when the kids are at school?’

Sure enough, Brandon had suggestions. Better dinners, taking charge of house repairs, organising family vacations, planning his father’s seventieth. But she works in order to remember who she is. Who she was before.

[image: A wavy line]

When Jacquie met Brandon she was working at a cafe on Hall Street in Bondi less than a block from the beach. The night before, she was up late drinking cask wine and sharing a joint with Clara on the balcony of their unit on Wellington Street, opposite Dickson Park, teasing Clara about the recording her boyfriend posted of his new band. Clara always dated musicians with better hair than talent. The rolling paper stuck to their dry lips. They were shivering, it was May, wrapped in blankets. Clara had that kind of nonchalant beauty that both men and women fell in love with: first-thing-in-the-morning beautiful, with messy hair and sharp clavicles, smears of eyeliner beneath her eyes. Jacquie knew she didn’t have that calibre of beauty, but sometimes she looked in the mirror and didn’t hate what she saw; thought, okay, I can deal with this.

These days she would kill to have that skin again, for that dark hair without a hint of the greys that now come in kinky and wild, like frazzled little wires, electrocuted. For the body she could feed rubbish and alcohol and fail to exercise but which would still fit into her favourite jeans.

The guy who owned the cafe, Jock, charged exorbitantly for average food and insisted they put all the sandwich bar toppings back in the industrial fridge at the end of every day. Jacquie lost count of the times she’d heard rustling and seen a scaly pink tail disappear behind the flour bags. She mentioned it once and Jock replied, ‘You want this job?’

That shut her up.

Jock was an older guy—fifties—who wore tight t-shirts and was always either going to or returning from the gym. Sometimes he brought his girlfriends in for free juices and smoothies, women with young faces and old necks, chunky gold jewellery, designer handbags and jeans. Now she even feels for Jock’s girlfriends. She understands why they might inject a little botox or fillers into their faces, how it’s easy to get lost in the quest for what you’ll never have again.

But the sandwiches: this was 2012, pre-acai and poke bowls. They had a selection of menu items—the Sicilian (salami, provolone, sundried tomatoes), the Aussie (cheese, pineapple, ham), the Greek (lamb, feta, olives)—or they would make a sandwich to order, which to be honest, most people did except the tourists. The tourists were the only ones who ever ordered an Aussie, and just slapping the wet, golden circles of pineapple against mayo and laying on the pink, slimy ham made her want to regurgitate the previous night’s dinner. Or had she even remembered to have dinner? Maybe that was why she was feeling queasy. She’d have Vegemite toast at break time and the magical combination of salt and butter would solve everything.

‘What’s Turkish bread?’

Jacquie looked up and he was standing on the other side of the counter. Red polo shirt, blue baseball cap, black spectacles. Another loud Yank.

She held up a Turkish roll, suppressing the urge to roll her eyes.

‘Any good?’

She shrugged, and he was smirking, one eyebrow raised.

‘What do you suggest? Help out a dumb American.’

She must have smiled then because he’d read her mind.

‘See?’ he said. ‘I knew that’s what you were thinking.’

‘Salad and cheese.’ And then she whispered across the counter. ‘Avoid the ham.’

 ‘Okay, one of those.’

‘What kind of bread?’

‘I’ll try the Turkish.’

Jacquie made his sandwich, offering butter, mustard, onion, various types of cheese. ‘Just make it like you would,’ he said. ‘Too many choices.’

‘Can I get that on a t-shirt?’

‘Too many choices?’

‘Yep.’ She wrapped the sandwich in paper and sliced it neatly on the diagonal. She had perfected the action so barely any toppings shifted. A flush was already warming her skin. ‘It’s the problem with the world today.’ She placed the sandwich in a brown bag. ‘Too many choices. We’re all frozen with indecision.’

‘The paradox of choice,’ he said. ‘When there are too many choices, we get overwhelmed, and it becomes impossible to know what is best. Someone did write a book about it.’

Jacquie handed him the paper bag. Through his spectacles, his irises were pale blue.

‘How much?’

She glanced over her shoulder to check that Jock wasn’t watching then said, ‘Take it. You might not like it, you’ve been overwhelmed by the paradox of choice and might wish you ordered the ham, and then I’ll feel bad for charging you.’

‘Thank you. That’s the nicest thing anyone’s done for me in, like, a month. Seriously.’ He offered a handshake, like Americans do. ‘Brandon.’

She took off her glove and grasped his outstretched hand. Hers was all powdery and dry from the latex.

‘Jacquie.’

‘Like Kennedy.’

 ‘Q-u instead of k.’

He held on for a second longer than was comfortable, looking straight in her eyes. She felt her blood vessels open, her cheeks flush, and looked away. There was a person waiting behind him to order.

‘I won’t forget.’

He walked off with his sandwich. Not before she saw the glimmer of water in the corners of his eyes.

Jacquie recognised that he was lonely—the certain brand of loneliness that is unique to your twenties, when you’ve spent your life in school, surrounded always by friends or at least the illusion of them, and you leave to travel on your own and yes, you meet people, but they don’t know you and sometimes you need some space to think and breathe and sometimes you just feel so far from everything, an aching kind of emptiness at the back of your skull, every encounter an echo of this lonely.

She recognised it from her own year abroad: sleepless nights in bleak hostels while strangers snored around her, typing emails which tried to summarise everything she saw and felt and make it sound better than it ever was. She’d spent so long dreaming of going and found herself elsewhere filled with longing for what she’d left behind.

Her next shift, Jock tapped her on the shoulder.

‘There was a guy looking for you. He left something. Fuck me, where’d I put it?’

He disappeared into the back room, coming back with a plastic shopping bag. ‘Don’t make this a habit. I’m not your secretary. Or your drug mule.’

‘Sorry,’ Jacquie said, opening the bag, not bothering to hide her sarcasm. She pulled out the fabric inside, unfolding it. A soft, grey t-shirt printed with the words: Too many choices. A little laugh, half a gasp, escaped her.

 ‘What’s that supposed to mean? Why’s it funny?’ Jock had licked his finger and was slicking down his eyebrows with saliva in the mirror above the door.

She shook her head.

‘You’d better start your shift.’

She changed in the bathroom, ignoring that they were out of soap and low on toilet paper. Maybe he would come in later? There was no note. Maybe he’d gone. The shirt smelled like washing powder and a hint of something else. Cigarettes? Clove cigarettes. It was a shirt that felt like it was made for her, not too tight, not too loose. Every time she wore it, she wondered if she would see him again.
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The sound of a key in the door makes her jump. She’s forgotten it is Wednesday and the cleaners come on Wednesday. Their melodious voices fill the high-ceilinged foyer. (A lawyer foyer, her brother Max called it, the one time he visited.)

‘Hello?’

‘I’m here,’ she calls out, shoving her laptop and class folders into a bag.

‘Hello, it’s okay if we clean?’

At the bottom of the staircase is the older woman, Maria, with a scar on her lip.

‘Hi, Maria. Sorry, I’ll get out of your hair.’

‘No problem.’

The previous week, the cleaners left a flyer about a food drive they are organising, requesting canned food and other staples, like boxes of cereal. Non-perishable items. There are paper grocery bags ready on the dining room table with cans of tuna, beans, boxes of pasta and Cheerios, but they look so paltry beneath the high ceiling.

Jacquie doesn’t recognise the two other cleaners; they wear blue uniform smocks and the vacuum cleaners which can be worn as backpacks, and lug buckets with mops. They work for a big company called Green ’N Clean. She’d wanted to hire an individual because so little of what they pay truly goes to these women who zip in and out and leave the place spotless, vacuum lines in the carpet.

‘I can’t have illegals, not with my position,’ Brandon said. ‘We need someone dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s. Someone’s got to be paying the right taxes.’

She’d held her tongue. She was the one who wanted a cleaner when she went back to work, because Brandon kept complaining about how messy the house was and she just didn’t have time. Especially with his standards, and such a big house. Her salary goes towards paying for them.

She didn’t say to Brandon that the wealth and comfort of the middle class in the US is built on the labour of people who have no safety net or social security, no access to welfare. She knows them because they’re her students. And yeah, there are places they can refer them, food banks and free clinics, but those places are already so stretched. But is Australia any better? They just shut their borders and put people in immigration detention.

After shoving all the clothes and toys on Isaac and Maisie’s bedroom floors into their closets so the cleaners can clean, Jacquie leaves the house with forty minutes to kill before work. Her favourite coffee shop is in a strip mall next door to a Walgreens and a Harris Teeter. At least it is easy to park. It took her a year to figure out that a cortado is the closest thing to the flat white (though Starbucks has a flat white, she avoids the place). Now the baristas at this cafe know her order, they call her ‘the Ossie’ in that surface friendliness and politeness that Americans have, that ability to banter. She opens her laptop and tries to shut out the conversation of the two young men beside her at the shared table. They have the polo shirt, khaki and boat shoe look. Pastel polos for weekdays and brighter colours for weekends. Mothers at Isaac and Maisie’s elementary school take it a step further with polo dresses. Sleeveless, worn with a strappy sandal or wedge. Hair is always perfect. Jewellery (besides the rock and wedding ring) a slender gold chain with their children’s initials spaced at even intervals.

The two men are drinking from enormous mugs with their laptops open and talking about startup viability and pivoting with synergy. She clicks on the free wi-fi and puts in earbuds. Brandon says never trust free wi-fi. Cue soothing instrumental music to drown out tech bros. The caffeine makes her feel like a person who gets a solid eight hours sleep. She will only read the new emails, not check social media. She is nostalgic for the days when friends and family sent real emails, actual electronic letters about their lives, rather than posting something bland on social media. Now most of her email is work, news, sale announcements and the neighbourhood mother digests, which she was convinced to subscribe to because they would help her ‘feel part of the community’ but really only show how much of an outsider she is. Sure, they recommend dentists and ear piercers, landscapers and divorce lawyers, but they also want summer tutors for their five-year-olds and cheerleading classes for three-year-olds. Once a mother asked for a company that might help her six-year-old learn to ride a bike.

‘A company!’ she told Brandon. ‘Isn’t that what parents are for?’

‘Maybe they don’t know how to ride bikes themselves.’ Sometimes he is kinder than her. And people replied, it turned out there were at least three companies that did just this. Locally.

Today the neighbourhood digest looks boring, until she scrolls to the final item.



Puppy poop

Hi Supermoms,

My kids finally wore me down and we bought a puppy last month. Problem is? Poop all over the backyard. Any recs for a company/service that comes to clean it up?

TIA,

Molly

Re: Puppy poop

Hi Molly. Try Doody Calls. They come to our house once a week. Tigger’s never had a cleaner yard.

Hugs,

Danielle

Re: Puppy poop

We swear by Pet Domestic.

Best,

Madison



Jacquie writes:


Dear Molly,

How about getting your kids to do it? They wanted the puppy, right?



Then deletes it. Actually she sends the entire thread to Clara in Sydney, knowing she is just bolstering stereotypes. Last time they chatted on the phone, Clara had asked when they were coming back.

‘Hopefully Christmas.’

‘I mean for good, Jacq. Are you staying there forever?’

‘Not forever. It’s complicated, you know.’

‘What does Brandon say?’

‘He’s open to it.’ They haven’t talked about it.

Last time she saw Clara they met for a girls’ weekend in New York—Brandon took some convincing, but Clara insisted and paid for the whole thing, so he relented. She was still beautiful, strangers-turning-their-heads beautiful. She had just left a relationship with one man and begun another, and that was the story of her thirties. She was in love with the feeling of falling in love but grew bored quickly. And, she told Jacquie that weekend, the choices were getting slimmer as men married, had babies, and disappeared into suburban lives of barbecues and footy coaching on weekends. Her last boyfriend was unemployed and kept trying to borrow money for a business he was convinced would make him millions. She’d gone into law, so she worked long hours and made more money than most men her age. The current boyfriend was older and had money but also an ex-wife and two daughters aged ten and twelve who lived with him on alternate weeks.

‘I just don’t know if I want to mother someone else’s kids,’ Clara had said, zipping up her heeled, calfskin boots, the kind which looked soft as butter and ended just below her knee.

They were visiting the Empire State Building and the High Line. ‘Your feet might hurt in those boots,’ Jacquie said.

Clara shrugged. She knew how much walking they would be doing.

‘Do you want to mother your own?’ Jacquie asked, plaiting her hair so it would fit beneath her beanie.

‘It might be too late.’ She looked sad and Jacquie wanted to hug her.

‘It is not. You’re hardly older than me.’

‘You had them so young. Practically still a child yourself.’

Jacquie’s phone beeped with a text from Brandon. And a photo of Maisie and Isaac, eating bowls of cereal.

She texted a quick reply.

‘Do you regret it ever?’ Clara asked.

 ‘I can’t imagine another life. There are plenty of days when I’m dying to get away from them, but then the moment I’m gone I miss them desperately.’

‘What about Brandon, though?’

‘Do I miss him?’

Just then Clara’s phone rang. Jacquie knew as soon as she picked up, the way her voice changed, who it was. She did miss Brandon. But if she were to be honest, she missed who he was before they moved to the US. Or before they had children. Before he became so intense. By the time Clara hung up, she’d forgotten that she asked. Jacquie didn’t remind her.

Christmas she is taking the kids back to see her family, and Brandon will stay and work. This took six months of negotiation. He wanted them to wait until he could come. Even though she hasn’t seen her mum since before COVID, since 2019. But that’s the perennial question: when can he come? There is a merger happening, so he can’t come this year, or next. She finally convinced him just to let them go. Then, when he has time for a holiday, they can go somewhere relaxing—Hawaii again, like their honeymoon, or Costa Rica: somewhere where they won’t have family obligations. He’ll have Christmas with his parents in McLean, but otherwise he will be working, he says. This she knows is true. Jacquie harbours no suspicions that Brandon is spending his workdays in a sleazy motel tryst with a sexy colleague. His work always, always comes first.

She looks back over the lesson plans for today. They are doing future tense. I will go to Australia this Christmas. I will fly on an aeroplane. My children will come with me. My husband will stay home. She finishes the last sip of her cortado and looks at the time. Twenty minutes before class starts. Shutting her laptop, Jacquie drops the earbuds in her bag and waves to the baristas on her way out the door.




CHAPTER 2

CLARISSA IS IN charge of all the courses at the neighbourhood centre: the ESL, the ping-pong and knitting and tai chi and IT for seniors. She’s four years younger than Jacquie and the kind of person who adopts elderly cats from shelters because she wants to give them a happy end-of-life. After Jacquie’s class, they eat lunch together in Clarissa’s office, which is also the storage room and the kitchen. Clarissa is microwaving a burrito while Jacquie eats her chicken and kale salad, telling Clarissa about the second half of the lesson, where she played the Proclaimers song ‘500 Miles’ and the students made promises to imaginary future partners. I’m gonna be the man who makes coffee every morning and brings it to you in bed. I’m gonna be the woman who watches your favourite shows without complaining. And Boris: I’m going to be the man who doesn’t complain about the meals you cook for me. They both laugh at that one. Clarissa talks about a woman who wants a refund on her ping-pong lessons because the paddle gave her RSI.

‘I have no problem giving her a refund,’ Clarissa says, ‘but we are not paying for her physical therapy. She signed a waiver when she signed up for the class. Everyone does. I mean, you’re just as likely to get RSI from writing in your English class, right?’

‘I can’t imagine any of my students coming in with those kinds of complaints, though.’

‘Well, people rarely complain if something is free.’

Clarissa gets up to check the microwave. She comes back with the burrito steaming on a plate. Clarissa has short hair that she is always changing, piercings all the way up each earlobe and cartilage, and small, delicate line tattoos of cats (the ones who have passed away) on her arms. Sometimes Jacquie finds herself wanting to trace her finger along the lines of the tattoos. She’s certain it’s that she doesn’t have enough friends, so her affection for Clarissa is out of proportion.

They talk about who is covering Jacquie’s classes while she’s overseas, and she apologises for leaving.

‘What are you talking about?’ Clarissa says with a mouthful of burrito. ‘You have to go home. I’d be mad if you weren’t going. I wish I were coming.’

‘One day you must come to Australia. But now, you forgot to tell me about your date.’

Clarissa puts her burrito down and puts her head in her hands.

‘That bad?’

‘I didn’t even make it to dessert. She plays those Dungeons & Dragons games, which doesn’t bother me, but she literally could only talk about that. She asked me zero questions. And guess what she does for work?’

Jacquie’s mouth is full so she shrugs.

‘She’s a game developer. So no. I pretended I was feeling sick and paid the bill, and then I came home and deleted the app.’

‘There will be others!’

 ‘Three strikes. I’m happy with my geriatric cats. Just be glad you’ve found the one you love. I’ll be wearing leopard print sweats and talking to myself on the bus by the time I’m your age.’

‘Wheeling a granny trolley full of cat food?’

‘Yes,’ she says, standing up. ‘Before I forget, come to this play with me, since I’m not going on any more dates. It’s in two weeks, on Friday. My cousin will kill me if I don’t go, since she’s in it.’

Jacquie tells Clarissa she will check with Brandon.
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After leaving the neighbourhood centre, Jacquie drives to meet Maisie and Isaac’s school bus. With five minutes to spare, she parks on a quiet residential street near the bus stop and scrolls through social media, looking at photos of old friends grinning in the sun, the blue horizon, the endlessly photographable sky and sea. Their cafe breakfasts of dukkah poached eggs and avo toast. Even the yolks of the eggs look brighter at home.

She forgets how Sydney can be wet and grey in winter; Bondi Beach one long stretch of heavy sand, the toilets at the Pavilion clogged with wet paper and smelling of mildew. The cubicles always stuck with the sanitary stickers from the gussets of new swimmers—how hard would it be to put them in the bin?

Jacquie was miserable that winter at Jock’s cafe; it was draughty, damp, and cold. When she complained about the cost of everything in Sydney, her mum, Suzie, always said that she should move south and help out on the farm. Shovel alpaca shit, Suzie would pay for the labour. But Jacquie knew that within a week they would start to get on each other’s nerves. If she had a few days off in a row, she drove down in her blue ’98 Toyota Corolla. The Bluebird. Clara sometimes came, her bare feet on the dashboard, toes wiggling and singing along to the radio. Clara knew the words to every song. She loved to smoke pot with Suzie and try on her old hippie clothes, shaking out the dusty Indian prints and the thin gauze with shimmers of silver thread. They would handfeed the alpacas: big anxious eyes, long thin whiskers, and lanolin-woolly smell. They drove back with sore arms from fencing and chopping wood, mud-splattered boots, itchy spots from leeches and ticks, and clothes that smelled of wood smoke and weed.

Did she stay at the cafe for the vague possibility of seeing Brandon? Yes, but she also needed the money. Jacquie walked dogs five mornings and worked at the cafe a few shifts a week. She had an unpaid internship writing press releases for a wilderness charity every Tuesday, which was meant to lead to a real, grown-up job but had yet to do so.

One crisp week in July, the sun finally returned. The tourists were out with their exotic accents, their hired foamies and other-hemisphere tans. The bright yellow puffs of wattle bloomed on the acacia trees, a sign of coming spring. She looked up one Wednesday from filling the butter container with Jock’s cheap home-brand margarine to find him standing there, same glasses and cap, grinning like a fool.

‘Did you get the t-shirt?’

‘Brandon!’ Jacquie put the butter knife down, smearing it across her apron on the way. ‘Shit!’

He was freckled and tanned, taller than she recalled.

‘I love the shirt. How?’

‘Had it made.’

‘You didn’t. Where’ve you been?’

‘Up north. Deckhand on a yacht in the Whitsundays.’

Jock was at the coffee machine. She looked at the clock above the register. It was only eleven, an hour before the lunch rush. And there was another girl working. The hiss of steam from the espresso machine. The burr of the grinder.

‘D’you want anything?’

‘Not hungry,’ said Brandon. ‘Can we talk, though? Do you have a minute?’

‘Give me a sec. I’ll see you out front.’

She untied her apron.

‘Hey Jock, I need a break. Five minutes. I’ll be right back, okay?’

‘The fuck, Jacquie? You only got here an hour ago.’

The cafe was empty. She had to get out before a customer came in.

‘It’s my cousin from America. Be right back.’

Brandon was standing outside in the sun. He’d taken his cap off and was squashing it between his hands, the hair beneath brown and shorn close to the scalp.

‘I hate this place,’ she said. ‘I’m quitting.’

‘Really? Literally?’

She nodded.

‘Let’s go then.’ Brandon put his hand out. ‘Come on.’ His long arm brown from working on a boat in the Queensland sun.

‘I can’t actually disappear on a shift. Though I like the idea of it. It’d be like a scene from some movie.’

‘Cue montage shot of us on the beach, jumping in the surf.’

‘Licking ice cream, you motion that I have some on my nose.’

‘And then I go to swipe it off and end up kissing you?’

‘I feel like that would happen at sunset.’

‘Does the sun even set over the ocean here?’

‘No, but if we went to Perth …’

‘Quick, let’s get on a plane.’

Jock was at the window, rapping on the glass.

‘I’m done at three.’

 ‘I’ll be back.’

She went inside, retying her apron, avoiding Jock’s cranky stare. ‘Why were you flirting with your cousin?’ he asked from behind the coffee machine. ‘We’re not in Tasmania.’
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That afternoon, Jacquie learned Brandon was funny when he wanted to be, and also very sweet. They sat with their feet in the cold sand with the sun on their faces, watching the surfers wait for waves, the joggers run past in tiny shorts, and little kids still in their school uniforms kick sand at one another. She learned that his favourite flavour of ice cream was mint choc chip, her least favourite. And that he was leaving—going back to Boston in two months.

‘You don’t sound like you’re from Boston.’ Having watched Good Will Hunting, she knew everything there was to know about Boston accents.

‘I’m not, originally. I’m from DC. Doing grad school in Boston, though. Just taking some time off.’

‘DC?’

‘Washington DC. You know, where the White House is?’

‘So, different from Washington state?’

He sighed.

‘Oh, excuse me,’ she said, ‘but you could not name one Australian state until you arrived here.’

Brandon grinned and she knew it was true.

What he didn’t tell her was that he was at business school at Boston University. That his father owned a major contracting company that sold defence technology to the US Army. What did he tell her? What a lucky guy he was to get to hang out with someone as gorgeous as her. How much he’d thought about her while he’d been away. How much he’d hoped, from the moment he saw her, that she didn’t have a boyfriend. Jacquie wasn’t used to this kind of talk—she didn’t know how to steel herself against it. It made her face hot, her mouth dry, her knees jelly. It made her strength dissolve.

She took him home that night, even though she was scared he would fall for Clara, like every other guy she’d ever known. It was late, after midnight, and when they snuck inside the flat was quiet.

She saw her room differently then: the velvet bedspread, the postcards from travelling friends blu-tacked to the wall. The dust-rimed candles and stacks of books on the carpet, the shaggy tapestry her brother bought her in Nepal: it all looked tatty, cluttered. She wanted to be a blank slate. They lay on her bed and talked for most of the night. Too nervous for much else. Her hands were shaking. It made no sense, she said, showing him, but then he held up his hand and it was shaking too. They had drunk schooners earlier but the effect of them had long worn off. Jacquie woke curled against him as the light of dawn stained the sky orange and then pink through her window. The alarm went off at seven, rude mechanical bleats, but it was her one day to sleep in that week. She turned it off. Two magpies carolled nearby, their songs twining together. She fell back asleep.

Midmorning she woke again and he was awake beside her, staring at the ceiling. They had not even kissed. She put her mouth against his yellow t-shirt and breathed warm air through the fabric onto his skin. He turned and their lips touched—barely at first—like fish brushing against your ankles in the ocean.

They lay there a little longer, kissing. Touching palms, the curve of a shoulder, soft stomach skin.

A knock at the door.

‘Jacquie?’

‘Yeah?’

It started to open.

‘Hang on!’

She pulled her shirt down. Clara’s head peered through the doorway.

‘Oh, shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t know where you were last night. Did you get my texts?’

‘I wasn’t looking at my phone. I should have called.’

‘No, no, it’s fine. I’ll leave you alone. Sorry.’ Clara shut the door.

Brandon turned to her again, laughing. Somehow that broke through whatever had been holding them back. What terrified her at first was impossible to stop once they began, once they were in. It was like walking into the surf: as much as you shrink back in the beginning, eventually there is the joy of delicious submersion. The fear or awkwardness was there, there, there; then all of a sudden gone.

They spent the day in bed, stopping just to eat crisps and drink beers, holding the cold bottles against their pink cheeks, against their flushed skin.

‘I thought of you every day I was away,’ Brandon said, tracing his fingertip along her brow. His glasses were folded on the bedside table, and without them his eyes looked vulnerable, such a pale naked blue.

‘What did you think?’

‘I thought about how stupid I was to walk off without trying to get your details. I thought about how I’d never see you again. I thought about how much I would like to do this.’ He put his lips to hers.

He had such full soft lips, Jacquie’s own felt scarce in comparison. Soon she stopped comparing.

Brandon did not fall in love with Clara. He fell in love with her. It sounds so silly, now, to say how much that meant to Jacquie, but it did. You spend so much of your teenage years and early twenties thinking you are unlovable, too awkward or pushy or nerdy or odd to be loved. Measuring yourself against your beautiful friends. Is it jealousy, or something deeper? Jacquie loved Clara for her beauty too—but she could never imagine herself in Clara’s position. Clara was immune to declarations of undying love; Jacquie was not.
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She gets out of the car to wait on the footpath as the bus crests the hill. Isaac is the first off, straight into her arms. The kindergarteners sit up the front, near the driver. Maisie is a little slower and calls something back to her friend as she leaves.

‘Maise.’ She bends to kiss her daughter on the crooked part of her hair.

Maisie flinches away, scowls, then grins up at her mother. She’s like this now if you touch her. It’s not welcome but it’s not unwelcome either. Push-pull. Jacquie had thought she’d have years before this happened. Seven going on thirteen.

‘Homework?’

‘Math,’ she groans. ‘But first I’m writing a story for English.’

‘Can I read it when you’re done?’

‘Nope. But you can do my math homework.’

‘I got homework too.’ Isaac tugs her hand, and she tousles his hair. His homework is all colouring in and matching pictures to words.

They buckle into their boosters.

‘We’re starting our science project,’ Maisie says. ‘I need you to buy two hundred radish seeds.’

‘Are you sure you want to grow radishes?’

‘They’re the fastest-growing vegetable.’

 ‘We’ll be away over Christmas. Do you need someone to water them?’

‘I’ll be done by then.’

Jacquie starts the car and drives the two blocks home.

‘I can’t wait to see Nana and Max,’ Maisie says. ‘And summer. I can’t wait for sun.’

‘Same.’ Jacquie thinks about saying more but keeps quiet. There is so much she longs for. ‘I’m going to eat a Violet Crumble,’ she says instead.

‘Tim Tams,’ Isaac chimes in.

‘A Cherry Ripe,’ Maisie says.

‘A jar of Vegemite.’

‘Ewwww,’ they chorus.

‘How do you even call yourself Australians, not liking Vegemite?’

‘You took us away too young,’ Maisie says.

‘I should have stuck it in your bottle.’

‘Gross.’
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At home she cuts up fruit and puts crackers on a plate for their afternoon snack. She looks at the screen on the French doors of the fridge to see what’s for dinner. Brandon cooks maybe once a month. They never have the right ingredients, he says. But he is the one who gets her to sit down and plan menus for the week ahead on the weekend. Monday: veg stir fry; Tuesday: spag bol; Wednesday: tacos; Thursday: salmon and broccoli. Friday: hot dogs and hamburgers. What if Wednesday rolls around and you don’t feel like tacos?

He tells her to use the touch screen on the smart fridge to order the groceries on Amazon, but she can’t get her head around that. She still needs to choose her apples one by one, touch them as she puts them in her trolley and wheels them through aisles of other foods.

She flicks the kettle on for tea and hears the crash of the Lego dumping on the floor in Isaac’s room upstairs. The chatter of both their voices.

Today is butter chicken. She finds most of the ingredients in the pantry, including the basmati rice. Pouring the boiled water into a mug with a teabag, she takes it to the sofa to work on tomorrow’s lessons. Brandon ordered these new Missoni cushions, which cost far more money than some cotton stuffing and a linen pillowcase ought to cost, and he doesn’t want them drinking or eating near the sofa now, but he’s not here.




CHAPTER 3

LATER THAT NIGHT, Brandon comes downstairs from telling Maisie to turn off her light. Isaac is already asleep.

‘Let’s watch something.’

Jacquie looks up from scrolling, pausing on the funny animal videos.

‘Like what?’

They are in the middle of three different shows, though maybe they have given up on one of them. It is so violent they both have trouble sleeping afterwards, still buzzing with the adrenaline of so much blood and gore.

He suggests something more mundane, and she brings it up on her laptop. They have a home cinema in the basement, beside the laundry and the guest bedroom, but it is much cosier to watch things on the living room sofa. Also, they can hear the kids should they call out. One of the problems of a huge house: your children don’t know where to find you. He covers their legs with a cashmere throw. Strange that this is a version of closeness, but it is. When you barely have time to talk about anything at all, talking about the characters of a fictional television show you have shared. She props the laptop on a pillow. He leans his head on her shoulder. Now would be a good time to ask about her trip, while he’s happy, while he doesn’t have his guard up.

‘I talked to Mum yesterday.’

‘Mm.’

‘She wants us to come a week earlier. Max will be there.’

He pulls his lips in towards his teeth.

‘I haven’t seen him in two years.’

‘We are only a six-hour flight from London.’

‘He’s on a scholarship. He doesn’t have a lot of money to travel. Besides, this is the final year of his PhD.’

The wheel is spinning on the show, it’s still loading. Her jaw is tight. She does not mention Max will not be staying for Christmas, because she knows what Brandon’s reaction would be. She was upset when her mum said as much the phone. How could Max fly all that way and not spend Christmas with us? she’d asked, and her mum had said this girlfriend was serious, he was spending the holidays with her. We could have an early Christmas, Suzie said. Proving she would still move heaven and earth for Max.

Brandon stands up and goes to the dining table to flick through the day’s mail—all of it bills. He puts a few envelopes in his briefcase. He has always dealt with the finances; he’s got a good head for it. Before she started working, he budgeted exactly how much she would need for groceries and the kids’ activities each week and put it into the household account. Anything additional, like a novel, a lunch out, she would ask him for the money. Since she has been working she has stopped asking.

Jacquie grew up thinking rich people liked to splash their money around, but she’s come to realise that they amass wealth because they don’t. They buy ridiculously expensive things, sure, but with a laser-sharp sense of purpose. It is not that Brandon is stingy—he has always spoiled her with the most generous presents—but everything is some kind of investment. Everything must have a return.

‘The kids would miss a week of school?’

‘Two.’

Brandon is tired, she can see it in his posture, in the dark circles beneath his eyes. ‘You’ll get more done if it’s quieter here,’ she says. She keeps her voice light.

She’s trying not to think of herself. The thought of leaving in a month’s time makes her giddy—a spinning ball in her belly. She can taste her mum’s pav, the dissolving crunch of meringue and the rich cream. She can feel the tingly chill of the ocean on sun-scorched skin. The fat, dark red cherries cold from the fridge and the way the pips feel between her back teeth.

‘I don’t like you going without me.’

‘We’d rather you come. But since you can’t … I’ll make sure the kids bring schoolwork and get it done. It’s easy while they’re little.’

‘Better they not miss any.’

‘It’s been more than two years since I’ve been home. We can’t go for just two weeks.’

‘Then go in the summer.’

‘We are. Just the Australian summer.’ She stands to wrap her arms around him, pushing up on her toes to kiss his cheek. He hasn’t shaved and the bristles are sharp against her lips. ‘We’ll be there and back before you even notice we’re gone.’

‘I’ll just miss you. Did we book through the travel agent? Call in the morning and remind her who you are. She should do the changes without any fees. There won’t be a problem if she knows that you’re my wife.’

‘Thank you, love. I’ll miss you more.’

As they settle on the couch again, she realises that she forgot to mention the play with Clarissa. One thing at a time.
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Lying in bed, Jacquie listens to Brandon watching TV in the bathroom and rubs lanolin into her hands. She sets her alarm, turns off her light, and closes her eyes. In her mind, she does a mental tally of the last time they had sex and wonders if he will try tonight. It was three—no, four nights ago, so the chances are high.

It used to be that she wanted it more than he did, bought silky underwear and daydreamed about their next encounter. Her desire surprised her then. She wanted to fuck him in change rooms in clothing stores, in office building stairwells, on a picnic rug in Centennial Park at night, with the moon sliding out from behind a dark cloud.

But now the dynamic has shifted, or maybe it is the predictability. Where is in their bedroom, with the lights out. When is when he initiates it, and she is not too full or tired or asleep or sad. A drink or two helps. He knows this and fills her glass to the brim some nights. He orders the wine she likes delivered monthly. There is always some in the wine fridge, growing cold.

The TV is switched off and he pads into the room. The mattress shifts, the covers are tugged.

‘You’re not asleep already,’ he says.

‘I am,’ she murmurs.

‘Come here.’

She moves over to his side and settles into his arms. He still knows her body, the sensitive places, the ones that can’t resist him. Once he is inside her she forgets how tired she was and moves against him, their skin all warmth and friction.

Afterwards, Brandon takes off his watch and his wedding ring and sets them on the bedside table. He says it is an old habit, sleeping with nothing on, no weight to encumber him. She leaves her rings on: the thin gold wedding band, the diamond-studded engagement ring. They’re a little snug and it takes soap and cold water to remove them. Besides, it is strange to think of them as heavy. That said, she always preferred silver to gold, and never liked diamonds. Too shiny and sparkling, they always carried a slick edge of brutality to her, of distant wars and dangerous mines. But when she knew how much this ring cost she could not be ungrateful. There was even a covetous shiver. Her Nimbin self looked up from the cubby of broken teacups and nubs of chalk, and her eyes glittered.
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Brandon wanted them to do everything together those first weeks, including all of the tourist things in Sydney. A ferry to Manly, walking across the Harbour Bridge, Luna Park, a trip to the Blue Mountains. Though he had worked on a yacht he hadn’t grown up around the ocean, and Jacquie had to teach him how to dive beneath a wave, how to dive before you think you need to in order to not get dumped. She loved seeing her city anew through his eyes: the tourist tat of The Rocks, the Paddo boutiques among terraces with lacework balconies, the mannequins in leather on Oxford Street, the seedy strip-club bouncers in the Cross. The dirty elegance of the ibis, the intelligence of the magpies, the bright flashes of colour from lorikeets. He was so surprised to see cockatoos strutting along traffic medians, swinging from powerlines. Bats fighting in the trees at dusk, chittering madly before taking flight, their wingspans silhouetted against a twilit sky.

Brandon wanted to see beaches and headlands, neighbourhoods and markets, restaurants and pubs. He was not so keen on going to see bands with her friends or tagging along to parties. She didn’t mind, she did not want to share him. He was five years older and he wanted to go to restaurants with serious menus when she would have been happy with a six-dollar kebab or a box of chips, yellow with chicken salt. He looked at wine lists and chose bottles for them to split, wine that didn’t come in a goon bag. He always insisted on paying.

He came dog-walking with Jacquie and surprised her with his awkwardness around animals, his squeamishness at the fact you had to pick up their poo.

‘You never had a dog, growing up?’

He shook his head. ‘My parents were not into pets. Too messy.’

She couldn’t imagine. After Nimbin, they always had pets, even when they were living somewhere temporary, even when they had to hide them from landlords because the lease didn’t allow it. And ever since she’d been a uni student, Jacquie had been walking dogs, first in Glebe and now all over Bondi. She walked Frank the staffie, Lucy the cavoodle, the crazy springer spaniel Otis who lived in a tiny flat near the Fruitologist on Bondi Road. The sweet labrador Helga, for a family whose kids had all grown up and left home so she’d grown fat in her old age. She limped around the block on sore joints, stopping and sniffing the air at the faintest hint of a kerbside Macca’s wrapper. All of them were so happy to see her, tails twitching as she clipped on leads and grabbed poo bags, shoving treats into the pockets of her shorts. They walked in sun and rain, through sweltering days when cicadas screamed and gale force winds. They walked when she was hungover and when she had a shitty cold; whatever happened, she knew they relied on her to get outside and sniff the trees, to pee in the sandy dirt and curve their spines to poo, looking at her with doleful eyes, like, sorry you’ve got to pick this up now, lady, but I appreciate the effort.

So Jacquie taught Brandon not to let Helga drag him across the road to snack on rubbish, to keep Otis away from other dogs, that Lucy liked to sniff and sniff but she shouldn’t eat grass because she would vomit it up later on her owner’s expensive Persian rugs. She taught him to hold a treat flat in his palm, not between a thumb and forefinger, and to praise the good more than punish the bad. Brandon got a kick out of saying ‘good girl’ to Helga and watching her tail wag and her whole quivery body shake with delight. They walked them in Marks Park and she pointed out the distant spray of a whale on the horizon. They walked them through the vines of Bronte Gully and down the sharp, steep sandstone steps of Tamarama. Past picnicking families and wetsuit-clad dads carrying surfboards, past joggers and weightlifters, sunbathers and children with buckets and spades in the sand.

‘Does anyone in this country not look healthy and fit?’

‘I’m sure we could find a few.’

‘Look, even the elderly are in on it.’ He pointed to the white-haired men and women at the Bronte ocean pool, skin sagging in bright cossies, age spots on leathery brown.

‘They’re actually our age. The dangers of too much sun.’

Like the t-shirt in the very beginning, Brandon was always bringing her gifts. They started small: a flower, a Caramello Koala, a Geraldine Brooks novel he’d bought at Gertrude & Alice because he read the back cover and it made him think of her. Then the gifts got more elaborate. He wanted to buy her a dress, and they went to the David Jones at Bondi Junction. He brought her things to try on in the tiny change room. Jacquie had never gone with a man to try on dresses; it felt strange, but also seductive. This was letting someone else choose. Subverting the paradox of choice. He bought her a green silk dress from Scanlan Theodore which cost more than any single item of clothing she owned. It felt like warm summer wind on her skin. He bought a pair of opal earrings that glowed like the moon. Jacquie was uncomfortable with the cost of things, with how he spent money on her, but he was so insistent, so convincing. Charming. Disarming.

She gave him a packet of musk sticks (he said they tasted like air freshener) and an education in nineties Australian cinema. The Castle, Two Hands, Romper Stomper, Muriel’s Wedding. He fell asleep twenty minutes into most of them.
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In Katoomba, Brandon surprised her by booking them into a fancy hotel, the kind that she had seen in films but never set foot inside. The small bald man at the front desk was rude, which she expected. She did not expect Brandon to lose his temper.

She had never seen, until then, the terrible stillness of his stare. It took her by surprise, like a rip you haven’t seen in the ocean. That tug of panic as you lose your footing.

The first room he gave them wasn’t good enough; Brandon had paid for valley views. ‘It’s fine,’ Jacquie said. ‘Really.’ But Brandon went downstairs and came back with another key.

‘What an ass.’ His voice was tight.

The next room had valley views, thick green carpet and feather doonas, more pillows than they knew what to do with. Most ended up on the floor. That night, they were not in the least bit tired from their walks in the cool mountain air. He turned on the bedside lamp as they undressed, he wanted to see her. She wanted to smooth things over, make him relax again.

‘You’re like a painting, you’re so beautiful.’

Jacquie felt beautiful when he was fucking her. She was aroused by herself as much as she was by him. Or, perhaps more accurately, she was aroused by his arousal. She watched him watch her. When she was on top, she was aware of his broad shoulders, the light brown of his nipples, the whorl of hair in the centre of his chest, but she was as aware of her own movements and how her breasts would appear to him. She moved so they bounced more. Part of her pleasure was his. It was only when he went down on her that she forgot to think. She could forget the earlier tension. She felt uncomfortable at first, always. She would say: ‘You don’t have to.’ Did he really want to? But then he flicked his tongue against her clitoris and pleasure flushed the thoughts away.

The next morning they were up early in the fog, walking, watching the cliffs come into view as the sun rose in the sky, burning the clouds away. Listening to the carrying screech of the cockatoos, the rough caw of a raven, how sound echoed off the cliffs. They walked down the Giant Stairway as the mist dissipated, the air growing cooler with every downward step, the rocks dripping with moisture. Into ferns and tall wet sclerophyll forest, the high sound of bellbirds and the flicking tails of rockwarblers feeding on insects. She wanted Brandon to fall in love with it.

‘You have to see the Shenandoah Mountains in Virginia,’ he said. ‘There is so much I want to show you.’

She was already beginning to see the world through his eyes.




CHAPTER 4

THANKSGIVING THIS YEAR is on Brandon’s parents’ yacht, so Jacquie has spent the morning baking cranberry bread even though he said not to worry, the whole thing would be catered. Still, they can’t show up empty-handed. Brandon hates to be late, and he is pacing by the front door when the kids come downstairs. He explodes. Isaac has on khaki pants and a button-up shirt but no tie. Maisie isn’t wearing a skirt or dress, just a pair of jeans and a sweater.

‘It’s about showing respect for the occasion,’ Brandon starts in, his neck bulging over the tight collar of his shirt.

Jacquie says she’ll help Maisie find something if he can do Isaac’s tie. In Maisie’s room she shuts the door and opens the closet. Trying to hide that her hands are shaking.

Maisie throws herself on the bed. ‘I hate him.’

‘He doesn’t do it on purpose. It’s how Grandpa Carl was to him as a kid, only worse. A hard habit to break.’

‘Well, he doesn’t even try.’ Maisie is rolling across her bedspread; Jacquie will need to fix her hair too.

There aren’t a lot of options in the closet. There’s the dress from last Christmas, a green velvet long-sleeved number. She pulls it out with some black tights and black ballet slippers.

‘They’re too small,’ Maisie says. ‘The dress and the shoes.’

‘We take the shoes off once we’re on the yacht anyway. Let’s pack socks to go over your tights, though, so your feet don’t get cold. And nothing with holes.’

Brandon and Isaac are waiting in the car. Brandon tells Maisie how beautiful she looks. ‘I’m sorry for losing my temper, honey. Do you forgive me?’

Maisie shrugs. Her face is stone, but he makes silly faces at her until she cracks and laughs.

Until they are all laughing and everything is okay again.
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They park near the wharf and the yacht looms into view as soon as they walk down the pier. Carl named it not after Janet, not after his boys, but after his favourite golf course, Muirfield, in Scotland. The top deck has a putting green. One of Brian’s twin boys once scribbled on the white banquette seating with a Sharpie and they were all banned from these nautical journeys for a year afterwards.

She wonders if the only reason they are doing Thanksgiving on board this year is because Brian’s twins are spending Thanksgiving with their mother. Harrison and Huxley, Harry and Hux, are now at Worcester Academy in Massachusetts. Brian and his (ex-)wife Sarah did not survive the stay-at-home order. From what Jacquie has heard, Sarah now teaches Bikram yoga at a studio in Rhode Island. Brian kept the house in upstate New York.

Carl and Janet stand at the head of the gangplank to welcome them aboard. ‘Wasn’t sure if you were going to make it,’ Carl says, and Brandon smiles tightly.

There are as many crew members as passengers, Max will get a kick out of that. Jacquie is always making mental notes on Brandon’s family to share with Clara and her brother. Carl takes them to see some of the new features. He’s installed a basketball court, netted in, on the top deck beside the putting green, and Maisie and Isaac dribble the ball around, throwing and missing the net with Brandon. Jacquie is surprised at this concession to his grandchildren.

‘How is your volunteering, dear, with the English teaching?’ Janet asks, as one of the crew hands out champagne flutes. There are lidded cups with straws of orange juice for the kids. Jacquie smiles upriver. She has told Janet many times it’s a job, not a place where she volunteers. This must be wilful amnesia from Janet, since having a job has far less cachet in her world than volunteering.

‘It’s going well. How are you? What are you up to?’

‘So busy, dear. I would have done the whole Thanksgiving myself, but it seems I have less capacity these days.’ The skin on Janet’s face looks almost translucent in the sun, pulled tight like a drum.

‘You do a lot.’

‘There are the boards. Not to mention tennis and bridge. The hospital foundation luncheon is already in planning phase for next February.’

‘Mummy, watch me!’ Isaac shouts and rolls the basketball between his little legs.

‘Well done!’

‘It’s funny how they both still call you mummy,’ Janet says. ‘Otherwise they sound like they’re from here, now.’

‘I don’t mind.’

‘I don’t imagine you would.’

Jacquie takes a long swig of champagne. She has to watch herself. Being around Brandon’s family makes her want to get very, very drunk.
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Seated around a long table in the dining room, between Brian and Maisie, she realises that Brandon’s youngest brother, Jack, isn’t here. Brandon hasn’t mentioned anything. Jack has been in and out of residential facilities for most of his twenties and thirties. Yet he is far more interesting to talk to than Brian, who’s a narcissist. Never once has he asked her a question. This could be because he dislikes Brandon—Brian calls him Carl Junior, and from what she can tell they’ve been fighting since they were little boys.

Carl once told the story about how Brian used to beat the crap out of Brandon in their fights, but one day when Brandon was fourteen and Brian sixteen, the tables turned. ‘Brian came away on top, but when he turned his back to walk away, Brandon struck,’ Carl said, laughing. ‘Hit him on the back of the head with a lamp. Brian needed six stitches.’

‘It was awful,’ Janet said. ‘I never wanted to let them fight but Carl insisted we let them work it out on their own.’

‘If we’d coddled Brandon, he never would’ve pulled his finger out,’ Carl replied.

Carl is now quizzing Isaac about his football. Brandon said it would help with his asthma. He is not exactly a natural talent. But he’s five. He mostly runs away from the ball or is distracted watching squirrels and chatting to the other kids.

‘Tell you what,’ Carl says. ‘You catch the ball at your next game and I’ll give you twenty bucks. Score a touchdown and I’ll give you fifty.’

Isaac looks a little freaked out by this deal, still thrilled by a one-dollar bill, but when Carl sticks out his hand, Isaac shakes it.

Brandon surprises her then: ‘What about Maisie?’

‘Whaddya mean, what about Maisie?’

 ‘She plays soccer. What will you give her if she gets a goal?’

‘Same deal: fifty bucks.’

‘And if I pass to someone who shoots a goal?’ Maisie asks. ‘Do I get twenty?’

‘She drives a hard bargain. Sure thing.’

Maisie grins and reaches across the table to shake her grandpa’s hand.

The silent waitstaff are clearing the appetisers and bringing fresh plates for the main course: a golden roast turkey and all the classic side dishes—stuffing, cranberry sauce, warm bread rolls, green beans and sweet potatoes. Jacquie tries to remember all the dishes. She makes light of Brandon’s family’s wealth, but she takes some pride in it too. Her wineglass has been magically refilled more times than she has counted; she feels flushed and sated.

It is easy to be lulled by comfort.

She grasps the gravy boat and pours it carefully over the slice of turkey breast. Carl and Brandon have legs, and the rest of them breast. Carl has already made his Thanksgiving joke about being a leg man.

‘When does this all become official?’ he asks Brian.

Brian shrugs. ‘We’re trying to keep it amicable, Dad. We’re seeing a mediator.’

Carl scoffs, shovelling beans into his mouth. He isn’t even finished chewing before he speaks. ‘I told you’—he points his fork at Brian—‘didn’t I, to get a prenup?’

‘What’s a prenup?’ Maisie asks, buttering her roll.

‘It’s not important,’ Brandon says. ‘Is this really appropriate Thanksgiving conversation?’

Janet puts her hand on Carl’s. ‘He’s right, hon.’

Carl’s face is red. ‘Bullshit. Who do you think made that money?’

‘It’s going to the boys, Dad. They’re also your grandsons.’

 ‘And your ex-wife’s hot yoga studio.’

‘A prenup’—Jacquie clears her throat, looking at Maisie—‘is short for a prenuptial agreement. Some people sign them before they get married to protect their money in case of divorce.’

Maisie tilts her head. ‘Do you and Dad have a prenup?’

‘Pie!’ Janet stands, claps her hands. ‘Save room for pie. Pecan or pumpkin. You can even have both.’

For someone so thrilled with the idea of pie, Janet doesn’t have any herself. She is a watcher and talker when it comes to desserts. She talks a lot about them, she watches other people eat them, but she does not partake.

Jacquie has a ‘sliver’ of both, and then eats the remains of the pecan on Isaac’s plate. It’s so sweet that it makes her teeth ache. Isaac is fidgeting; he probably has to pee. She regrets having said anything. He’s not even old enough to understand what divorce is.

They do have a prenup. She’d thought that it would make Janet and Carl trust her, accept her as someone who loves their son. It’s the paper equivalent of backing away with your hands up. Super-wealthy people spend their lives trusting no one, because there’s always an undercurrent.

Is this person just interested in me for my money?

Have they asked me to their party because of the size of my house?

Are they friends with me because we ski Aspen in January?

Jacquie has only just begun to understand this constant hypervigilance. But she ought to have known that understanding is different from belonging. And she will never truly fit in.
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From Sydney, Brandon had to go back and finish his MBA, and she did not expect the depth of loneliness she felt. Their two months together became all that mattered—there was only before and after. She went to the same parties with the same crowds and met the same art students and cadet journos and wannabe musos and union organisers she had met before, but they blurred together into one mass of Bonds t-shirts and black jeans. She didn’t want to pash anyone in the dank stairwell of a Newtown pub or write her number on someone’s drinks coaster with a biro borrowed from the bartender. She didn’t want to lie on the sand alone at Bondi, watching the schoolkids shed their uniforms as they ran towards the surf. Or laugh at Helga’s whole body quivering with joy. She wanted to lie in that white feather bed with Brandon’s dark hair in her fingers as he looked up from between her legs, licking his lips then grinning.

She wanted to see his life the way he had seen hers: the place she bought petrol, the glove box of her car, the detritus of her bedroom drawers and the overflowing kitchen sink. Even the mould which grew in patches on her ceilings, flaking away chunks of ancient paint. They Skyped at least once a week, but it was the emails she craved the most. Jacquie held her breath as her emails loaded, the hope that he sent her something so physical, the elation when he did. Rambling paragraphs on what classes he was taking and which professor was tough and how he was going out drinking but coming home early because he missed her. In early December he attached a photo to a message titled First Snow. And there was this vast landscape of white, broken only by a brown fence and a bare-limbed tree, both of which had neat snow piled on the top, like thick icing sugar. She wanted to feel what he felt, the cold and the silence, and she wanted him to tell her everything.

But all he said was, Man, it’s cold. And then wrote about going skiing that weekend with his parents. She was beginning, then, to understand why he felt comfortable spending so much money. She was beginning to read between the lines.

Jacquie wrote how things felt empty without him, that the places he had touched ached sometimes with longing. My skin misses your skin. She copied out love poems from E. E. Cummings, Pablo Neruda. She wrote terrible ones of her own and never sent them.

She sighed, sitting on the balcony, watching the flying foxes fight over fruit in the fig trees in Dickson Park across the road.

‘You’re pathetic,’ Clara said.

On Skype, the picture was glitchy at best. And there were time zones—if she called him before lunchtime in Sydney he was probably not asleep yet in Boston, but if she called too early he was in class. He was the one most likely to forget and call at two in the morning, her mobile ringing and waking Clara until she pounded on the wall.

‘Do Americans actually know how to tell time?’

‘You have to cut them a little slack,’ Jacquie said. ‘They’ve grown up thinking they’re the centre of the world.’

It was one of those middle-of-the-night calls; her phone was plugged into the wall charger, and she’d rushed to quieten the ringing, stumbling and banging her knee on the way.

‘Ow, fuck. Hello?’

‘Oh no, what time is it? I did it again!’ His voice was warm and full of love. She couldn’t not forgive him.

‘Two am. Clara will kill you. After she kills me. And I just killed my knee.’

‘Babe. I wish I was there to kiss it better. I have a proposition.’

‘Learn about time zones?’

‘You wish. But no. Come here. I miss you. Fly out for Christmas.’

She was quiet. She couldn’t afford it.

‘I haven’t got—’

 ‘I’ll send you a ticket.’

‘That’s too generous. Plus my mum. She’ll be alone.’

Which wasn’t strictly true, Suzie always did an orphan’s Christmas for all the strays, but still. And yet she couldn’t help but think of fir trees. And snow. For some reason she was picturing candles and horse-drawn sleighs. She was still half asleep—this wasn’t the 1800s.

‘You there?’ Sometimes they lost the connection.

‘Yeah.’ His voice was flat, a flatness he’d never directed at her before. Then again, she had always said yes.

‘I want to come there so much, I do. Just, Christmas is tough. And I already promised I’d dog sit in January. What about April, or June, your summer? I’ll buy a round-the-world ticket. I want to go to Mexico too, and—’

‘Yeah. Sorry, gotta go.’

He hung up so abruptly. They normally said ‘I love you’ several times, each trying to be the last to hang up. She stood there with the phone to her ear. It was their first fight. That’s why she remembers it.

And because she gave in.

At the airport, Brandon wore a black wool coat and carried a bouquet of flowers which were clearly not from the supermarket. He was paler, but there was the same square jaw and single dimple, the same smile when he caught sight of her at the baggage carousel. She had red eyes and a messy ponytail. His body felt so familiar, when he hugged her. She was on the other side of the world and also home.

Brandon talked nonstop on the way to the parking garage, wheeling her suitcase while Jacquie wrestled the closest thing she had to a winter jacket out of her backpack. Everything felt dreamlike and surreal, everyone spoke differently and walked on the opposite side of the corridors. On the escalator, Brandon pulled her to the right.

‘Stand on the right, pass on the left.’

 ‘Yessir.’ She gave a mock salute.

When he paid for the parking ticket, she tried to pull out her wallet, to give him money, but he just put his hand over hers. ‘Stop. You’ve come all the way here, Jacquie. Let me do this. Plus, your money’s no good here.’

It was true, she hadn’t changed her Australian dollars yet.

‘But you bought my flight—’

‘I won’t hear it.’ Brandon took the ticket out of the machine.

The doors to the parking garage opened and the cold air went straight down the collar of her jacket. It was a different realm of cold. She watched the cloud her breath made.

‘My car’s probably still warm, c’mon.’ He took her hand.

Brandon stopped beside a black BMW 3 Series, nothing like the Bluebird. She sank into the cream leather seats and he started the car. Music surrounded them. It was from the playlist he’d made her, a Wilco song.

Brandon leaned over and kissed her, mint on his breath. She was melting in the warm car, the kiss, the familiar song, the heated seats.

Until he said: ‘My parents can’t wait to meet you.’

They would be with his parents until Christmas, and then drive up to New York and stay in Brandon’s friend’s apartment there.

‘Prepare me.’

They drove out of the garage into the overcast day, the highways flanked by bare, skeletal trees. He put his hand on her knee, his neat square fingernails. She had even missed the pale curve of his cuticles.

‘Dad’s the typical ballbreaker, but he knows how to be charming. And Mom will be fussing over everything, she’ll ask a million and seven questions and then forget the answers and ask again. And my brothers will be there, not today but for Christmas. Jack and Brian. They’ll give me shit. You’re the first girl I’ve brought home for the holidays.’

 ‘Really?’

‘Uh-huh.’ He was scared too.

Brandon pulled off the highway onto winding suburban roads, the scenery getting prettier with more evergreens among the bare-limbed trees. The trees were so different, even their silhouettes, not the eucalypts she was used to. The houses got bigger and bigger, spaced further apart.

‘Are we getting further from DC?’

‘Actually closer. It’s right across the river, now. This is a suburb of Northern Virginia—McLean.’

‘Not everyone lives in such enormous houses, though, right?’

Brandon tried, and failed, to suppress a smile.

They passed one that looked straight out of Gone With the Wind. One that looked bigger than the White House.

‘Do you live in such an enormous house?’

By way of reply, he put his turn signal on and made a right into a long, tree-lined driveway. ‘I guess. But everything’s bigger in America.’

It wasn’t normal. It was an actual chalet. It had peaks and a steep roof, shingles and turrets. It was at least three storeys tall. They were in the Swiss Alps. They were in a circular driveway and to the right was a tennis court and behind were manicured gardens, hedges, and mulched beds for winter. Behind that were woods.

‘Next time, a little warning that you’re dropping me into a fairy tale.’ Jacquie glanced down at her trackpants and sloppy joe, the two-toned winter coat she’d last worn on a ski trip to Perisher five years ago.

Brandon put his hand on the back of her neck. ‘You look fine. Plus, everyone wants to shower and change when they get off a plane. Just say hi and I’ll show you your room.’

‘My room?’

 ‘Yeah, it’s kind of embarrassing, but my parents don’t believe in sex before marriage.’
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She told Brandon later that being dropped into that kind of world without warning was cruel. Nothing he’d said had prepared her for his family’s wealth. But he made a fair point, which was: what could have prepared her? She’s realised since that there is no uncomplicated way to talk about wealth. If he’d said, My parents are very rich, she would have thought he was just being a prick. She has been in the same awkward situation herself now enough times to understand. You meet another mother on the playground and catch up a few times before inviting her over one day for a play date. Her eyes are wide when she shows up on your doorstep, toddler and six-year-old in tow. ‘Why didn’t you say you lived in a mansion?’ she asks in the entry hall, with the chandelier far above.

And you shrug. ‘It’s not a big deal.’ But it is. And here is what you would never say: there is some secret pleasure in seeing their surprise, the flash of jealousy before it is masked behind a friendly smile. There is a charge—almost gleeful—from watching others covet what you have. Instead you say there is just no straightforward way to prepare people. ‘I can’t tell you: “I live at number eight Pine Crescent, the biggest house on the street.”’
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Brandon’s parents were as he said. His mum, Janet: thin, champagne-blonde bob, ironed slacks and a twinset. Brandon’s dad, Carl, was Brandon with twenty extra kilos and no remaining hair on his head. According to Brandon, he’d chilled out since his childhood. But he was still a big guy with a booming voice, a plaited leather belt, a Jersey accent, and snap judgements. Luckily, he took one look at Jacquie and decided he liked her.

‘Gorgeous girl like you, whatcha doing with a loser like Brandon?’

‘Thanks, Dad.’

‘C’mon, don’t they have handsome guys in Australia? What’s his name, that one from Crocodile Dundee? That’s not a knife …’

She grabbed Brandon’s hand and squeezed it. ‘Paul Hogan?’

‘That’s the one!’

Janet was hovering like a hummingbird.

‘I’m going to show Jacquie her room,’ Brandon said.

His mother led the way up the stairs, talking about how she washed all their sheets in hypoallergenic detergent because Brandon got eczema from the scented kinds. ‘So the sheets are clean,’ she said, turning around on the stairs. ‘They just don’t smell like anything. You know? They don’t smell like Tide. So they don’t smell clean.’

‘I am going to be so glad to just lie flat and sleep. Those aeroplane seats are torture devices.’

‘You’re not allowed to sleep until it’s dark out,’ Brandon said. ‘Only way to avoid jet lag.’

‘Don’t be bossy, Brandon. She can sleep if she likes. Is he bossy to you? He tells me what I should do all the time. He takes after his father.’

Up four flights of carpeted stairs, her bedroom was canary yellow and frills.

‘When you’ve got three boys, it’s the guest room where you get to make things a little feminine.’

‘I’m sorry it’s so tacky,’ Brandon said.

‘It’s not! It’s gorgeous.’ Jacquie walked over to the window, which looked out onto a huge lawn with a pool, covered in a blue tarp for winter, and the woods beyond. ‘And what a view.’

 ‘You are a darling. Now, lunch. You do eat eggs? Are you a vegetarian?’

‘I love eggs. I eat everything.’

‘Mom,’ Brandon said. ‘Enough.’

Janet ducked her head and excused herself, and Brandon wrapped his arms around Jacquie from behind, resting his chin on the top of her head. ‘Thank you for being so tolerant. For being here.’

She turned and buried her face in his chest. His family was foreign, but he was familiar. She wondered how long it would be until they could have sex. It would be hard to think about anything else.

He left her to shower and change, and she moved around the room like a zombie—starting to unpack and hanging up clothes but realising that even the hangers were padded and had frills. How do you put frills on a clothes hanger? How, and more to the point, why?

The ensuite was white-tiled, but the accenting towels and bathmats were all pastel pink. Little soaps shaped like flowers nestled in a dish, and the handtowels were hemmed with frilly lace. She stripped off and turned the water on, finding bottles of shampoo and conditioner that smelled like lavender and letting the hot water wash away the layer of travel grime. The towels on the rack were ridiculously thick. They made her think of Suzie’s threadbare towels that were stiff from the line, frayed at the edges and faded shades of green and blue. This was a carpet of pink. A towel as tall as she was. She wrapped herself up, feeling like a child, and went to find some clothes.

She had not packed anything suitable for a Swiss chalet in suburban Virginia with her boyfriend’s ultra-wealthy conservative parents, so she settled on a pair of jeans with a white cable-knit jumper, the nicest outfit she had. Looking at her other clothes, she realised she would need to go shopping, but she didn’t want Brandon to pay.

Jacquie found her earrings and put on a neutral shade of lipstick. There was a hair dryer beneath the sink. She overcame a strong desire to curl up in the centre of the frilly, over-cushioned bed and went downstairs to find the rest of the family. She had no idea where Brandon’s bedroom was: this was the kind of house you could easily get lost in. Taking the stairs slowly, she studied the staggered photographs of family patriarchs hung above the staircase. Brandon’s paternal genes were powerful. It was like he had dressed in period clothes and taken some black-and-white photographs. There he was in the seventies in a butterfly collar, in the thirties with a bowler hat, at the beginning of the twentieth century wearing a top hat with pince-nez. If they were to have offspring, would they all resemble him? Was American imperialism also a genetic thing?

Following the sound of their voices, she found Brandon and his dad in the living room. In the corner was a fir tree that nearly brushed the high ceiling, decorated with silver and gold baubles and tinsel, an angel at the very top. Stacked beneath were presents wrapped in shiny paper, and it dawned on her that the gifts she’d brought for Brandon’s parents—some liquorice and a jar of Vegemite—were completely wrong. She had managed to choose the two things that most people hate. She really would have to go shopping.

Brandon stood and offered a soda. She said she was fine, really, fine, and sat beside him. Smells of food and several voices came from the kitchen. Brandon and Carl were speaking of basketball. Should she go find Janet? Offer to help in the kitchen?

Fortunately Janet came in then, calling them to the dining room, where she introduced Jacquie to the housekeeper, Erica, who wore an apron with more than a few frills. The dining room had a vast table with a centrepiece of pinecones spraypainted silver and gold. Jacquie offered to help and Janet shook her head. ‘Not at all, dear, you won’t lift a finger while you’re here. Now sit.’

Jacquie slid into the nearest seat as inconspicuously as possible.

‘Not there,’ Janet said. ‘That’s Brandon’s dad’s chair. He’s a creature of habit, you know?’

She sprang up, face burning, and sat beside Brandon. Had she really just tried to sit at the head of the table?

Erica brought plates of quiche and salad, poured ice water from a jug into the enormous glasses. The windowpanes rattled in the wind, but indoors it was so warm, despite the size of the house. There were a lot of forks and knives for what was meant to be a simple lunch. From some corner of her half-awake brain she dredged up the rule about beginning from the outside and moving in.

‘What do you do in Sydney?’ Janet asked, and Jacquie spoke about her various jobs. How communications was her major at uni.

‘What’s uni?’ Carl asked.

‘Short for college—university. Aussies like to shorten words.’

She was glad for the distraction. They spent the rest of lunch listing shortened words. Brekkie, cossie, telly, bevvie, snag, arvo, smoko, ciggie, cuppa and kero all saved her a painful convo about the future. Carl thought it was great. ‘What would you call this?’ he kept asking, holding up implements, but unfortunately she couldn’t think of anything for plate, fork, spoon, quiche or napkin.

‘We do call napkins serviettes, but servo is different. That’s short for a service station.’

‘Do you play tenno?’ Janet asked.

Jacquie looked at her, blinking.

‘Mom, don’t be—’ Brandon smacked his forehead. ‘She means tennis,’ he told Jacquie. ‘Mom loves her tennis.’

‘No, that’s cute. We should call it that. I’ve played a little but I’m really sh—shocking. Shockingly bad.’

 ‘Ha. I like her,’ Carl said.

‘You’ve already said that, Dad.’

‘Well.’ Janet was flushed pink. ‘You’re welcome to use our court while you’re here. You can borrow one of my racquets.’
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That night Jacquie lay in the yellow room at the top of the stairs trying to summon some of the exhaustion she’d felt during the day. Brandon had led her on a strange brisk walk through empty streets. There were no footpaths to walk on and no pedestrians, only people in their cars. They followed a path which went along a creek to the Potomac, and there were a few joggers and people walking large, blonde dogs. Now she was tired but wired.

She jumped at the knock and creak of the door.

‘Can I come in?’

It was Brandon, thank god, and not his mother with the offer of an extra blanket. Dinner had been another awkward affair around the long table with Erica bringing plates of steak, baked potatoes, caesar salad. Luckily Jacquie had got Janet talking about her boys and could just smile and listen.

‘Of course.’ She lifted the sheets and scooted over to make room. He was wearing flannel PJ bottoms and a t-shirt. ‘I’m so glad you’re here.’

‘I feel like a teenager, sneaking around.’

‘Do your parents really think we don’t have sex? You’re twenty-seven.’

‘I know. I think they just don’t want to know.’ He snuggled in close. The desire she felt earlier was muffled by exhaustion.

‘Do you really have eczema, like your mum said?’

‘No. I mean, I did when I was a kid but I’ve grown out of it. Can we stop talking about my mom?’

 ‘You should be nicer to her.’

‘You should be nicer to me,’ he replied.

She squirmed out of her pyjama pants and top. Skin to skin, with the hypoallergenic sheets and millions of frills forgotten. The windowpanes rattled in the wind, there was the blackness of night and a slipper of moon where she hadn’t closed the curtains.

Afterwards, he kissed her goodnight, gathered his pyjamas, and left. She went to the bathroom and, on the way back to bed, looked out of the window, putting her hand against the cold glass. She undid the sash and opened it a little, the fresh air sharp on her warm skin. She slept with the window cracked that night. Otherwise it all felt too comfortable.

She had to let the world in.




CHAPTER 5

BLOW DRYERS ROAR and scissors snip; outside the plate-glass window the oak, maple, and elm trees are bare, the fallen leaves piled by the gutters slippery and brown, the sky the colour of steel. Outside the wind stings, makes your eyes water, but inside the salon is warm, the air dense with the smells of chemicals and perfumes.

‘My layers are all wrong,’ the woman in the chair beside her says. ‘I don’t know, do you think I should go lighter?’

She doesn’t hear the reply. Jacquie’s hairdresser, Paula, is painting brown dye onto her roots, covering the greys. She is telling Jacquie about her mother who is visiting from Chile, how she cooks dinner for them every night and buys her son all the junk food Paula refuses to buy.

‘We’re all going to get fat,’ she says, grabbing her own middle.

Jacquie’s stomach growls. Already she can smell the rotisserie chicken from the Peruvian place three doors down. There was no time for breakfast. She wants to cover these premature strands of grey before leaving for Australia, and sitting in the chair while Paula tells stories of her two teenagers and her annoying mother and her husband who works in construction feels luxurious. A moment of stillness. Jacquie has been coming for a year now, ever since these silvery strands multiplied. Paula always mixes the perfect rich shade of brown. Suzie’s hair was totally white before she turned forty. Jacquie’s first silver threads started to appear when she had Maisie, at just twenty-five. This morning, she tells Paula they are going to Australia in two weeks.

‘You sure you don’t want some blonde streaks then?’

‘Brandon would have a heart attack.’

‘He doesn’t like it when you change your hair?’

‘He doesn’t like change.’

‘I thought men preferred blondes.’

‘Not Brandon,’ she says.

He still says Jacquie is the only one for him, but he must wish she still looked like she did when they met. She certainly wishes she did.

Paula wraps her head in plastic, the dye stinging a little.

‘You want a glass of water, mama? A magazine?’

‘I’m good, thanks.’ There is a novel in her handbag.

Paula takes a wipe to the streaks of dye along her hairline, rubbing them away. The woman next to them is talking about a dating app.

‘You should be able to put that on the app—it should be a box you can check,’ she says. ‘Whether or not you want kids.’

Jacquie wonders which she prefers: children or none.

Paula starts to rub her chin with the wipe. Jacquie flinches.

‘Sorry! I thought it was dye,’ Paula says.

‘It’s just a bruise.’

‘Ouch. How did you get it?’

‘Must’ve run into something.’

Jacquie turns to look at it in the mirror. It is purplish black. Small, though.

‘I bruise easily.’
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At the bus stop that afternoon the kids look at her strangely.

‘What happened to your hair?’ Maisie says.

‘I went to the salon. Does it look funny?’

‘Dark. Weird.’ Maisie’s like Brandon in this way: she doesn’t like Jacquie to change anything about her appearance. If she wears lipstick or eyeshadow, Maisie asks, ‘Why would you put that on your face?’ She never knows what to say. Because it makes me prettier?

The light is disappearing already, that early winter dark.

‘Who wants to play catch?’

The backyard is half trees and half grassy lawn, with a cubby house against the fence line and a netted trampoline. There are flowerbeds and a patio laid with flagstones and populated by plastic-shrouded garden furniture. They step onto the lawn and a grey, fluffy-tailed squirrel runs off, an acorn in its mouth.

‘Look. They’re still burying them for winter.’

‘Heads up!’

Maisie throws a high ball and Jacquie catches it, thwack, in the centre of Brandon’s worn leather glove. She loves the smell of a baseball glove. The sound a ball makes landing in the palm of one. Watching baseball—not so much. She found excuses not to accompany Brandon to games after the first one. She tosses the ball back to Maisie, or in her general direction. It is well shy.

‘Sorry!’

Maisie has a good arm on her, that is what Brandon says. He’s never said this about Isaac. They toss the ball back and forth in silence for a little while. They throw underhand to Isaac, but he still misses most of them. He’s good at the grounders, though. Beneath the grass the earth is damp from all the recent rain, and they slide a little running to catch the ball. The mud is caked on the soles of Jacquie’s shoes, and she tries not to worry about ruining the lawn—the frost turns it brown at this time of year regardless. Like the squirrels, whitetail deer, racoons, and blue jays, it seems to have its own way of coping with winter.

She throws a fast ball, not even thinking, and it glances off the side of Maisie’s glove and hits her forehead.

‘Ow!’

Maisie is gripping above her eye, the edge of bone where the forehead meets the eye socket. Her face is scrunched in pain.

‘Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.’ Jacquie runs over and wraps her arms around Maisie.

They go in, muddy shoes and all, to grab an ice pack from the freezer.

On the living room sofa, Maisie lies back and Jacquie holds the pack against her forehead, swaddled in a tea towel so it isn’t too cold on her bare skin.

‘My head hurts.’

Jacquie checks for a concussion, asking her what her name is, how many fingers she holds up. ‘What’s your date of birth?’

Maisie always gets it mixed up with her brother’s.

‘I’d rush you to hospital but I know you can’t remember it when you’re not concussed.’

That raises a smile.

‘Will my bruise be purple like yours, Mum?’

Jacquie didn’t think she’d noticed.

Isaac brings Maisie his favourite teddy bear. They can be so sweet to each other when one is hurt.

She pulls out her phone to google signs of a concussion. Reads about brain bleeds while changing Maisie’s ice pack. The lump is red and already discolouring. It will throb later when Maisie is trying to sleep. She’ll forget it and accidentally roll on it and the sharp pain will make her gasp. Jacquie wants to feel this instead. She wants to absorb it all.

Isaac still doesn’t like getting his fingernails clipped; he says that it hurts. Even when she tells him that it’s not a feeling part of him, there are no nerve endings in your fingernails. But he means that sensation when you cut your fingernails too short and the skin that was covered by a fingernail feels raw. The vulnerability of it. Once or twice, in a rush or impatience, she’s cut both of their nails too short. There has been a torn cuticle, a spot of blood.

In secondary school, there were rats in her science lab. The mother had a litter of babies—tiny, blind, bald, helpless things—which were gone the next day. When asked, the teacher explained how the mother had eaten her babies. How rats did that if they were stressed, if they sensed danger. Better to swallow them—a kind of prehistoric protection. She was horrified then, but since having Maisie and Isaac she understands. You could eat them to protect them from worse pain.

Maisie is bored of lying still and wanders off.

‘No falling asleep.’

She closes the search screen on her phone and walks to the kitchen, where Isaac is sitting on the benchtop eating a bowl of Cheerios. He’s dragged the stool over to climb up.

‘How was school?’

‘We have a field trip next week.’

‘Where are you going?’ She wipes up the milk he’s spilled on the benchtop and puts the jug back into the fridge.

‘The zoo.’

 ‘Can I be a parent chaperone?’

‘Sure.’

Isaac slurps the rest of the milk in his bowl and burps before putting the bowl in the sink. If Brandon were here, there are five ways Isaac would have already gotten in trouble. 1. Sitting on the kitchen benchtop. 2. Spilling milk. 3. Not putting the milk away straightaway. 4. Burping without saying excuse me. 5. Not putting his bowl in the dishwasher. ‘We need to present a united front,’ he tells her again and again. ‘The kids need to know that there are rules.’ She’s a hypocrite; she knows that all the way to her bones. If Brandon were here, she would have nagged Isaac. Instead, she just moves in after him, cleaning up his mess, listening as he talks. If she starts nagging, he’ll stop talking about his day.
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Later, she calls Brandon.

‘Maisie got a baseball to the forehead. I threw it.’

‘Ouch. You gotta use the softball, Jacquie. ’Specially the way you throw. She okay?’

He is in his car, on speakerphone.

‘Yeah, it’s just a bruise. But I’m wondering if I should stay home tonight to keep an eye on her? In case it is a concussion?’

‘Put her on.’

Maisie is upstairs drawing. She sharpens her coloured pencils until they are just tiny nubs: baby pencils, she calls them.

‘It’s Dad,’ Jacquie says, at the threshold to her room. ‘He wants to check your head’s okay.’

Maisie takes the phone and shuts the door. It is impossible to make out what she is saying, just the sweet pitch of her voice. She giggles. Brandon has always been good at making her laugh. Jacquie knows she is fine, and Brandon will know too in a second.

The door opens, Maisie passes the phone back. Brandon is in her ear.

‘She’s tougher than you think. I promise it won’t be so bad tonight. You like Maryanne. Just come along and have a nice night out.’

She’s taking the stairs slowly, watching another woman walk down the stairs of her house in the dark glass, the tall windows of the foyer.

‘Pick you up at seven. Do you want me to call my mom and see if she can come over, in case Maisie does get a headache later?’

‘No, I’ve already got Lily from down the street. Your mum doesn’t want to be driving late at night on those winding roads.’

‘Thanks, babe.’

His head is already elsewhere, she hears the distraction in his voice. Lily is coming at quarter to seven. Thank god there are frozen pizzas. She’d never use them if Brandon’s mum was coming around, but Lily doesn’t care what Jacquie feeds her kids.

What’s Brandon’s phrase? She doesn’t have skin in the game.
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This morning Brandon had brought her coffee in bed. He cried when he kissed the place below her jaw, where the bruise was beginning to show. Her nightgown was damp from his tears.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘I promise. It won’t happen again.’

She would rather just forget. A blank slate; an empty memory card.

It was what she said at Thanksgiving: the prenup. They were in bed when Brandon accused her of ignoring him when he said it wasn’t an appropriate subject for conversation. Her heart started to race, and she got up to go to the bathroom, to pee. He followed her into the ensuite. He blocked the door—she was trapped. When he spoke harshly she shushed him. ‘The children will hear.’

He shook his head. ‘They already know about prenups and divorce agreements, thanks to you, Jacquie. What does it matter if they hear us arguing?’

She wanted him not to be towering above her while she peed. She wiped and kept her eyes on the tiled floor. She stood up and he was right there, centimetres from her.

‘I need to wash my hands,’ she said.

He stepped out of the way, arms outstretched. The fact was the bulk of him could always overpower her. She had made him feel small, and now he would do the same to her. She washed and dried her hands, and as she was drying she saw a flash of him coming towards her in the reflection. She arced backwards, lost her balance, and fell. The edge of her jaw caught the side of the porcelain basin, a jarring snap. On the tiles, crumpled, she yelped, and he crouched beside her, his eyes soft again.

‘Oh, honey—I’ll get you ice,’ he said.

He lay in bed beside her, curled around her, the apology of his body.

In truth, she was relieved. His quiet rage terrifies her more. When he lashes out, the pain is always a relief. It is straightforward. She knows what to expect: contrition.




CHAPTER 6

JACQUIE SWITCHES ON the floor heating and steps into the steam shower.

She doesn’t switch on the television, which is visible from the shower, bath, and toilet. Brandon still can’t believe that she spent most of her childhood without a single television in the house.

‘How did you get news?’

‘We listened to the radio. The ABC.’

He smirked then and muttered something about her mum being a hippie.

‘We got a TV later. When I was in secondary school. Max and I split the cost.’

They’d gorged on it every afternoon. Even the commercials were delightful, because they’d spent years at school pretending to know what everyone else was talking about. Suddenly the jingles they sang had meaning. Jokes made sense. The characters from Neighbours and Home and Away, the questions on Sale of the Century, Video Hits and Rage on a Saturday morning while Suzie was still in bed. She imagines Maisie and Isaac having to buy their own television. But was it bad to grow up without one? Was making your children miss out on some things a way of making them more resilient?

She shaves her legs while deep-conditioning her hair, careful not to nick the bones of her ankles. Stepping out she towels off and rubs in moisturiser—the indoor heating dries her skin so much in the winter. There is a high-end scale in the corner of the bathroom which tells you—out loud—not only your weight but also your body fat and water percentage, and your muscle and bone mass. It gives you a daily calorie ‘budget’. Brandon bought it for her, but she never uses it when he’s not around.

Jacquie did not put on much weight after the children were born, but the extra came with their move. The portion size, the availability of everything all the time, the novelty of new foods. She ate to fill the loneliness. To treat the children. Because everywhere she turned, there was food to soothe her.

In the dressing room, their clothes have been arranged on racks and in drawers and cubbies by a custom closet designer. She finds a black sheath dress. A wine-red velvet jacket on top and a pair of sheer black tights. The flats would be more comfortable but he prefers her in heels. In Brandon’s closets are his suits and jackets in grey, black, and blue. His ironed shirts protected by plastic, in white and pale blue (a weekly service picks them up and drops them off). Ties—which are allowed to be any colour—from his college, his high school, his various clubs. His socks and jocks are neatly stacked in drawers, khakis and polos pressed. In the section where she hangs her long frocks, Brandon keeps his gun safe. She keeps well clear of that too.

Early on Jacquie argued against having any guns in the house, citing the statistics that the person most likely to be killed is someone else in the family, but Brandon brushed off her concerns.

 ‘They tell you that to scare you. Those are the stats from the meth heads and trailer trash.’

It was right after they moved, the age where Isaac was into everything. They lay in bed whisper-arguing.

‘He’s not going to be able to crack the code of a safe. You have to understand, this isn’t like Australia. The criminals all have guns here. Lots of people have guns. I can’t sleep if I can’t protect you.’

She sat up, hugging her knees close, her cheek against the sheet. ‘I can’t sleep with a gun in the house.’

‘You’ll forget it’s even here. It’s only for an emergency. It’s only to keep you and Maisie and Isaac safe.’

She gave in. She always, eventually, gave in.

Every time there is a school shooting in the news the gun haunts her. That they live in a place where so many people think owning a firearm makes them safe. Where so many children have access to weapons without understanding their potential. But Brandon is good about keeping it locked up.

The children don’t even know it is there, thank god.

It is nearly time to go. She does her make-up, dries her hair. Clicking down the stairs, she hears the iPad in the living room. Maisie and Isaac are on the rug, watching a cartoon.

‘Where are you going?’ Maisie asks.

‘One of Dad’s work dinners. Lily is coming over to babysit.’

‘Lily’s nice,’ Isaac says. ‘We made plays last time she was here.’

Maisie looks sceptical. ‘What if I can’t fall asleep?’

‘You can listen to the meditation app. If you have salad with your pizza, you can have Eskimo bars for dessert.’

‘Yes!’ Isaac pumps his fist. Maisie frowns. Using sugar to bribe them is not ideal, but Jacquie is flat out of ideas.

‘How is your head, Maise?’

‘I already said I was fine.’
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The car is still warm from Brandon’s drive home from work. He’s turned on the sat nav to drive into the city and the voice he’s chosen is a robotic version of an Australian female. ‘My other Aussie sheila,’ he calls her. Jacquie picks up the flaws in her accent.

She fixes her lipstick in the sunshade mirror.

‘You look gorgeous.’ Brandon puts his hand on her knee. The touch is gentle, his hand warm. She places her hand on top of his.

‘Not too shabby yourself. Did you have a haircut today?’

Brandon runs his other hand over the number-two sides. ‘You like?’

Yes, she says, but the truth is she prefers his hair longer and shaggier than the military-style crew cuts he’s always had. Every three weeks his father used to take him and his brothers down to the basement and buzz their little scalps near to the skin. His ears stuck out like seashells, pink and vulnerable. In the light they glowed translucent. His parents’ walls are lined with photographs of three boys with identical haircuts against blue studio backdrops, posed awkwardly in order of height, Brian the tallest until he was in his early teens, when Brandon overtook him.

‘Remind me of the details?’

‘So it’s congressman Jim Hale and his wife, Maryanne. They’ve got four boys—fucked if I can remember their names. You can just say, “How are the boys?”’

‘What does Maryanne do again?’

‘You’re joking, right?’

Brandon merges onto the highway, accelerating. His car is quiet inside, muffled, like being inside a soundproof box. There are only the faint sounds of the engine and the low jazz he plays, the occasional sensor or beep. She’s too nervous to drive the Mercedes—the mere thought of a car that costs six figures on a road with thousands of other cars, merging and swerving, accelerating and braking, puts her in a mild panic. It’s easier to drive something already damaged. Then, if an accident happens, it’s not immediately obvious. It might not even be your fault.

‘I wasn’t, but yeah, I remember. Don’t forget we have a babysitter. We can’t stay out too late.’
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DC at night is a different city from during the day. Entire city blocks are silent—the monuments and the mall, the Smithsonian museums and wide tree-lined streets. It is the residential neighbourhoods that buzz with life: Dupont Circle, Adams Morgan, Capitol Hill and 14th Street. They are headed into upmarket Georgetown, with boutiques among brick rowhouses, joggers and cyclists along the towpath during the day, Georgetown University students strolling the cobblestone streets in packs, and bars full of lobbyists and government contractors at night. Unlike Sydney, where restaurants are built to maximise weather and light, with huge windows and tables on the footpath, the fine-dining restaurants in DC are deep caves, with recessed lighting, dark timber, and plush dining chairs or booths you can disappear into. Places where you can have secret conversations, do deals. They pull into the valet parking outside of a lantern-lit doorway, descend stairs into an underground bunker, and hand their coats to a formally attired host who leads them to the table. The other guests have already arrived, he says, as he walks them across the restaurant, which smells of freshly baked bread and dark roasted meat.

‘Jacquie!’

Maryanne stands, her arms extended, gold bracelets shimmering in the light. Maryanne with her flawless hair, her perfume enveloping as she hugs them. Jim and Brandon shake hands, and Jim reaches in to hug her as well, his beard scratching the side of her cheek. He and Brandon settle in together.

‘I can’t believe we haven’t seen you in so long. My god. You look good. How are you? Tell me everything. Can you believe this place? It’s so dark. I said, Jim, did you bring your flashlight or how are we going to read the menu? Have you had the filet mignon here? It’s to die for. And the crab dip. Don’t get me started on the desserts. The calories—but you don’t need to worry. Here’—she waved the waiter over—‘these two need drinks. Martinis? That’s what Jim and I are drinking.’

Brandon says, ‘Make mine a gin. Extra dry with olives.’

Jacquie looks at the young man serving, probably a political science major. ‘Sure. Gin as well. I’ll have mine dirty.’

Jim and Maryanne laugh. ‘Is she always so dirty?’ Maryanne asks Brandon. He plays along and winks. Jacquie nearly makes it a double.

Maryanne grabs her arm and digs fingers in.

‘Did you hear about our trip to Buenos Aires?’

Jacquie shakes her head, taking a long sip of the iced water.

‘My god. Do I have a story for you.’
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Two hours later, Jacquie sits on the toilet in the cubicle, scrolling her phone for messages. Lily and the kids are fine. She’s missed a call from her mum. Maryanne’s talked about her boys, about the tennis coach from Russia whose accent she can’t get enough of, and the horseriding in Argentina which nearly gave her a heart attack though the gauchos were easy on the eye. The beach house they are buying in the Outer Banks that she is having decorated, and the vision board of fishing nets hung from ceilings and ropes coiled in the corners of rooms. But what Jacquie didn’t expect was how, when the men were deep in conversation, Maryanne lowered her voice to a level they would not overhear and said, ‘It’s been bothering me, Jacquie, last time we saw you. Are you okay?’ Jacquie could not remember what she meant, and tilted her head at Maryanne, a question she did not want answered.

Maryanne replied with two words: ‘Election party.’

‘Oh, that.’ Jacquie’s face flushed. ‘Just an argument. Politically we don’t always see eye to eye.’

She was mortified Maryanne brought it up. That she’s going to judge her for it. The next day, Brandon gave her a pair of pearl earrings. But he also began going to parties on his own. Jacquie didn’t mind. She found it so hard to say the right thing.

Maryanne leaned in close. ‘I am here, if you ever want to talk. If you need someone to listen.’

Jacquie blinked quickly at the threat of tears. ‘I’m going to visit the ladies,’ she said, and slid out so quick that it would look odd to follow.

She dabs her mascara with toilet paper and balances the phone on her knee. Another text pops up from Lily.

Kids are in bed. No sign of a headache from M. She has the meditation app on the iPad. What time r u home? [image: Smiley face emoji]

It’s nine thirty already. They’ve had appetisers and mains, but the men will go for dessert and a nightcap.

Another hour okay?

A thumbs-up emoji appears.

She washes her hands, reapplies lippie, and steels herself to return to the table.
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When they finally leave an hour and a half later, Jacquie’s tipsy, on the edge of drunk.

The women walk out together. ‘We have got to catch up more. Come to my book club. Or tennis. Do you play?’

Jacquie shakes her head.

‘Are you members of the club?’

Brandon overhears and says yes.

Maryanne and Jim have ordered an Uber. ‘Remember what I said,’ Maryanne whispers when Jacquie hugs her.

Brandon waves as they drive off and then strides to the valet.

‘Are you sure you’re good to drive?’ she asks.

Brandon nods, putting his arm around her waist a little roughly. He can have three or four drinks and still seem completely sober. And as long as he isn’t weaving the car back and forth, he won’t be pulled over.

‘Thank you, babe, I owe you.’ He leans down and nuzzles his face in her neck. Her body floods with warmth, relief that he is happy.

‘It wasn’t that bad.’ The valet pulls up at the kerb. ‘Maryanne takes some getting used to, but I like her.’

‘You’re lying,’ Brandon says, ‘but I appreciate it. I do.’

He pulls up his phone then and opens an app. There is the camera inside the refrigerator. The camera outside the house. She forgets, sometimes, about the camera in the living room.

‘Let’s check in on the babysitter, see what she is up to.’

‘The kids are asleep, give her some privacy.’

The valet comes around and opens the door for her. How often does Brandon check the living room camera? she wonders.

Their car beams cut through the cold foggy night, showing the tiny droplets of condensation glittering.

She would join Maryanne’s book club but doesn’t want her watching as well.

Brandon takes the turn-off to the Chain Bridge too fast and the tyres squeal.

Her hand is on his arm. ‘Be careful, love.’

He slows and they drive across the bridge, the Potomac below a huge dark mass of fast-flowing water. When they moved here, she saw the river on a map and asked Brandon whether it was a good place to swim on a hot day. He laughed so hard, before explaining about the pollution, the strong currents, the submerged trees. When she saw the river for the first time, she understood. It is brown and dangerously fast moving, half-a-kilometre wide and with messy, muddy banks. She has not been tempted, even on the hottest day.

‘Did you have a nice chat with Jim?’

‘Yeah, but importantly he’s going to support changes to the new legislation that will make it easier for the company. So we want to keep him on our good side. Even if it means we have to catch up with them at the club a few times this summer.’

‘A few times I can handle.’

The mere mention of the club brings back the sting of chlorine from the pool, men in golf shirts, lunches of Cobb salad and gazpacho. Maisie and Isaac love the pool, and Brandon has been a member since childhood, but the thought of all the required social interaction makes her stomach flip.

They pull into the garage and she texts Lily (though she would hear the rumble of the garage door). She meets them at the top of the basement stairs.

‘Mr and Mrs Cassel, how was your night?’

She won’t call them by their first names, no matter how many times Jacquie has said she should.

‘It was great. Kids okay?’

‘Yep. Isaac wanted me to read him ten stories. They both went to bed fine. Maisie couldn’t fall asleep for a while. She’s out now, though.’

Brandon is in the dining room pouring himself a glass of whisky.

 ‘Can I walk you home?’

‘I’m fine, it’s literally a block away.’

‘Are you sure?’

She insists she is, so Jacquie Venmos her the money.

‘Text me when you’re home, so I know you’re safe.’

After Lily leaves, Brandon walks into the living room. He has taken off his tie and undone the top buttons on his shirt and he is holding two glasses of whisky, the amber liquid an inch high. She can smell it from across the room—he favours those peaty whiskies, the ones which are hard to pronounce. She wants nothing more than to pull up the doona and shut her eyes, but Brandon looks pleased with himself. And she knows the drink will spread warmth down through her chest and into her legs, a liquid loosening.

‘A nightcap.’ He motions with his chin to the sofa. ‘Can you move the nice cushions?’

She piles them on the dining room chairs. ‘You know it’s a school night?’

‘I know, but you’re leaving so soon. Besides’—he flicks open the laptop—‘let’s look at the weather. Did you know it’s forecast to snow tomorrow?’

‘Oh, the kids would be so thrilled.’

‘Dad won’t, he’s meant to fly back from Houston. He’ll be pissed if the flight is cancelled.’

The whisky tastes of sun on forest floor, of fallen bark, splintered wood. Brandon looks at her with soft eyes. He is still that little boy with seashell ears. Outside fat white flakes of snow gather in clouds, hoary frost crackling the edges of things. Icicles clear crystalline spikes that drip drip drip from gutters and eaves. Knowing she’s leaving soon, Jacquie sees it all differently. With a foreshadowing of nostalgia: an anticipation of longing.
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New York City is a beautiful place in the winter, for those who can afford it. The enormous Rockefeller Center Christmas Tree, ice skating at Bryant Park, and the Broadway shows. Brandon took Jacquie to his favourite haunts: the little bar he loved in the West Village; the least crowded parts of Central Park; the Guggenheim; a ferry ride at night to see the Christmas lights, which were still up. They had hot chocolates and crepes, mulled wine, melted raclette on crusty French bread. It was such a relief being alone together again, away from his parents, away from small talk and prying eyes. His friend’s studio was in the Upper East Side, close to the park. It was a third-floor walk-up in a pre-war brownstone with hardwood floors, baseboard radiators, and tall windows looking out to the trees and metal fire escapes. A futon bed and a tiny kitchen. They came home late and slept late and ate their meals in bed and on their third day Brandon woke her up to the snow falling, the dirty streets and cars and bare-leaved trees transformed.

The city was cold and clean, unmarred by footsteps. They pulled on boots and coats and rushed outside, making the first footprints on empty streets in the early light. The snowploughs came later, along with children in their snowsuits pulling sleds, dogs leaving yellow craters. But they had it first, in those moments of purity, when it was new. The only snow Jacquie had known was in Perisher, the snow you take a bus to on uni trips and then it is simply on the ski fields and either packed ice-hard or dirty slush. The kind of snow just for skiing or snowboarding and then drinking too many shots of Jägermeister in the Alpine Hut and feeling queasy on the bus ride back to Sydney. She had never seen city snow: snow on cars or ice on windscreens, frozen pipes, snow that cancels things and covers them and pauses life for a moment; snow that silences.

The snow was the best part. Later, Brandon wanted them to go to Times Square for New Year’s Eve with some of his MBA friends, but she was weary that day. Overwhelmed by the thought of meeting new people and being in crowds of strangers, staying up late, drinking too much (again), and stumbling home with chapped lips, cold fingers, frozen toes.

‘Couldn’t we stay in? We could watch it on TV.’ She was tired, fixated on the knowledge she was leaving in a few days. What would happen next? They argued, he stormed off down the street with the only key to the studio in his pocket and she didn’t know where she was and suddenly home seemed very, very far away. She didn’t have roaming on her phone—she had been relying on his knowledge of the city—and there was still snow in the gutters and footpaths, patches of black ice, wind so cold it made her shiver. She swallowed tears.

A woman in a fur coat came up to her, a stranger. ‘Are you all right, sweetie? I saw you fighting with that guy and I wanted to make sure you’re okay.’

Her accent was so thick it took Jacquie a moment to understand what she was asking. She tried to put on her most reassuring smile.

‘I’m fine,’ Jacquie said. ‘Just a silly argument.’

‘You look lost, though. Where are you from, England?’

‘Australia.’

‘Ahhh.’ The woman smiled. ‘I love Aussies. I shoulda known.’

Brandon walked up to them then, a frown on his face, probably thinking Jacquie was being swindled. ‘Sorry, I just needed to let off some steam.’

The woman shook her head, pointing a gloved finger at him. ‘It’s not how you treat a lady who’s come here all the way from Australia.’

Brandon grabbed Jacquie’s elbow, started to guide her away. She turned back to smile at the friendly stranger. ‘Thank you,’ she called. ‘We’ll be okay.’

‘It’s not we I’m worried about,’ the woman replied, ‘it’s you.’

But Jacquie was so relieved to see Brandon again, to see the anger gone from his face, replaced by worry and puzzlement, that she didn’t really pay attention to the woman’s words.

He apologised for leaving. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Why I’m such an asshole.’

And Jacquie apologised too. ‘We’ll go watch the ball drop in Times Square. You want to see your friends.’

Brandon shook his head, holding her tight to his side. ‘I just want to be with you. Let’s stay in the studio. Stay in bed. I don’t ever want us to leave. I don’t want to be with anyone else.’

Those words were such a salve to her then, such a balm, that she didn’t think about the truth beneath them. I only want you. Nothing else will do. That night, as the ball dropped on television and Brandon kissed her, he pressed a velvet box into the palm of her right hand.

‘You give me too many gifts,’ she said, not even guessing.

‘Just open it,’ Brandon said.

There, in a bed of white silk, was a diamond ring. Light was caught in a thousand tiny ways, diffused. Brandon’s face was pressed into her lap. ‘Say yes,’ he said, his voice muffled by her pyjamas. He was a little boy, terrified to even look at her. She was terrified as well. Of disappointing him.

‘Yes,’ she said.

A thousand tiny ways.




CHAPTER 7

HER MOUTH IS bone-dry when the alarm goes off. Brandon is asleep, snoring erratically like he does when he’s had too much to drink. She reaches for her phone and sees a message from the county school district:


Due to snowfall overnight and dangerous 
road conditions, all schools will be cancelled 
today in Arlington County School District.



Isaac and Maisie will be ecstatic. The neighbourhood centre will be closed too. She rubs her eyes and climbs out of bed to open the blinds. The sky is overcast, a dense grey, and everything is covered with a light layer of snow. The backyard is pure, dazzling white. And it is falling still. Small flakes spin and float down. Her hand is against the cold glass, condensation just from the heat of her. The snow is perfect, unbroken, except a track of prints across the yard. A rabbit? A fox? She looks back at Brandon, who opens his eyes.

‘It’s snowing!’

He groans. ‘Just what I don’t need.’

 ‘It’s pretty.’

‘Yeah, now it is. Fuck. Not in three hours when it’s all just dirty slush.’

She goes to open the door to Isaac’s room. He is snuggled under his doona but puts his head up.

‘School is cancelled,’ she says. ‘It’s a snow day.’

Isaac is straight up and to the window. ‘Yessss!’ He jumps on his bed, wraps his arms around her and squeezes so tight. He is warm from sleep and smells like scalp and laundry detergent. She breathes deep until he lets go.

‘Does Maisie know?’

‘Not yet, I thought I might let her sleep.’

‘Can I tell her?’

His eyes are wide with delight, and she can’t say no. Besides, as much as Maisie hates to be woken, she will hate missing out on the excitement of a snow day more.

‘Okay.’

He opens his sister’s door, his high, sweet whisper. The squeak of her blinds pulled up and their two voices not bickering but scheming: sledding and snowmen and hot chocolate.

Downstairs in the kitchen, Jacquie turns on the coffee grinder and opens the fridge. She’ll make pancakes.

In the cul-de-sac, a few neighbours are out with their shovels already, scraping their driveways, the scriit scriit of metal on asphalt. It looks like it should be easy, but she knows now how much a shovelful of snow can weigh. And the longer it sits, the more moisture it carries. They could install driveway heaters beneath the bitumen. ‘In a really cold climate, it makes sense,’ Brandon had said. ‘You wouldn’t buy it for the four, five snow days a year we get here, though.’ I wouldn’t buy it at all, she thought, but didn’t say.

She makes coffee and puts boots on to go out for the newspaper. The cold air goes straight through her flannel pyjamas. The neighbourhood is silent now except for a single snow shovel at the entrance to the cul-de-sac and the sound of some snow falling, flump, from a tree limb. The snow crunches and squeaks underfoot, light and powdery, perfect for sledding. Flakes land on her outstretched palm, retaining their crystalline shapes for a moment before melting to water. Her breath puffs. A sound then; there are two deer at the edge of the yard. They hold completely still for a moment, their coats light brown and speckled with white, eyes pale-lashed, legs long and spindly. One is bigger than the other: a mother and adolescent child? They have been nibbling at the bark of a tree. She can almost feel the softness of their lips, the loam and mossy smell; she’s afraid to breathe in case it breaks the spell. But a door up the street slams and they take off, legs a blur, white tails above curved haunches, leaving just their cloven hoof prints in the snow. There are woods behind them and to the west, ice-laden creeks which run out to the Potomac, places for deer to drink and eat and hide.

Of course the newspaper hasn’t come, she realises, standing there, skin covered in gooseflesh. The roads are not yet ploughed. She goes back inside, kicking the snow from her boots on the mat to leave them by the front door. The kids are in the hallway closet, searching for their snow pants and gloves and mittens.

‘I saw two deer.’

‘Where?’ Maisie’s head pops out, her hair still tousled from sleep.

‘In the front yard. They ran off. Hey, breakfast before going out to play.’

‘Mu-um.’

‘Pancakes?’

‘Sure!’ Isaac says, peering from behind the closet door, two unmatching gloves on his hands.

 ‘O-kay.’ Maisie unwinds the scarf from around her neck.

They follow her into the kitchen, where she tells Alexa to play NPR, the public radio station reminiscent of the ABC. The announcers all have these slightly nasal, nerdy voices but are familiar and calm, unlike the hyped-up shock jocks on commercial stations. She doesn’t need someone yelling at her before she’s had coffee. They are listing the local school districts which have snow days as she mixes the eggs and milk into the flour, and the kids cheer when they hear theirs.

‘Set the table, will you? And get out the maple syrup and butter. There’s maple syrup in the pantry.’

She will fry bacon as well. Brandon might be in a better mood if he smells bacon, and with it sizzling in one pan and the pancakes cooking in another, he comes into the kitchen. He’s dressed in his work clothes: suit pants, a shirt and a tie, cufflinks. His jacket will be with his briefcase by the front door.

‘The roads aren’t even cleared,’ she says, her first mistake.

‘It’s barely two inches. I talked to Dad. His flight was about to leave Houston. I’ve got to get to the airport to pick him up.’

‘Can he take an Uber or a taxi?’

Brandon’s face is red. He doesn’t like plans to change. ‘No, Jacquie, my father who employs us can’t take a cab from the airport. What are you doing, anyway? Why aren’t the kids ready for school?’

‘It’s a snow day. School’s cancelled.’

‘God, they’re a bunch of pussies—afraid of some kid slipping on the ice.’

Isaac had been getting the forks out of the drawer, but he slips out of the kitchen without a sound.

‘Will you have some breakfast with us first?’ Her voice goes high. Stay calm, like an NPR presenter. The sound that begins their hourly newscast is in the background. ‘I made bacon.’

Brandon shakes his head. ‘I don’t imagine you shovelled the driveway?’

‘I wanted to make breakfast first.’

‘I’ll have to do it. Dad’s flight lands in an hour. Damn it.’

He turns to walk out of the kitchen. There is the scrape and smash of one of the crystal whisky glasses beside the sink hitting the floor. The shatter of glass breaking. Maisie and Isaac run in.

‘Stop! Stay there. I’ll sweep it up. I don’t want either of you getting glass in your feet.’

Maisie puts her arms around Jacquie’s waist and grips her tight, like she is holding on for dear life. Jacquie thinks of the deer in the front yard, their watchfulness, the tight twang of nerves.

‘Why does he have to ruin everything?’ Maisie whispers.

‘Nothing’s ruined.’ Now she has her false cheerful voice. She has so many voices. ‘I’ll call you back in when the glass is all swept up. No one is hurt. Everything is ready.’

The shards have gone everywhere; they haven’t just broken, they’ve exploded. She keeps finding pieces of that glass for days afterwards, where you least expect them. Razor-sharp flakes of broken glass. The opposite of a snowflake. They never disappear.




CHAPTER 8

HER BEST MORNINGS are when she drops Maisie and Isaac to school early and swims laps before work. The closest public indoor swimming pool is at the local high school, not far from their elementary. You pay an entry fee at the front desk and go through the change rooms. When she arrives, swim team has come and gone and it is just people who swim for exercise or rehabilitation. Or sanity. For the weightless freedom you feel when you dive into a body of water.

Besides excuse me and thank you, people keep to themselves at the pool. Everyone is privately doing their own thing. Bodies are scarred and sagging, cellulite-dimpled and far from perfect, but it doesn’t matter here.

Max and Jacquie did swim in squads through school, after they moved back to Sydney from Nimbin. Suzie would drop them early, go home and get ready for work, and be back in time to pick them up, drop them to the bus stop, and drive herself to work. Neither of them were crash-hot swimmers—they didn’t have the years of experience that other kids did—but they felt part of something normal. Whistles echoing off tiled walls, the yell of the coach, the burning in your lungs. Those years of early mornings are imprinted in her body, in muscle memory: the repetition, breathing, the kick-kick-kick and the lines of the pool leading her ever forward.

She pulls on her daggy one-piece, snaps on the swim cap, untangles goggles and walks into the pool area, the textured non-slip tiles beneath her feet, the blue walls and chlorine-fuggy air. It’s quiet in here without the schoolchildren and coaches and the echo of whistles. Just lap swimmers splashing. There are the slow, medium, and fast lanes, and she is firmly in the middle; the slow tends to be breaststrokers with their heads out of water, the fast is too much pressure. The lane is empty; she dives in, the cool closing over, the relief of moving through water untethered.

The harder you try when swimming, the more the water resists you.

She follows the black painted line, finding rhythm, easing in. One eye and part of the mouth out every three strokes. Her outbreath makes silvery bubbles in the blue. Her head settles into its own thoughts, into this space away from everyone else and their needs. The snow has cleared. Brandon picked up his father from the airport, and he ordered a new set of whisky glasses. Nicer, he said, than the one from the set which he broke. One thing he has always been good at doing is apologising. He truly is sorry.

Another swimmer has joined her lane and she sticks to one side of the painted line. It took her a little while to learn here that it’s not like Australia, where you stick to the left and move in a circle. If two swimmers are sharing a lane, they each stay on one side of the painted line. If a third swimmer joins, you start to circle.

Isaac and Maisie have swim lessons at the YMCA on a Sunday so she can sometimes sneak in laps then as well. Coming on her own is the best, though. When it is just unencumbered time to move through the water, arms curving and pulling, legs kicking, torso floating and connecting movement. Brandon doesn’t understand her love of swimming laps.

‘Isn’t it boring?’

That is exactly the beauty of it: the repetition, the way your body knows what to do so your mind is allowed to travel. He is a terrible swimmer; his father didn’t bother with swim lessons for his three boys, so Brandon only learned later, at summer camp. And then, in his teenage years, when Carl made the money they have now, they bought the house with the pool. Brandon can avoid drowning and manage a decent dog paddle, but freestyle is beyond him and he hasn’t the patience to let her teach him. Maisie already has a better stroke than Brandon does, though Jacquie would never tell him as much.

After forty laps she lifts herself out, checking the clock on the wall.

In the change room, she strips down and squeezes the water out of her suit. Standing under a hot shower, she thinks about what it will be like to swim in the ocean again. There is no one else in the change room as she towels off and moisturises, dresses, pulls a comb through her hair. A touch of lippie. Today she’s teaching the past conditional. It’s an odd lesson. They will watch a short doco about the 1972 Uruguayan plane crash where some of the passengers died on impact, and the others were going to die of hunger in the Andes. The question she’ll ask afterwards is: ‘If I had to eat my friend, would I or wouldn’t I?’ It’s weird but it encourages them to speak. The shock of the idea brings even the quiet ones out of their shells.

The bruise on her chin is purple-green now, and she’s forgotten to bring concealer. A group of three older women come in as she is leaving, laughing about something.

‘Are those yours?’ one of them calls as the door swings shut.

She pushes back inside. Her goggles on the bench.

‘Thank you! My favourite goggles.’

‘Irreplaceable. Glad you didn’t lose them.’

They exchange a warm smile.

Outside, her wet hair freezes into clumps. She starts the car and shivers, turning the heat to full. Work will be warm. Houses, shops, and restaurants are all so well heated that cold is always only temporary. At first it was stuffy, overwhelming, hard for a Sydney girl who’d grown up with ocean breezes and fresh air. Brandon controlled the thermostat in the house, he didn’t want her messing with it, but eventually she grew used to the winter heating. Now she doesn’t know what she would do without it.
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People love to hear the story of how they met. And then how, when Brandon finished his MBA, they married, and he shocked his family by moving to Sydney. He said he needed space: preferably oceans between him and his father. He wanted a job that was not the family business, a chance to make his own way in the world. She was delighted. They lived frugally for him, normally for her: renting an apartment in Randwick, going out only on weekends, takeaway as a treat. But it was playing at being normal for Brandon, because even though he had a job that was not with his father’s company, he still had a trust fund, he still didn’t need to worry about ever living on the brink of financial instability. He still spent an hour on the phone with his parents their Saturday evening, his Sunday morning. His ease lulled her into the same; they would always be safe because, as far from the shore as he swam, his parents would never let him flounder.

Sunday afternoons in summer they went to Coogee and laid their towels on the sand, racing into the shore break. They rinsed at the outdoor showers and went to the pub for dinner, sometimes meeting friends and sometimes just the two of them. God, he could make her laugh, mimicking her run into the surf, the way the lifeguards on the megaphones spoke, both laconic and bolshie at the same time. He looked beautiful in a white button-down shirt, the cuffs rolled against the tanned skin of his forearms. He still always paid. He was the better cook; she came home nights after working late to the whole house smelling of roast chicken or pasta vongole, a beautifully set table with wineglasses and their wedding-present china.

‘I’m so lucky,’ he would say at night, turning to her after the lights were off, her hand brushing his stubbled cheek in the darkness, ‘to have such a beautiful wife.’

She expected that one day their sex life would flatten off, but then it was only better each time, the mere act of him reaching for her enough for her cunt to flood with wetness.

In the morning, before he woke, she would watch sometimes the childlike gape of his lips, the blur of his dark lashes above his cheeks. Stubble so black it was almost blue. She was the lucky one, of that she was certain. People say that happiness is felt in looking back, but she felt it then, the weight of it, like a cat on her belly, having chosen her of all people to rest upon.
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To pull Maisie and Isaac out of school for two weeks, the woman tells her on the phone, she will have to come to speak to the guidance counsellor. She’ll have to sign a form. After work, after learning that most students would eat their already dead friend to survive, Jacquie drives to the kids’ school. It’s a single-storey, sprawling elementary surrounded by baseball fields, basketball courts, playgrounds, and parking lots. She is buzzed by reception through the double doors. Down a long, polished hallway with trophies and banners either side.

The walls are papered with flyers to join band, environmental club, math club. Reading club meets at lunch in the library. Every time she steps into their school, even though it’s an elementary, Jacquie can’t help but hark back to films and television: The Breakfast Club, Saved by the Bell, The Wonder Years. The cafeterias, stairwells, and janitors.

She passes a teacher and murmurs hello.

‘Can I help you find anything?’

‘Reception?’

‘Just there.’ She gestures to the door.

Inside is a long counter and behind it sit women in holiday jewellery and bobbed hair. On her side of the counter, several children wait and parents shift uncomfortably in the hard chairs lined up against the wall. The students stare at their laps and the parents scroll their phones.

She tells the first woman behind the counter she’s here to sign a form to pull her children out of school for two weeks.

‘You’ll have to talk to the guidance counsellor first. That’s Ms …’

She types some words in her computer, trails her manicured fingernail down the screen. Her nails are Christmas-themed, miniature snowmen and reindeers on each one.

‘Ms Gabriel. Take a seat and I’ll let her know you’re here.’

‘Okay. I love your nails. So fun.’

‘Oh, thanks, hon.’ She stands to splay her hand on the counter, so Jacquie can see them up close. ‘I’ve got all the reindeer—this here’s Rudolph.’ She points to the red-nosed blob on her middle fingernail.

‘So tiny! I bet the kids love them.’

‘Where are y’all going?’

‘Back to Australia to see family. For Christmas. It’s summer over there.’

 ‘Oh, I am so jealous.’ The receptionist taps her fingernails on the counter so they click. Everyone is listening intently. What else is there to do? ‘I have always wanted to go to Australia. You tell Maisie and Isaac to bring me back one of them cute little kangaroos.’

‘Will do.’ Jacquie settles into a plastic chair to wait, glad that Maisie isn’t here. Maisie hates when Jacquie overshares with strangers, and she remembers hating the same thing, the way Suzie would get in some long conversation in the dentist’s office while they waited for Max to have a cavity filled. Or with the salesgirl when she bought their school shoes, about whether the girl should do a cosmetology degree or go to hairdressing school.

Brandon had said that they would need to give the school a good reason. ‘Tell them your mom is sick, or something. Two weeks is a long time to pull them out.’

Even for a kindergartener and a second grader?

Yes, he said. He said it was up to her, but did she want to have the request refused?

‘Ms Cassel?’

She looks up and there is an impossibly young woman, athletic thighs straining her slacks, a thick plait over one shoulder.

‘Right this way.’

They walk into an office full of those little desk toys you buy at museum shops and green-and-orange University of Florida Gators gear. There are stuffed alligators, a framed Gators t-shirt, and squishy alligator stress balls scattered across the desk.

‘What can I help you with today?’ the guidance counsellor asks.

‘I’m taking Maisie and Isaac to visit family in Australia for three weeks, we’re missing two weeks of school. So we need to sign a form, I think?’

‘Yep.’ She types some words into her computer. ‘Any extenuating circumstances?’

Far out. It’s like Ms Gabriel can see straight through her. ‘My mum’s not well.’

‘Oh, that must be tough. I’m sorry to hear.’

‘Thanks.’ Jacquie is surprised by the tears that creep up behind her voice, cracking it. Just from the thought of her mum getting sick. She blinks fast.

Ms Gabriel has a handful of tissues ready. ‘My family’s in Florida. Much closer, I know, but I miss them all the time. My mom’s a single mom. My littlest brother’s still in high school.’

Jacquie crushes the tissue in her fist and smiles at the counsellor. ‘My mum’s a single mother too. My little brother lives in the UK now, but he’ll be there as well.’

‘That’s great. Now, Isaac can just go, but Maisie will have to take some schoolwork with her. We’ll send a note to her teacher, and she’ll give it to her before she goes. Will she take her school iPad?’

‘I worry she’ll lose it.’

‘I don’t know if it even works overseas. I’ll make a note here for them to give her worksheets, printed work. Don’t worry, it won’t be too much.’

‘Thanks.’ Her armpits are damp. The green and orange is getting to her. That and the guilt over lying.

Ms Gabriel passes the form over for Jacquie to fill in the dates and sign, and her fingernails are blunt and short, unpolished. Her phone rings while Jacquie is writing.

‘Just two minutes and I’ll be done. Send her in next. Uh-huh.’

Jacquie slides the completed form over.

Ms Gabriel’s signature is neat and small beside her messy one. ‘You have the best trip now, you hear? Give your mom a real big hug.’

‘Thank you.’

She resists hugging Ms Gabriel. Gives her a goofy little wave instead.

Outside, Ms Gabriel beckons to a girl waiting on the seats, her face crumpled by tears.

‘Got everything you needed?’ the receptionist calls out.

‘Thank you, I did.’

‘Safe travels,’ she says. ‘Tell Maisie and Isaac not to forget that kangaroo.’

As Jacquie steps out of the doors of reception, the hallway is transformed. The bell must’ve rung and the place is swarming with students. Skinny short kids, tiny kindergarteners. Girls in women’s bodies and girls who are still pre-pubescent, all in their jeans and boots and trainers and puffer jackets, hoodies, jumpers or t-shirts and shorts (in spite of the cold). They duck and weave and shout, backpacks unzipped and clusters of them walking together, single ones darting, arms crossed and making themselves as small as possible. She’s looking for Maisie and Isaac. How do they navigate this chaos on their own?

‘Sorry, ma’am,’ a girl says as she runs into Jacquie, then runs off giggling with her friends. That word makes her feel ancient.

She stands still against the wall, watching the crowd flow, and just as she’d hoped, there Maisie is, coming down the hallway with another girl beside her, a girl with shiny black hair and a printed skirt. They look so small beside the fourth and fifth graders, their heads bowed, deep in conversation. The relief Jacquie feels to see her daughter with a friend. It’s enough, she doesn’t want to acknowledge her, doesn’t want Maisie to even know she’s here. She lets the crowd dissipate and returns to her car.
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That night, the bar is loud enough that Clarissa and Jacquie need to shout to order drinks. It’s the after-work Friday-casual crowd in the city: men in button-up shirts and khakis, women in ankle boots and designer denim. They both needed a drink when the play was over.

‘I’m sorry,’ Clarissa says. ‘That was the worst play ever.’

‘I’ve seen much worse. I have two children in elementary school.’

They shift to the heated patio with their glasses: pinot noir for Jacquie and a pale ale for Clarissa. Outside it’s quieter but chilly, in spite of the heat lamps. Jacquie’s phone has been buzzing in her pocket. It will be Brandon.

‘Are you warm enough?’ she asks.

Clarissa is shivering in her big green army jacket.

‘No, but it’s better than the noise.’

‘Here, swap with me.’ Jacquie stands so Clarissa can sit closer to the heat lamp. ‘I’ve got more meat on my bones.’

Three drunk men come stumbling out onto the patio then, baseball caps and puffer jackets. They scan the tables, which are all taken. One comes over. ‘Do you mind if we sit with you beautiful ladies?’

Clarissa cringes. He stinks of too much cologne: Drakkar Noir? For some reason Jacquie smiles, though. Is it age? Upbringing? Be nice to men even when they repel you.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she says, ‘we’re expecting some friends.’

When they go back inside Clarissa takes a long sip from her glass.

‘Why did you apologise? It’s our table. We were here first.’

‘I know. But how do you get over that? Being socialised to be nice?’

‘I run a special course.’ Clarissa leans forward conspiratorially. ‘It’s called Being a Bitch: How to tell off that bag of dicks.’

‘Is it on offer at the neighbourhood centre?’

 ‘Can you imagine?’

‘I would definitely sign up.’

They settle in. Clarissa is warming up and her shoulders are dropping from beside her ears. Jacquie feels a similar loosening: she lets her guard down with Clarissa; she can be herself.

‘That woman is too needy,’ Brandon has said more than once. ‘She wants too much from you.’

Which is funny, because he is the one calling right this minute, wondering why she’s not home.

Jacquie stands, motioning for Clarissa to stay. ‘I’m getting some food. You have to protect our table. Would you eat something? Bar snacks, if I order them?’

‘Hell yes.’

‘I’ll be back.’

She veers off to the bathroom first and checks her phone in a stall. There are seven missed calls and three texts from Brandon.

Call me

Why are you at a bar?

What time are you home?

She said she was going to a play with a few other teachers from the neighbourhood centre, and he wanted to know who, so she said there were three of them. She didn’t say Clarissa, because she knew he’d be critical. Pulling her pants up, her hands are shaking.

The mobile rings again—the home phone. The kids use the landline. She answers straightaway.

‘Mum.’

‘Yes, darling.’

Maisie sounds like she’s crying. She squeezes past people to go outside, to the street, where she can hear properly.

‘Are you okay?’

Maisie is hiccupping. ‘Dad said I was grounded because I said it was Isaac’s turn to clear the dishes and he said I’m a spoiled brat and he’s not going to let me go to Australia.’

‘You’re coming to Australia. It’s okay. Now calm down—you’re hyperventilating. Take deep breaths. In for five, out for five. Okay?’

Tears are tightening Jacquie’s throat.

‘I’ll call Dad now, chook, but I’ll be home in fifteen, twenty minutes. Just stay in your room, okay? It will be fine.’

Maisie agrees and they stay on the phone until she has stopped hyperventilating.

Jacquie calls Brandon.

‘I thought you were at a play?’

‘The play is finished, and we came to have a drink.’

‘I worry, Jacquie. I just need you to check in with me. The city can be dangerous.’

‘I’m fine. Anyway, I’m coming home now. Why did you tell Maisie she can’t go to Australia?’

‘Is that why you called? Not to return my calls? Unbelievable. She was being a brat. But you can’t second-guess my parenting if you’re not even here.’

‘I don’t want to fight. I just wanted a night off. But I’m coming home now, okay? I’m on my way.’

This puts the whole trip in jeopardy. Back in the bar she hurries through the crowd, excusing herself to brush past blazers and avoid stepping on shoes. On the patio Clarissa is scrolling her phone. She looks up and smiles, but her face drops as she takes in Jacquie’s expression.

‘What’s wrong? Have they run out of food?’

‘Maisie and Brandon are fighting at home. I’ve got to go be the peacemaker. I’m so sorry. I’d much rather stay here and drink with you.’

Clarissa shakes her head, raises her palms. ‘It’s fine. This place is making me crazy anyway. I’ve never seen so many people I don’t want to talk to in one room.’ She stands up, grabbing her bag. ‘I can drive you. Didn’t you take an Uber in?’

‘I’m out of your way!’

‘You are not. Besides, I like the winding streets around your neighbourhood at night.’

Out on the street, they argue a little more, half-heartedly, walking to Clarissa’s car. It’s an old Honda, egg-yolk yellow, with a bunch of bumper stickers.

Housing is a human right

Abolish prisons

No one needs an AR-15

It reminds Jacquie (minus the stickers) of the Bluebird. Inside, the Honda smells like the fruit-flavoured vapes Clarissa sneaks outside to smoke at work. She shoves a whole bunch of paperwork from the passenger seat into the back. There is a little tuner radio and a hand crank on the window, beads hanging from the rear-vision mirror.

‘Is Maisie okay?’

Clarissa pulls out and does a U-turn to get back across the bridge, into the suburbs. She’s blasted the heat but there is just cold air coming out of the vents.

‘She was hyperventilating, poor thing. She and Brandon don’t always get along.’

‘She’s such a good kid, though.’

‘I know. But she’s got a really strong sense of injustice. She can’t bear things to be unfair.’

Clarissa speeds up to merge onto the highway, and the whole car shakes a little bit, the windows juddering in their frames.

‘Feel free to put music on. There are CDs in the glove compartment.’

 ‘Old school.’

‘Yep. A CD player is all this car has. I buy the discs from thrift shops.’

Jacquie opens the glove box and sorts through the cases, running the side of her thumb along the ridged plastic shells. It’s too dark to read the writing properly, so she just grabs a CD at random and feeds it in.

Elton John’s voice comes on: ‘Candle in the Wind’.

‘Is Brandon too tough on her?’ Clarissa says this softly, so Jacquie can barely hear her over the music.

It is a question that hides a hundred other questions.

‘He’s too tough on everyone, himself especially. Here, take this exit.’ The car slows for the cloverleaf and the turn presses her against the door of the car, the gravity of the earth, the depth of the night. It’s still so cold that her breath makes vapour. She closes her eyes and imagines the sun of an Australian summer afternoon.

Ice cracks and melts all around, what was hard becomes fluid, becomes flood.




CHAPTER 9

A FOX CROSSES the driveway as they reverse out, a streak of orange, a fluffy tail disappearing into the undergrowth. The sky is smeared with cloud, the grey light before dawn. She pulls the collar over her mouth: warm air from her own breath.

Brandon drives down a highway lined with bare-limbed trees to Reagan National Airport. Deer disappear into the woods. Frost turns the brown grass of the median strip a glimmery white. Brandon parks in the short-term lot and helps drag suitcases out of the back of the minivan.

They have two large, wheeled suitcases and a backpack each. She did not supervise Maisie and Isaac in the packing of their backpacks because packing the suitcases wore her out. Bring toothbrushes and no scissors, she said. But they probably just brought random things. Lego men and iPads without chargers. It is too late now.

The airport is quiet so early, still weeks from Christmas. Somewhere ‘Jingle Bell Rock’ is being piped in and there is silver tinsel wrapped around a plastic tree beside the entrance. Maisie coos at a drug-sniffing dog. Brandon walks them to the ticketing gate and then to security. On his own he flies business class, and he wanted her to book these flights in business, but she insisted that it is better for them to fly economy.

If the kids start flying business they’ll never want to go back, she told him. You don’t want to spoil them. Not that she won’t regret that later, with a stiff neck and their backpacks crammed around their feet. With the stale air from the toilets wafting forward and the grey beef smell of the meal wafting back.

At security Brandon lifts Maisie then Isaac off their feet for long, tight hugs. It makes her want to cry, watching. He will miss them, and he’ll call heaps, sounding dejected. He’ll want photos every day. Whenever they go somewhere without him, he feels their absence deeply, more than he feels day to day, though he works such long hours. Something about them being outside his orbit; creating memories without him. ‘Look after your mom,’ he says to Maisie and Isaac. ‘Make sure she behaves.’ He tugs Maisie’s ponytail, tousles Isaac’s curls.

He bends down to kiss Jacquie, and there is something vulnerable in it, in the hunch of his upper back. She holds him tight. He wraps his arms around her and squeezes back. She breathes in his clean smell, soft shirt. She rests there for a moment, the familiar place on his chest where her head fits.

‘I love you.’

‘Love you. And I’m sorry I’ve been so grumpy lately. Call me when you land in Sydney.’ He lets go. Her throat is swelling with tears. What will she do without him?

They join the long, snaking queue to the security scanning. ‘Won’t Daddy be lonely at Christmas?’ Isaac asks. She will remember this to tell Brandon later.

‘He’s got Grandma and Grandpa in McLean, remember. He’ll go to their house Christmas Day. But he will miss us. We’ll FaceTime.’

 ‘But the signal’s no good at Nana’s.’

‘We’ll drive to the highway and call him from there. Or maybe the signal’s better now. Maybe they’ve got 4G.’

‘It’s 5G, Mum,’ Maisie says.

The three form a tight cluster. She watches other families, those with sticky-fingered toddlers carrying strollers and oversized stuffed animals. With teenagers who tower over their parents, headphones on, blocking out the rest of the world. Maisie and Isaac still look to her for guidance—they still need her for security and affection. To know how to be. It matters more now than ever. God, she would not go back to those infant or toddler days, the exhaustion and constant worry, the don’t-look-away-for-a-moment stress of it. In photographs, her breath catches at the pure beauty of them then, their button noses, their little teeth and wide smiles. But those times were relentless. She remembers lying down for a bikini wax, relieved at the moment’s peace. Nearly drifting off as the beautician ripped hairs from that sensitive skin, she was so bone-weary. It was the simple rare beauty of doing something on her own.

‘Let’s eat something we will miss in the next few weeks,’ she says, once they are through the rushed chaos of shoes off, water bottles emptied, computers on a tray. They tie their shoelaces on a bench.

‘Tacos,’ Maisie says.

‘Burgers,’ Isaac chimes in.

‘We’ll see what there is.’

They walk through the terminal slowly, staying to the right, letting the hurried people and the golf cart-style people movers get past. The flight attendants in their smart uniforms, effortlessly pulling overnight bags behind them. The pilots with their white short-sleeved button-up shirts and their tidy black trousers, nearly all men, and almost always taller and more slender than ordinary humans. Do you have to look aerodynamic to be a pilot?

 ‘Can I get a book?’ Maisie asks as they walk past a kiosk, and Jacquie acquiesces.

She flicks through magazines, knowing she’ll only get five minutes of joy from one, and grabs a pack of gum for landing and a small box of tampons in case her period comes. She has that bloated feeling, that slight twinge deep between her hips, and though she downloaded an app two years ago which is meant to tell her when her period is due, she keeps forgetting to update it, so it is no longer accurate.

After buying Maisie and Isaac a book, she finds a burger kiosk and a Mexican kiosk side by side, and Jacquie buys herself a plate of nachos with that orange, gooey cheese that looks like plastic but tastes strangely delicious and addictive. They eat in silence, the window in the food court overlooking planes taking off and landing, the fact of their metal mass floating through air still hard to comprehend.

Just two years ago Isaac loved aeroplanes. He could stand for hours with his hands splayed against the glass marvelling at the roar of their engines and the sheer size of them. ‘Broom broom!’ He would say, his three-year-old imitation of a motor starting. ‘Big broom!’ Now he barely looks up from his burger, already immersed in his new graphic novel, fingers staining the pages with grease and tomato sauce. They get away with so much when Brandon isn’t there. She lets them read books at the table, eat junk food for lunch, and wear pyjamas until noon. Is this her resistance, these small subversive acts? She is determined not to be a pushover this holiday; they will keep some semblance of routine. But it’s impossible to ignore that as much as she misses him already, saying goodbye to Brandon feels like kicking off a too-snug pair of jeans. She’s been holding in tight all of the ways she tries to make him happy. Going away is the mental equivalent of tracksuit pants. Letting go.

She’s headed home.
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They change planes in Dallas, a terminal of cowboy hats and shops selling t-shirts saying Don’t Mess With Texas and Bury Me With My Boots On. They buy one, as a joke, for Uncle Max—they only ever buy him joke presents. The woman at the register is busty and blonde, big-haired. ‘Y’all have a good flight now, y’hear,’ she says, handing over the receipt.

Jacquie stops Maisie from mimicking her on the way to the gate. ‘You can’t make fun of the way people talk,’ she says. ‘Remember when we moved here, how kids teased you about your accent?’

[image: A wavy line]

On the plane, Isaac and Maisie sandwich her, their socked feet twitching and kicking. They are two hours into the seventeen-hour flight, in the middle row of four across, the fourth seat taken by an exchange student travelling to Australia for the first time. She put her headphones and eye mask on within minutes of saying hello; Jacquie would do the same if she were travelling alone.

‘Mum, look at what Isaac’s watching. I thought you said only G-rated movies!’ Maisie leans across, pressing her finger against Isaac’s screen.

‘Isaac doesn’t need another mum.’ She rubs Maisie’s shoulder. Maisie gets so cross with her brother when she thinks he is getting away with something.

She turns to Isaac. ‘Which movie? I also said you need to ask first.’

‘How to Train Your Dragon.’

Jacquie just wants to be left alone to watch her own movie. ‘Okay.’

Isaac sticks his tongue out at his sister. Maisie rolls her eyes. She is glad, then, that she had the foresight to put herself between them.

There is a point in every overseas flight when it gets to be too much and she cries. Normally, a movie is the excuse, but the movie is only the vehicle, and the miniature bottle of red wine she drinks with dinner is the accelerant, not the reason. The reason is this stretching taut between here and there, this state of in between combined with sitting still for too many hours with her thoughts and some coalescence of everything she has not done and everything she has let slip away, intentionally or not.

Friends she has lost touch with. Books which sit unread on the shelves. The storage unit in Sydney that they pay for every month but which she’s never gone through, never cleared out despite knowing how much she needs to throw away. The baby books she bought when Maisie and Isaac were born but never filled out, the photographs she’s printed and never placed into albums. Heartfelt emails she never returned. Movies and TV series are distractions, but the emotion merely finds its way through them, like water finds a rusty seam, and an ordinary B-grade film about a horse-loving girl and her boyfriend who joins the army and is mentally scarred in Vietnam will have her ugly crying while they pass out peppermint tea and hot chocolate.

How quickly you can lose everything. If you’ve lived in those margins you know: second-hand uniforms at brand-new schools, only keeping what you can stuff into a backpack in the middle of the night. She thinks of her students with their bus schedules, food-bank lunches, and hand-me-down clothes. The ones who smell as though they are sleeping rough, the ones who fall asleep with their foreheads against the melamine of the desk because they work a night shift stacking shelves at Safeway.

She thinks about the pantry filled with more food than they can eat before it expires, the boxes of new things which arrive on her doorstep in the cul-de-sac almost daily, and the ease with which she gathers more around her. She thinks of Brandon’s wealth as sandbags, shoring up against uncertainty. The child waist deep in floodwater was her. Everything she does to keep Brandon happy, she does to keep Maisie and Isaac secure. Her singular purpose as a mother is to provide what, as a girl, she wanted and wanted and never received.
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Jacquie was twelve, Max was nine, and they were living up north then, in the Byron hinterland, near Nimbin. It felt like a holiday in the beginning, roaming the subtropical bushland, swimming in creeks and waterholes, skeletons of old cars and ruined barns to play in, but then they realised they were staying. Leaf taught them to steal cigarettes and roll joints from pilfered pot. Suzie was busy with Leaf’s dad, Lyle, who wore his long hair loose with a faded bandana over his forehead, tied in the back. Lyle was tall and skinny, with ears that stuck out so much they couldn’t be hidden by his long hair. He knew magic tricks with cards, pulled gold coins from behind Max and Jacquie’s ears. Suzie seemed to go all boneless around him. They’d met at a concert at the Phoenician Club in Ultimo, but Lyle lived up north and after a few months of back-and-forth convinced Suzie to quit her job and move up there. No one seemed to know where Leaf’s mum was. Lyle called her ‘the cunt from California’.

Jacquie had never heard that word before, but she could tell straightaway the power of it from her mum’s reaction: the way her lips went thin. ‘I wish you wouldn’t.’

‘It’s the fucken truth,’ Lyle replied.

They grew used to his fondness for fucken. The word slipped often from between his stained and crooked teeth.

Suzie and Lyle slept in the caravan with strict instructions not to disturb, and Jacquie and Max were with Leaf in the sleep-out. The big house was filled with adults who have since blurred together in her memory. The men bearded with shabby clothes, patched jeans, faded singlets, and flannel shirts, or, in winter, woollen jumpers with moth holes. The women favoured long dresses, skirts, spaghetti straps, beads. The house smelled like patchouli, cumin, marijuana. When they started going to the Nimbin school, her mum sat them down.

‘You know that smoking pot is illegal, so if anyone asks whether your parents do, even if they say it’s okay, you say no. Got it?’

Max and Jacquie agreed.

‘Otherwise they might find some excuse to take you away.’

They didn’t tell their mum that Leaf had shown them the clearings where the plants grew thick and bushy on the property, pointing out the trip wires, the leg-hold traps, and the fishhooks eye level in the trees. He said he’d helped his dad at harvesting, but they had to keep it secret. Not just from Suzie, but from the other kids.

There were other kids in the house, but they were babies. Jacquie kept away as much as possible, because if she stood still for long a toddler with green snot streaming from its nose was pushed towards her. The boys were never asked to look after the babies.

Leaf clung to them from the very beginning. He didn’t talk about Lyle or his mum but told implausible tales of where he’d been and all the tricks he’d played, the things he’d gotten away with. For a nine-year-old, he had so many stories. Leaf was pale, small for his age, with gappy teeth and permanent scrapes on his elbows and knees. Suzie dabbed them with iodine and tried to mother him, but Leaf didn’t care for the company of adults.

Max and Jacquie were the centre of his world.

Beside the creek they created their own place, a bush cubby down a steep slope where the adults never came. They dragged sheets of rusty corrugated iron and slabs of asbestos down the hillside dense with kudzu and lantana. There was a small, flat area overlooking the creek, a sort of plateau. They propped fallen tree limbs against scrappy trunks of wattle and tea-trees. Scratching mozzie bites until they bled, then picking the scabs until they bled again, they searched the creek for large flat stones to make a table and seats and shelves for their treasures. Books of matches snatched from beside the wood stove, half a packet of eucalyptus drops from the bottom of Suzie’s cracked leather purse, a broken mirror. They collected gumnuts as artillery against potential intruders and kept a slingshot beside what they called the front door. They created elaborate stories: fighting off a neighbouring village trying to steal their land, or where the world had ended (a nuclear bomb) and they were the sole survivors. Leaf said, ‘You play mum,’ so often that Jacquie grew used to scolding them and tidying the cubby, sighing with exhaustion and frustration, falling into the patterns she’d watched her own mother follow. A bottlebrush branch was an apt broom. She was always looking out for ways to make the space homier: scraps of carpet for the dirt ground, a torn tapestry to drape across the entry, chipped glasses and bent metal forks and spoons for the shelf they called the kitchen. They made a circle of creek stones and built fires beside the front door with twigs and sat on a log toasting stale bread and heating tins of baked beans. They were always burning their fingers.

The cubby was too small to lie down in unless you lay diagonally, and it was too short for an adult to stand in, but they could. The doorway you had to crouch to go through. Inside the light was filtered by the reds and pinks of the tapestry, the smell was of wet wood and gum leaves, of smoky fires and old tea. Small objects took on greater meaning there: the discarded doorknob of cut glass was a crystal ball, a bottle of iodine was dragon’s blood. Even in the schoolyard, Max or Leaf would come to show her some pocketed box of straight pins or nub of broken chalk. ‘For the cubby,’ they would whisper, and she would nod without smiling and turn back to the game of handball or hopscotch which she’d joined because it hid the fact that she had only made a single friend her own age.

The other girls in year six were of two sorts: the townies and the hippies. She ought to have been a hippie, but she fit into neither group. She wanted to be a townie. She wanted to be like her only friend, Frances Bell. Franny with her neatly plaited white-blonde hair and spotless uniform, her lunch of devon on white bread and the cream buns she bought from the canteen. The hippies’ hair was rarely brushed and they wore scattershot uniforms, had lunches of brown bread with mysterious toppings, hummus and alfalfa, grated beetroot, for dessert a piece of bruised fruit. She stared longingly at the canteen menu: the meat pies and sausage rolls, jam sandwiches and cream buns, but Lyle said it was a waste of money since no one was making any. Suzie began the year packing Vegemite or jam sandwiches, but that lasted to the end of the third week. Soon they were scrounging what could be found in the kitchen, which was most often the leftovers of some suspicious lentil dinner. One day, when there was no bread and no lentil leftovers, Jacquie sliced a block of cheese into three pieces and they each took a third. Cheese and sultanas. Her belly roiled on the bike ride home that afternoon, and as she sat in the dunny she made a plan. She marched up to her mum that evening as she smoked a joint in a cane chair on the verandah.

‘Either give us canteen money or give me money to buy groceries.’ Suzie turned her head to blow the smoke away. ‘I’ll talk to Lyle,’ she said.

In the long shadows of late afternoon there were hollows in Suzie’s cheeks and her fringe needed a trim, it hung over her eyes. Jacquie used to always know when her mum was tired or skint, when something was bothering her, but they hadn’t spoken a meaningful word in weeks.

Jacquie would have taken the money herself, since she knew where Suzie kept it, in the brown pocketbook in the cracked leather purse, but it was in the trailer and she dared not go in there when Lyle was around. Sometimes they went in when Lyle was out and it smelled like Mum’s perfume and Lyle’s cigarettes and a pervasive smell of damp which never disappeared. Through the screen door that was rusting on its hinges, the floor was yellow sun-faded linoleum. Near the windows hung spider plants and ferns in macramé holders, curtains with orange flowers, and there was a kitchenette in that singular hue of 1970s green. There was a recliner which she knew was Lyle’s just from the imprint his body had left in the brown corduroy fabric. An orange formica dinette set with vinyl chairs and, on the double bed, a coverlet of nubbly purple swirls where she sometimes sat cross-legged while Suzie stood above her, brushing the knots and leaves out of her tangled hair.

After dinner on school nights they had taken to gathering in the bush cubby until just before dark, avoiding dishes and other chores at the house. But that night she hung around, sweeping the kitchen while a dark-eyed boy who looked like he wasn’t old enough to have left home on his own strummed the guitar, playing a song she had heard on the radio but couldn’t name. She went outside into the evening after and ignored someone on the verandah calling her name. Outside the caravan she heard Suzie and Lyle arguing. He went there to drink after dinner because if he drank in front of the others they expected him to share his booze.

Suzie was saying she needed money to buy food and he was saying he didn’t have any and she said what about the drugs, Lyle. And then it was a slamming, smashing sound, and Suzie was screaming, and Jacquie was at the flyscreen, also screaming, and her mum saying, ‘It’s okay, love, I’m okay, I just fell. Go away now. I’ll come find you later.’

The screech of the spring and her mum’s screams behind it. Lyle’s long fingers, the cracked and peeling lino. But she did what Suzie asked.

She turned around and walked away.
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Both kids have, thankfully, fallen asleep, and the aeroplane cabin is dark. They watched their screens until their eyes were red, and then struggled to get comfortable, twisting and moaning, crunching the flimsy flat pillows, blankets knotted around their legs. She lifted the armrests and each child rested a head on half her lap, so she is frozen in place. In sleep they seem so vulnerable, their profiles like Brandon’s but Maisie with a mouth more like hers. Isaac with her dead father’s eyes. She digs out a tissue stowed in the seat pocket earlier and blows her nose, then turns off the screen and rests her head back, closing her eyes. There is a baby several aisles over with a weary, hiccupping cry.

A flight attendant wakes her while handing out customs declarations, and the cabin lights are flickering on, Isaac is up and watching his screen but Maisie is still deep asleep. Jacquie’s mouth is dry, nose blocked, neck aching from whatever strange position it ended up in. Isaac laughs—too loud since his headphones are on—and she taps his leg.

‘What?’ he yells, lifting a headphone.

‘Shhh.’

He is fiddling with his screen, finding the pause button, and then he pulls the headphones down around his neck.

‘Is it breakfast soon?’

‘It must be.’ She can’t remember dinner.

She pulls Isaac close and kisses the curl above his ear, a spiral into present tense. The scent alone grounds her. She could find him and Maisie, blindfolded, with just her nose, in a room full of people.




CHAPTER 10

THE SKY IS orange when they land—sunrise over those deep coves and spans of sand. Soon it will be that familiar, aching Sydney blue, and the clouds tiny wisps in the sky. Soon they will smell the air: the sun on eucalypt, on sand, the hot baked ground, the crunch of saw-toothed banksia leaves.

They shuffle off the plane, the kids antsy, their eagerness to get out of that small space evident in their fidgeting, The flight attendants at the front of the plane have Australian accents; she will be surrounded again by the familiar, if just for a short time. They hustle down the tunnel and up an escalator, through the long terminal to the duty-free shop and out to immigration. The queue is moving fast, and she has the passports out; the woman with a headscarf over her dark blue uniform leafs through them quickly.

‘Coming back from abroad?’

‘Just temporarily. We live in the US now.’

‘Well, welcome back.’ She stamps the passports one, two, three, and Jacquie zips them safely into the wallet, stowing it in her handbag.

The baggage claim area is packed with people waiting, there are announcements and the beeps of the conveyor belts starting and stopping. They grab a trolley and wait by number two. A beagle with a smart blue vest sniffs through the crowd, looking for drugs or illegal fruit and veg. Maisie can’t resist a dog, she’s been pestering for one since she learned how to talk. They already dumped all the snacks from their backpacks in the bins before duty-free.

Isaac is at the conveyor belt, looking for their suitcases.

‘Careful.’ He has cut in front of a man in thongs and a singlet, and Jacquie apologises for him.

The man grins. ‘No worries. Good little helper, eh?’

‘He’s not half bad.’

Brandon says she puts on the cringiest accent here, and he’s right. She heard it just then, speaking to the stranger. She can’t help it.

Another bag rolls past and Maisie takes off through the crowd to fetch it, Isaac close on her heels. Soon they have both suitcases balanced on the trolley, which they push through the Nothing to Declare line, down that last corridor and into the arrivals lounge of Sydney International Airport. Scanning the crowds of people pressed against the metal rail holding mylar balloons and handmade signs. Smelling coffee and the strong perfume of the woman in front of them. Maisie shouts, ‘There’s Nana,’ and the children take off through the crowd while Jacquie pushes the wobbly trolley, watching them nearly bowl over her mum with their hugs. Suzie’s face bursts into a grin, and Jacquie is hugging her too, smelling her sandalwood and shampoo, and the tears from the flight return. Suzie hands her a hanky. Her long grey hair is in a loose ponytail, and she’s wiping her eyes on her sleeve.

‘Where’s Max?’

‘He’s with the car, in the kiss ‘n’ go. Says he’s had enough of airports lately.’ Suzie grabs Maisie’s hand. ‘Look how you’ve grown!’

 ‘And me, am I taller?’ Isaac asks.

‘You—you’ll be taller than all of us one day, I reckon,’ Suzie says, trying to take the trolley.

Jacquie won’t let her.

‘Will you let me carry something?’

‘Here, you can take my backpack, Nana,’ Isaac says.

‘Isaac!’

‘I’d be happy to,’ Suzie says, hoisting it on her shoulders so both kids giggle.

‘Spoiling them already.’

Through the doors the light is different: so bright it hurts their eyes. There is the warmth of the sun on their arms, even so early, and the ruffle of a breeze. The syncopated percussion of the walk sign at the crosswalk. Maisie and Isaac skip across the road. ‘Look right for cars, not left,’ Suzie calls out, but they’re already on the other side.

‘One of the alpacas is due to have her cria, her baby, any minute,’ she says. ‘Rolf is there now, keeping an eye on her, but if you don’t mind, we’ll head straight down.’

Jacquie angles the trolley over the kerb and through the crowds.

‘Who’s Rolf?’ she’s about to ask, but then there’s the Subaru and the driver’s-side door swings open and she sees Max’s pale legs in shorts, his bony knees, his long feet in thongs. Two steps and he is towering over them, hugging them all at once.

‘You’re too bloody skinny,’ she says, feeling his ribs through his t-shirt, and he laughs. ‘Mum said exactly the same.’

‘It’s that rubbish English food,’ Suzie says, opening the boot so Freya and Stu jump out, wagging their tails and leaping up. The cattle dogs are brother and sister and have grown white on their muzzles since their last visit. Maisie and Isaac fall on them, cooing and patting, letting the dogs lick their faces.

 ‘You look well,’ Max says. ‘And who are these big kids? They’re not in nappies anymore, these two.’

‘You’ve seen us more recently than that, Max,’ Maisie says, and gives him a hug. Isaac gives him an even bigger hug.

‘Stu, no!’ Suzie shouts. Stu’s lifted his leg on the tyre of the truck beside the Subaru and a large yellow puddle is spreading.

Max and Jacquie grin. ‘Some things don’t change,’ he says.

They pile into the car. Suzie insists on sitting between the kids in the back, flanked by the two boosters she’s borrowed, so Jacquie is up the front with Max. He looks like he hasn’t slept.

‘Jet-lagged?’

‘So badly,’ he says.

In the back seat the kids are filling Nana in on the flight and their brief layover in Dallas. Max asks if Mum told them about the cria. Jacquie nods.

‘You okay if we drive straight down? She lost the last one because it didn’t feed straightaway.’

She had imagined a day spent in Sydney, lunch and a swim at Coogee, visiting her old stomping ground, salt water and fresh air before the three-hour-drive to the South Coast.

‘Of course. We’ll just stop halfway and grab something to eat. Stretch our legs. And I wouldn’t mind a coffee now.’

‘Double-shot flat white?’

‘It’s good to be back.’

[image: A wavy line]

As they drive south, Max tells her about life in Oxford. He talks about his girlfriend—Kristina—and plans for the wedding (two years off, not to worry, he says). She tells him he’s getting a Pommy accent, and he says she’s sounding like a Yank. He asks about work and life in Arlington. She tells him the funny stories she’s collected, the people asking if they speak English in Australia, the neighbourhood moms’ Google Group, her favourite students in the ESL classes. Isaac pipes up from the back seat saying kids in his class asked if they had ice cream in Australia, and Max laughs so hard he nearly runs a red light before Tom Uglys Bridge.

‘Settle down up there, you two,’ Suzie says. ‘Otherwise I’ll have to drive.’

At Engadine, Max stops at a cafe and the kids choose banana and berry smoothies. She makes Isaac go to the toilet even though he says he doesn’t have to go, because the minute they get back in the car he will. He’s still little enough to come into the ladies’ toilet with her, but Jacquie knows there will be a time when she waits nervously outside the door of the men’s, eyeing every stranger who goes inside. Brandon has made her paranoid about this: to him every grown man is a paedophile. Every baseball coach and youth group leader and scout leader and elementary school teacher—he is suspicious of every single man that their children come in contact with.

‘How’s Brandon?’ Max asks when they’re back on the road, as though he can read her mind. His voice hardens a little. The two of them used to be friends: they have similar tastes in music, they discussed differences between rugby and gridiron. But it has been years, now, since they’ve been chummy. She cannot pinpoint when the rift happened, what had changed exactly.

‘He’s great,’ she says. ‘Working hard, as ever. He’ll spend Christmas with his mum and dad. The business is going well. He’ll miss us, though.’

Soon they are driving through the Royal National Park and the bushland stretches in every direction, as far as the eye can see. Not the bright emerald green of Virginia, but a greyer, softer green. The air above the trees has a purplish-blue haze. She cracks the window to smell eucalypt oil. It’s hard to find words for the relief that seeps in, just being here. Guiltily, her mind travels back to Brandon. She pulls out her mobile and turns it on. Three messages.

‘I’d better give him a ring while it’s not too late there. Let him know we landed.’

He picks up on the first ring.

‘Jacquie. I’ve been calling and calling. What’s going on?’

‘We’ve landed. On our way south with Mum and Max. Sorry, I would’ve rung straightaway but we got caught up seeing them.’

‘I was worried.’

He sounds tense. Her adrenaline spikes at the sound of it. She has to calm him down.

‘The kids were great on the flight. Max and Mum are here, they both say hi.’

‘I hate worrying. You know I hate worrying, feeling like you guys are on the other side of the world and there’s nothing I can do.’

‘There’s no need to worry, darling. We’re here now, I’ve had a flat white, the kids are already in shorts and t-shirts.’ Her voice goes soothing. Ultra-calm.

‘I wish I’d come. I wish I was with you.’

‘Me too.’

Max is squinting into the sun and the kids are laughing with Nana in the back seat. Jacquie puts her finger over her lips, turning back towards them. He doesn’t need to hear their laughter.

‘Love you. I’ll call tomorrow, okay? When we’re settled in at the farm.’

Brandon’s voice goes tight again. ‘You have to call every day.’

‘I will.’

‘Love you too,’ he says.

They hang up. Her pulse is fluttering in her throat. Max looks over.

‘Needy as ever?’

 ‘Be nice,’ she says. ‘He worries.’

Max nods slowly. He’s biting his tongue. She doesn’t want to argue with him in the tiny amount of time they have together. She leans her head against the car window and feels the faint rumble of the road onto her skull, the cold hard glass on skin.
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Jacquie wakes with a crick in her neck and no idea where she is. She turns. Her mum has both kids leaning towards her in the back seat, asleep. Suzie’s smiling, lit up with pleasure.

Max is at the wheel beside her. The Max in her head is younger—pimply adolescent skin, plump-cheeked, rosy boy-face—but in this unforgiving light she sees his premature greys, his hairline starting to recede, the crinkle of crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes. When he was little, she would change his nappies and help him find their mum in the night when he had bad dreams. Sometimes she’d put a dog’s leash and collar on him and they’d pretend he was a puppy. Sometimes they’d pretend he was a baby and she was his mum. Her favourite game was when they would dress in one another’s clothes and show up at the dinner table, he’d only go by Jacquie and she would only answer to Max. Suzie could keep the charade going all evening, she’d even tuck them in to one another’s beds. Jacquie would wake in the night with Max squished in beside her. He hadn’t been able to sleep, he’d say, without his fire engine sheets and pillowslip.

Secretly, she loved it when Max needed her, and as they grew older and he became independent, she missed his sticky little hand in hers, the way he turned his face to look up at her, trusting everything she said. There were years in high school where they hardly said two words to each other in a day, and when they did the words were snide and cruel. They knew one another’s weaknesses and how to target them for maximum fury. She was particularly cruel with her insults, knowing the protection he received as the youngest child, the golden boy. They competed for the scarce time and love that Suzie had to offer. It helped that they took different buses to different schools; he had placed into an opportunity class while she went to the local girls’ high.

Later, when Jacquie was at uni, Max would come and visit at her share house in Forest Lodge. Without their mum to compete over they got along, and for the first time in years their shared history connected them instead of driving them apart. He got drunk at a house party she took him to, and afterwards he lay sprawled on her futon bed with his gangly, already longer limbs and told her that sometimes he felt like the world was too hard to keep living in. She wanted to pinch him because of how much those words hurt her. Instead she hugged him tight like she hadn’t since they were little and told him it would go away, he just had to graduate, that high school was a pimple on the arse of the rest of your life.

Later still they travelled to South America together, backpacking. They shared bedbug-infested hostel rooms, woke in frost-spangled sleeping bags high in the Andes. He spoke Spanish, which he’d learned at his special high school, so she relied on him to figure out where they were going, to order at cafes and buy tickets for overnight buses which blasted films with Jean-Claude Van Damme. They drank cachaça from clear soda bottles on an Ecuadorian beach with Germans, Israelis and Canadians, and slept in hammocks with stray flea-bitten dogs curled beneath them. Somewhere along the way, Max no longer needed her to make friends for him. She was furious when he went off with a girl one night without telling her, in a nightclub in Lima. Jacquie told him it wasn’t the girl so much—a ski instructor from Tahoe—as her worry when he disappeared, not knowing whether he’d been kidnapped or mugged or murdered and left in a ditch somewhere.

She never told him that she had, in her fury, seduced the German guy from the hostel in leather pants and had some of the worst sex of her life in their dirty room, beneath a tired grey ceiling fan on an acrylic blanket with the face of a giant llama machine-woven into it. These are things you don’t tell your brother. Even when you’re travelling with him for six months and you’re both so far from home.

They did talk about their dad on an overnight bus somewhere in Peru when the television was broken so the picture was working but not the sound. In the flickering light of Van Damme’s shirtless chest, streaked with sweat and blood, Max asked his sister what she remembered.

‘I don’t know,’ she said, and stared out the window for a minute, until she trusted herself to speak. ‘His scratchy stubble when he kissed us goodnight. His work—how we had to be quiet when he was working. His long hairy legs in shorts. Being tickled and how his breath was always a little bad, like stale ciggies or sour cream.’

Max pulled his knees up under his jumper, the way their mum used to hate.

‘What do you remember?’

‘Nothing,’ Max said. ‘Maybe a little. I remember getting in trouble for leaving lolly wrappers in my room, and he had such a big voice I was scared. I feel like I remember him kicking a footy with us somewhere, but I don’t even know if that was him. Was it Easter—maybe he wore a pair of bunny ears?’

‘The Easter we went to the Snowies. Do you remember the egg hunt? At a farm—there were horses?’

 ‘That’s it. I wish I could remember more. And half those memories, I don’t know if they’re even real or from looking at the old photos.’

She put her hand on Max’s arm then. ‘You were five. I was eight. Of course I remember more.’

‘Do you think it fucks a person up for life, losing a parent so young?’

Just then someone fixed the volume on the television at the front of the bus, so it went from dead quiet to blaring in an instant. She shook her head and got the pashmina out of her pack, draping it over Max’s legs.

‘Nope,’ she replied. She knew him better than anyone in the world, but she didn’t know how to reassure him. ‘Besides, what about all of the other excellent father figures we had?’

‘Lyle?’

They laughed so hard that she had to get up and use the toilet at the back of the bus, a difficult feat as they swayed and swerved along unpaved roads, trying to hover above the filth-caked seat.
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He glances at her now in the car, driving the bends past Kiama. She must have slept through Wollongong and Albion Park.

‘Good nap?’

‘Weird. I was just remembering our trip to South America.’

‘Remember that lady who gave me her chicken to hold on the bus?’

‘And you were so scared it would peck you?’

‘I don’t like birds.’

‘Scared of a chicken!’

‘Shut your mouth.’

‘If a chicken is someone who’s scared, what’s someone who’s scared of a chicken?’

 ‘What?’ Suzie shout-whispers from the back seat. She doesn’t want to wake Maisie and Isaac, but she is dying to know what they’re laughing about.

‘Nothing, Mum.’ Jacquie leans back. ‘You can wake them up. They shouldn’t sleep too long or they’ll be jetlagged.’

‘Let them sleep a little more. I’m just so glad they’re here. And you.’

‘As an afterthought,’ Max adds.

‘I noticed.’

‘Well,’ Suzie says. ‘They are my grandbabies.’




CHAPTER 11

THE CLOSER THEY get to the farm, the more particular and familiar everything feels. All the landmarks that hold her specific memories of the place. There’s a Portuguese word, saudade, Jacquie had heard on the radio during COVID lockdown in the US, and its definition brought her to tears. A deep and constant longing for a particular place or person which is distant, which perhaps you can no longer access. It was these things together: Mum, Max, and the South Coast, the landscape around the farm.

They drive past the petrol station where she spewed in the toilets after a night on the turps (Clara was driving), the peach farm, the turn-off for the long forest-lined road to Bendalong Beach. There are sections of burnt bushland from the Black Summer fires, some of it regrowing while some burned so hot it’s still bare.

Her mum had stayed in Sydney for them to finish high school. As soon as Max went away to uni, Suzie quit her job, sold her parents’ house, which she’d inherited, and bought a bush block. Part of Jacquie was gutted; the other part was thrilled that Suzie finally had a chance to follow her own dreams. After Lyle, she’d moved them to Sydney and done the single mum thing. She worked two or three jobs at a time, struggled to get the bills paid and taught them how to cook dinner and do their own laundry. They were fully realised human beings after high school, and Suzie was at last doing what she wanted to do, living for herself rather than everyone else.

It was here that Jacquie came when things were too hard, here she felt cocooned from the world. The canopy of trees, green stretches of paddock, broad blue of sky. On uni breaks, she drove down to clear bracken fern and fix fences. She longed for the quiet of it, the way breath turned to mist in the winter air, standing beside the dam in the morning and seeing the world of trees and cloud-scattered sky reflected back, only rippling light. Wergh, the ducks called in the silence. She learned to watch for snakes—red-bellied blacks—and to split firewood.

After trying cattle, sheep, and goats, her mum decided to raise alpacas. They’re not nearly as much work and they keep the grass in the paddocks down, they practically look after themselves. Now, Suzie is the local alpaca expert, not that her farming makes money. She breeds them and sends off their fleece to be carded and spun for yarn. Sometimes she sells one or two to local sheep farmers. Alpacas look after sheep and protect them from threats: wild dogs, foxes, sea eagles. Suzie also teaches yoga in town three mornings a week. She’s thirty years older than Jacquie and twice as flexible: a depressing thought.

They turn off onto the dirt road leading to her place and there is a bright red Rural Fire Service truck. The air is smoky, like they’ve been backburning. Max rolls down his window, and Suzie leans across.

Two big, older men in fluoro yellow jackets wave.

‘G’day, Stan,’ Suzie says. ‘Jase.’

 ‘Suze, thought I recognised your car—just not the driver. Mind if we head down with you? We’re checking everyone’s property, how they’re situated for the summer. There’s a few controlled burns going on in the state forest near here.’

‘Sure thing. Remember Max and Jacquie? And these are Jacquie’s little ’uns, Maisie and Isaac.’

‘Been a while,’ Stan says. ‘Not planning to light any fires are ya?’

‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ Max replies.

‘Good fella,’ Stan says. ‘You lead the way, eh?’

‘Who’s that?’ Maisie’s croaky voice rises from the back seat. ‘Are we there yet?’

Isaac groans, still in the groggy place between awake and asleep.

‘Almost. The fireys are just following us to Nana’s—they want to check she’s all set up for the hot weather,’ Jacquie says.

Isaac coughs, and she reaches into her purse for his inhaler. ‘Here possum,’ already sounding like her mum. ‘Take two puffs. Breathe deep.’

Max swerves around the potholes in the dirt road. The first time Jacquie brought Brandon here, he talked about what it would take to get bitumen (or asphalt, as he called it) all the way from the highway to the farm. She told him that her mum didn’t mind the dirt; it discouraged daytrippers, people seeking shortcuts. ‘Even when it washes out?’ he’d asked. ‘Even with the potholes that eat your tyres?’

Brandon didn’t understand why her mum didn’t want screens on her windows or air conditioning to cool her down on the hottest days. He didn’t understand why anyone would let spiders and flies die and accumulate in the corners, little piles of tiny dried-up corpses. When his mum sees a bug in her house she: 1) screams, 2) calls Carl to come kill it, and 3) calls the exterminators to spray the entire house in case it had babies.

The dogs have been sleeping in the back all the way down from Sydney, but now that they recognise home they are standing up, panting and whining.

‘Ew,’ Maisie says. ‘Smelly breath.’

Suzie tsks. ‘Stu, did you forget to brush your teeth this morning?’

Jacquie jumps out to open the front gate with the keys from the centre console of the car. She holds it open for the RFS truck—there is a woman in there—her age, maybe older, Stan’s daughter? She shuts it behind them, waving to the RFS guys as she walks past, and handing the jangle of metal back to Max.

‘I’m going to walk to the house,’ she says. ‘Need to stretch my legs.’

‘Let the dogs out too then,’ her mum says.

Jacquie opens the boot and Stu and Freya leap out, bouncing and barking at their freedom. ‘Either of you kids want to come?’

Isaac and Maisie shake their heads.

‘Wait,’ she instructs the dogs as the car and truck drive off. They wait until she says, ‘Okay,’ then take off in a little sprint before circling back to stay with her. Jacquie has forgotten how much she misses dogs, the way they look at you all hopeful, their effortless speed, how hard they try to please. The smoke from the backburn makes her eyes water, it gets into the back of her throat and makes it ache. Still, they are here, in Australia, at the farm. Soon they will be in their swimmers and in the ocean. She crouches to pick up a shiny black thing on the ground—a burnt leaf, bubbled with heat, blown here from the backburn. Trees line the long steep drive: ironbarks, bloodwoods, turpentines. Further in are blackbutts, spotted gums and ghost gums. There are wattles and lilli pillies, tea-tree and cabbage tree palms. There is a tall hard-clay termite mound, and the scuttle in leaf litter of a lyrebird. She’s missed their calls, the way they mimic the whipbirds, magpies, cockatoos, wood pigeons, scrub wrens, and kookaburras. The way they mimic everything.

Around the bend the house comes into view, low and earth-coloured, with a roof of shiny solar panels. Big water tanks and a dam. There are the two rainwater tanks, the shed full of farm equipment: the John Deere that Suzie inherited when she bought the place, the ride-on mower that Max and Jacquie bought for her sixtieth. The scraggly branches of eucalypts fringe the rear edge of the house paddock. Her garden is behind the house, fully enclosed in chicken wire to protect it from foxes and wallabies. There are the chooks in their timber coop, the little orchard of fruit trees behind them. The alpacas are in their paddock, ten at least, brown and white, still munching at grass, oblivious to the smoke. Suzie had sent a photo of the cria who died in November, and Jacquie cried for the gangly-legged, fluffy creature. Hopefully this next one will survive. What will they say to Isaac and Maisie if it doesn’t?

Stu and Freya keep running ahead and circling back to Jacquie, running ahead and circling back. As her feet skid on the gravel, the dogs take off to the house—the fireys are out of their truck and it is more important to go and inspect the strangers. A moment later, a greyish-brown wallaby comes thumping out of the bush and across the road, into the trees on the other side. She’d forgotten their balance and grace.

The fireys are chatting to Suzie in the front yard while Max and the kids are kicking a soccer ball.

‘Don’t let Isaac run,’ Jacquie says. ‘I’m worried about this smoke.’ She feels like Brandon. Like his anxiety has infected her.

‘Mummy, I just had my puffer.’

 ‘Why don’t you guys go in and find a snack in Nana’s kitchen?’ Max suggests. ‘She keeps her chocolate in the fridge door.’

He turns to his sister. ‘We should listen to what the RFS are saying. Mum’s been a little scattered.’

They walk over to the loose circle of fireys and Suzie’s small frame. She’s nodding.

‘It’s not set to be a bad summer, but if there are out-of-control fires, we can’t guarantee that we can get down here,’ Stan is saying. ‘But I’d recommend, with that steep road out and bush either side, not to stay and try to fight it on your own. Set up the house, fill all the gutters, spray down the roof and the shed, clear all the leaves and mulch away, and leave your stock with access to water. But you should go somewhere safe. Just take what’s necessary.’ Stan wipes perspiration from his forehead with his sleeve and grins. ‘Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars,’ he adds.

How Jacquie has missed that ability to make even the most serious situations sound light-hearted.

‘Thanks, guys,’ Suzie says. ‘Now if you’ll all excuse me, I’ve got to check on this cria. Rolf’s out in the paddock now.’ She gestures to the east.

Jacquie has forgotten to ask who Rolf is and now she has a sick sort of sense of it.

‘Can I make anyone a cuppa?’ she asks, grateful the kids aren’t in earshot to cringe at her rapid linguistic backslide.

Stan and the other men shake their heads and the woman smiles. ‘I think you’ve got enough to do,’ she says. ‘Unpacking and all.’

‘We’d best be off to the place up the road,’ Stan says. ‘Plenty more to fit in.’

They head back to the truck but the woman lingers. She looks familiar somehow—like Jacquie should know her.

 ‘I’m Andi, by the way. We live just across the highway, if you need anything.’

Jacquie reaches out to shake hands, and Andi looks surprised for a moment before grasping hers. Her grip is strong.

‘Your mum’s having me come shear next week, so I’ll see you again soon.’

Jacquie is conscious of how scruffy she is, unshowered and rumpled from the plane.

‘Have you got alpacas as well then?’

‘A couple.’ Andi grins and scuffs the heel of her worn Blundstones in the dirt, then waves and jogs off to the truck, which Stan has started up. She is one of those people who, when they move, seem to barely touch the earth.
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After bringing the suitcases in, Max and Jacquie take the kids down to see if the cria has been born. They trail behind Maisie and Isaac, just watching them skip along the road, pausing to pick up seed pods, sticks, and stones. Jacquie feels eerily untethered, out of touch with time and place.

‘Who is Rolf?’ she asks, once they’re out of earshot.

‘Mum didn’t tell you?’

‘No.’

‘He’s her new boyfriend. He’s been staying here. She didn’t tell me either.’

She stops and waves the flies off her face. ‘Wait. He’s staying here? And she hasn’t said anything? What the actual, Max?’

‘Don’t get mad at me.’ He kicks some rocks off the road, bending to pick up a branch and toss it to the verge.

‘Well, you could have warned me. What’s he like?’

Max squints at the horizon. ‘Nice? Not her usual type. He’s Swiss, or Nordic, or something. He’s a good guy. She was teaching him yoga—they met doing the downward dog.’

‘Ew. Enough.’

‘You asked.’

Max jogs ahead to scare Maisie and Isaac. They screech and chase him down the road.
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Some of the alpacas are at the fence and a small cluster of them gather in the neighbouring paddock. At the edge, her mum is standing beside a tall, slightly stooped and craggy-faced man. Suzie comes to open the gate, telling Stu and Freya to stay.

‘The cria’s born.’ She’s grinning. ‘Let’s leave her alone for the minute, go and see the other alpacas. Then, when they’re a little more settled, we can go over.’

‘Here.’ The man who must be Rolf comes over and gives Maisie and Isaac handfuls of hay. ‘You can feed them.’ His voice is deep, his words accented. She must be giving him a strange look, because he smiles and puts a hand on her shoulder.

‘So nice to finally meet,’ he says. ‘I’ve heard so much about you.’

‘I wish I could say the same.’

The alpacas come towards them, all long legs and lashes, their dusty coats speckled with grass seed. Isaac hangs onto her leg, but Maisie holds out hay in a flat palm, and one of the wethers—the castrated males—comes to feed, clicking and humming. Maisie squeals: ‘It tickles,’ and the alpaca twitches away.

‘That’s Eugene,’ Suzie says. ‘That one over there was born the month you lot moved away. He’s named Washington.’

The others eventually sidle over to sniff and take some dainty mouthfuls of hay. They seem particularly curious about Isaac and Maisie. One of the alpacas rolls in the dust, legs flailing this way and that.

‘That’s how they bathe,’ Suzie says. ‘Like the chooks, they have a dust bath.’

‘Imagine if we bathed by rolling in dirt,’ Maisie says. ‘What you’d say about that, Mum.’

Jacquie’s cheeks hurt from smiling, from watching her children see what means the world to her, everything she has longed for in one place. Not even Rolf can spoil it.

Suzie is beside her. ‘Sorry. I meant to warn you. It’s all so new. I feel like talking about it might jinx it. You know my track record has not been stellar.’

‘It’s okay,’ Jacquie says. But it’s not, really.

After feeding the wethers, they go to the next paddock, where the females are circled around the new mother, Iris, and her newborn. The gangly cria is sprawled in the grass, her brown fur wet and matted still from birth. She is between a deer and a lamb, long-legged, round-headed, already the ears sticking up. The mother is licking, nudging her with a whiskered nose.

Suzie whispers: ‘As soon as she feeds, we can leave them alone. But if they don’t get the colostrum in the first twenty-four hours, the cria could die. That’s how we lost the other one.’

Isaac is standing glued to her, but Maisie is walking fearlessly around the circle of alpacas, eyes wide. She returns and tugs Suzie’s hand. ‘Nana, will you let us name the new baby?’

‘Of course.’ Suzie strokes Maisie’s tangled ponytail. ‘You and Isaac can decide on a name together.’

‘Robot,’ Isaac pipes up.

‘Daisy,’ Maisie shoots back.

Suzie frowns but Rolf turns towards the kids. ‘Robot Daisy it is,’ he says. ‘Perfect.’
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Late that afternoon, the cria tests her wobbly legs and nurses from her mother. They are back at the house washing up, but Suzie fills them in on every detail. Dinner is cold leftover lamb and a salad; it is too hot for the oven. Stu and Freya lie flat and panting beneath the dining room table. Her mum cracks a bottle of riesling and Max is talking to Rolf about European Union politics. Isaac and Maisie are flipping through the old comic books saved from Jacquie and Max’s childhood: Footrot Flats, Garfield and Archie. Jacquie feels tired on a cellular level but also strangely awake, her body saying it is nowhere near time to sleep.

When it gets dark, after Isaac and Maisie have collapsed into the bunk beds Suzie has made up with clean sheets, with the fan oscillating jerkily between them, the adults sit outside. There are no stars visible; the smoke from the backburn has obscured them. Instead the night sky is eerily bright. Rolf is on his phone in the kitchen, talking to his daughter who lives back in Denmark. Turns out that’s where he is from. The language has such different tones, clipped and musical compared to the Australian drawl.

‘You’re not planning on getting married again or anything are you?’ Jacquie asks.

Max extends a long skinny leg and pinches her on the calf with his toes.

‘Ow! Get your crusty toes away.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Suzie says. ‘I’ve always been independent. Just as I’ve raised you to be.’

Max looks at Jacquie then and she can read his thoughts: long afternoons while Mum was with Lyle, stealing half-smoked rollies and lighting them in the bush. Setting old tyres on fire because Leaf reckoned they’d never see so much black smoke. Flicking through the dirty magazines Leaf pinched from the trailer: women holding their own breasts, women with their legs spread open, their vaginas like wounds. Jacquie looking over Max and Leaf’s shoulders while they turned the pages. ‘Check out the titties on this one,’ Leaf would say, the words sounding ridiculous from his mouth. They knew where they came from. The man who was just then with their mum in his caravan.

Leaf would sometimes wake up earlier than Max. Jacquie used to read in bed in the morning, usually the latest Baby-Sitters Club from the school library. The first time he crawled in beside her, she was worried he would be annoying, jumping up and down or wrestling, but he just wanted to lay his head in her lap. Like a real child, not a wild creature. One day he lifted her pyjama top and put his head inside it, so his hot breath was on her stomach. He ran his hands across her flat chest, the edge of her ribs, the soft dip of her navel. She held still and did not speak. It felt strange, but not wrong, like he just needed something soft to lie against. Something safe. Some still, quiet skin.

‘Independent, yup. You sure did.’ Jacquie drains the last of her riesling.

‘Gemma’s asked us all around for a barbecue tomorrow,’ Suzie says. ‘I forgot to tell you both.’

‘Not the only thing you forgot to tell us,’ she says, but her mum doesn’t hear because Rolf is coming through the door and Suzie’s face lights up just at the proximity of him. Jacquie realises she will have to get some intelligence from Gemma, because clearly it’s not coming from Max.

‘I ought to be getting to bed then. I’m shattered from the flights.’

‘I’ve put you in with the kids. Give me a kiss, love. We’re so glad you’re here.’

She leans over her mum to kiss her. Suzie’s skin is soft and her cheek warm.

‘I’m glad too.’
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Later, Jacquie lies awake in the complete darkness, only a sheet over her. There is a bird calling in the tree outside the bedroom window—a willie wagtail. She can pick out Maisie’s soft breathing and Isaac’s glottal—his nose is blocked. She fell asleep earlier but now is wide awake, the kind of wakefulness that comes with jet lag. Why did she forget to pick up melatonin before she left? The night is suffocatingly still. Her phone reads 3.02 am. There are messages that came in while she slept. Both from Brandon.


How are you?

Call me.



She should reply. The sheets are damp with perspiration. She tries to load email, but it is too slow, there’s just a spinning wheel on the screen. The phone glow illuminates the worn floorboards, the bunk beds where Isaac and Maisie sleep, the shelf of dusty books and the slatted blinds on the window. Every room in this house reminds her of being nineteen or twenty, coming on holidays and bringing friends to stay, all of them charmed by her mum’s bohemian ways. Suzie would offer to do tarot readings in the evenings, the cards worn and faded, creased and soft with age. ‘You’ve drawn the Chariot,’ she’d say. ‘You have to keep focused, determined to stay the course.’

Jacquie walks barefoot into the kitchen, avoiding the creaky spots, and opens the fridge, bathing in another white glow. It isn’t hunger but a hollowness. She cuts a slice of parmesan off the wedge. It’s salt and crumbly texture dries her mouth. She fills a glass of water and takes a sip. It tastes so much better than the water in Arlington, than the water anywhere else. She sits in the wicker chair on the verandah and spends five minutes composing a text to Brandon.


Will call you tomorrow. All’s well, only 
have one bar so texting only from the 
farm. Love you. Wish you were here!



The last sentence is a lie, and it’s not the only lie. The parmesan sticks in her throat, hard to swallow. The willie wagtail is still calling. It’s back to front, like her. Why does she resent Rolf so much? It makes her skin crawl, seeing him kiss her mum. She walks inside and lies down on the sofa, her silent phone lighting up with messages.
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They had two weddings because that is what you do when you are from two countries and you want to make everyone happy.

The Australian one was simple—it was at Suzie’s farm with marquees set up in case of rain. Her mum’s friend Gemma was the celebrant and they had trays of Indian food Max picked up from a restaurant in Nowra. One of Clara’s ex-boyfriends’ bands played (an ex she still got along with), and they even agreed to play covers without sneering.

People came early and helped set up; they all danced until the grass turned to mud and drank too much wine. Brandon was garrulous and charming. He danced with Suzie’s hippie friends and gave a toast which harkened back to their fateful meeting, how Jacquie haunted him as he worked as a deckhand, how he came back to Jock’s cafe and swept her off her feet. He was so handsome in his black suit and white shirt, undone at the collar, his smooth shaved planes of cheek. Every time she saw him, she could not believe he was hers.

They stumbled back to the house at midnight, to the whistles and bawdy cheers. Her bias-cut silk dress had mud and grass and red wine stains she hoped would come out in the morning (they never did, despite the various remedies she tried: salt, white wine, hydrogen peroxide, dishwashing detergent).

They flopped into bed, and her head was spinning from too much drink and dance and not enough food. ‘Sorry,’ she said, when he brought her a bucket in case she spewed. She had spoiled their first chance at married sex. But he nuzzled up to her, whisky breath and all, and said: ‘Don’t worry, we can have a real wedding night at our real wedding.’

She didn’t say anything for days, letting the question fester and bubble inside her, but on their flight to the US for their wedding there she asked Brandon what he had meant.

‘Oh, honey,’ he said, ‘I was drunk. I can’t remember. Did I even say that? Maybe you misheard.’ And he kissed her ear so the hairs on her arm stood on end and she forgave him completely.

She believed him. Because once you are on your way, the momentum that gathers is enough on its own to make changing course impossible.
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Brandon’s mum Janet organised the US wedding. Jacquie was happy to let her (too many choices). It was at St John’s Episcopal Church in DC, with a reception afterwards at the Ritz-Carlton. They arrived two weeks before the autumn ceremony, and the days were a blur of dress shopping and table-setting choices and measuring sugared almonds into tiny gauze bags with their initials embossed on them. Janet took one look at her stained Australian dress and said it wouldn’t do, and it stressed her no end that they were shopping for a wedding dress with less than two weeks to go. ‘People do this a year in advance,’ the ladies at the Georgetown boutiques said, when Janet explained their predicament.

In the end they found something, much more lacy and more conservative than Jacquie would have chosen, but it fit perfectly and would not require alteration. She saw the stress drain out of Janet’s face when she stepped out of the fitting room, and she knew that she had to say yes. Janet insisted on a veil as well, and gasped as they fitted one. ‘Just like a fairy tale,’ she said, and Jacquie knew without asking that she was thinking of Cinderella: the charwoman who marries the wealthy prince.

They had to go to the church to meet with the reverend, and most of that meeting was taken up by him asking questions about Australia. How many species of deadly snakes and spiders? Were there crocs where they were planning to live? Brandon told him that were they to return to DC they would join the parish. ‘Will we?’ she asked in the parking lot, which was empty because it was the middle of the week. ‘Join a church?’

‘Unlikely.’ Brandon pressed the button that unlocked his BMW. ‘But you’ve got to tell them what they want to hear.’

That wedding was a blur not because she drank too much (she had learned her lesson) but because she felt outside of herself, watching from a distance this woman she had made herself into. Mum and Max were there, Clara was her maid of honour (and only bridesmaid), and she had to stop herself from always returning to them.

Janet had more people to introduce, there were hundreds of photographs to pose for and people to dance with (Brandon, Carl, Brandon’s brothers, his friends). It was strange but she was also secretly pleased with it all, with the trays and trays of canapés, the champagne and white table linen, the crystal chandeliers. It was so far from what she had ever imagined, yet here she was, laughing and dancing, as if she belonged.

The glass slipper fit.

She had not paid enough attention to fairy tales, though.

They are really about the menace which is lurking, just behind the mirror, down in the cellar, deep in the dark wood.




CHAPTER 12

‘JACQUIE! LOOK AT you, you gorgeous mumma—and who are these big beautiful babies?’

Gemma’s arms are wide, bracelets tinkling. Jacquie is swallowed by silky Indian prints and the smell of patchouli. Gemma then enfolds Maisie and Isaac, who don’t remember her and who are scowling at being called babies.

‘Look what you’ve done with the place,’ Jacquie says.

There is a lush garden and studio, a koi pond with fat green lily pads. Sitar music floats from some invisible speaker. They have entered another world.

‘It’s shabbier than it looks, love. All fur coat and no knickers, like me.’ Gemma winks. She notices Maisie’s frown and tousles her hair. ‘Don’t listen to your Aunty Gemma. She talks a lot of rubbish.’

Max is just behind them, getting his giant hug from Gemma, and Rolf and Suzie are coming in Rolf’s troopy. Rolf also has a sailboat in Ulladulla Harbour, and Suzie’s talked about how he can’t wait to get everyone out on it. The thought makes Jacquie want to spew. Why does her mum want to be with a man who is still a child, who needs all these toys?

She passes Gemma a cold bottle of sav blanc, following her into the main house. Gemma tosses Max a box of matches. ‘Could you go light the barbie for me, Maxie?’

As soon as he’s left, taking the kids with him, Jacquie lowers her voice and says, ‘Tell me about Rolf. Quick, before they arrive.’

Gemma turns to Jacquie, her bracelets tinkling. ‘He’s a goodie, I reckon. The perfect combo of loves her to bits and gives her space. Your mum hasn’t always had the best taste in men, has she?’

‘World’s biggest understatement.’

‘Nah. He’s different, but. Give it time, Jacqs. You’ll love ’im.’

Doubt it, she thinks.

‘I want to go to the beach,’ Maisie skips in saying. ‘We haven’t even been yet.’

When Jacquie was that age, her mum would have shooed her off to go on her own. It is literally a block from Gemma’s. But these two have got no clue about the ocean. Most of their swimming has been in over-chlorinated pools with lifeguards who blow the whistle if they so much as run or dip a toe during the adult swim session.

‘You take them down, Jacquie, there’s time before tea. I’ll get my salads finished here.’

‘We didn’t bring swimmers, though.’

‘Go in your knickers then. Long as you take Kenny. He needs a run.’

Maisie looks confused. ‘Kenny?’

Gemma goes to her bedroom and opens the door for a fluffy Pomeranian, who, spotting intruders, gives a throaty little growl.

‘He thinks he’s a guard dog,’ Gemma says. ‘Be nice, Kenny.’ She picks him up and cuddles him into her cushiony bosom.

‘Why is he called Kenny?’ Isaac asks.

 ‘He’s named after my favourite saxophonist,’ Gemma says, ‘Kenny G.’

Maisie is trying not to giggle. She wouldn’t know Kenny G from a bar of soap, but just the word saxophonist makes her silly.

‘Right, I’ll tell Max we’re going for a quick dip.’

Gemma purses her lips and Kenny gives them a lick with his tiny pink tongue. Jacquie had forgotten how wacky her mum’s friends are. She heads outside to tell Max but he shakes his head. ‘Let me take them, Jacq. You do the snags when the barbie’s ready.’

‘Okay. But Gemma wants you to take her dog too. And no deeper than their waists for either of them. Isaac’s only just learned to swim. Take his puffer, would you?’

Max rolls his eyes and heads into the house.

Once they’re off, she stands by the gas grill, feeling the residual heat. She ought to call Brandon, but she doesn’t want to. Should she have let them go to the beach without her? She knows what Brandon would say, but also feels that relief of not mothering for the first time in so many days. These fragments of time she craves. The ability to sift through her thoughts uninterrupted. Max can worry about whether they’re going too deep and tell Isaac to stop whingeing about the sand sticking to him. And by the time they get back, she’ll be desperate to know they’re okay. Jacquie is still baffled by the push and pull of motherhood. The physical need to push them away will be overwhelming, and the moment they are away, the desire to pull them back comes flooding in. She’s either smothered or she’s smothering. It took having children to realise that only one letter separates mother from smother.

Gemma comes out with two glasses of sav blanc, filled nearly to the brim. They clink their glasses and Jacquie takes a long sip. She’d better just have the one glass, though. Especially the way Gemma pours.

 ‘You’re welcome to stay here for a few nights if you want to get away from the lovebirds,’ Gemma says. ‘You can all stay in the studio. Kids might enjoy being close to the beach.’

Gemma’s always been that kind. Jacquie thanks her, unwrapping a packet of sausages. Rolf’s troopy is pulling into the driveway, and she already hates the look and sound of it, how chipper and friendly and Danish he will be. Her mum will be hurt if they stay here, but that’s part of the reason it sounds so appealing.

‘I think we might.’

Jacquie’s phone is vibrating in her pocket. She ignores it and lays the sausages one by one on the sizzling, spitting-hot grill.

[image: A wavy line]

After dinner, she walks down to the park by the inlet to call Brandon back. It’s late enough here to be early morning there; she’s already missed three calls. The streets are dark and silent around Gemma’s house and the moon is hidden behind clouds, so they glow luminescent against the sky. There is the regular rhythmic roar of the surf washing the sand on the other side of the saltmarsh.

Why does she feel nervous? There are bell frogs making their small sweet sounds, and a dog barking, throwing itself against a galvanised fence. She can sense his incipient anger; her skin prickles with it.

He picks up on the first ring.

‘Finally. Where are you? Why did you leave the farm?’

Of course he’s tracking her phone. She tells him about dinner at Gemma’s. About the kids swimming at the beach with Max, and the newborn cria named Robot Daisy. Careful to not sound too happy or too excited.

She tells him about Rolf.

‘She fucking what?’ Brandon says.

Her stomach drops.

‘Your mum has a boyfriend living with her and she didn’t tell you?’

Jacquie sits on a bench in the park, the slats hard against her tailbone.

‘You know how my mum is.’ She tries to make it a joke. ‘Flakier than a croissant.’

‘Can’t he at least stay at his own place while you guys are there?’

Rolf doesn’t have his own place, she explains. He has a sailboat in Ulladulla Harbour, and a troopy, but he’s kind of a grey nomad.

‘Not around my kids he’s not,’ Brandon says. ‘How do we know he’s not some kind of paedophile?

‘Brandon.’ The inlet is where the ocean meets the river, which fills and drains depending on the tides. It’s low tide and smells brackish. There are the dark blurs of mangroves, their tangled roots and branches growing in spite of salt and sand. The sound of crabs scuttling, their claws slipping, sinking in soft sand.

‘I’m serious, Jacquie. I don’t want you staying there with this dude. I don’t trust him.’ Brandon’s voice has gone tight, and so has her chest.

‘Gemma loves him. My mum loves him.’ She hears her heart in her ears. ‘Don’t you trust me as a judge of character? Don’t you trust my mum? I will keep the kids safe.’

There is no sound then except his breathing on the other end of the line. Steady and slow. She inhales the briny ocean, the fishy undercurrent of the inlet. He’s waiting for her to surrender, because she always does eventually. His breath is faster then. Tighter. The constriction. It’s getting harder to breathe.

‘We’ll stay at Gemma’s,’ she whispers. ‘I’ll talk to Mum.’

‘Thank you, babe.’ His voice has softened, and the fear drains out like water from the inlet at low tide. ‘I’m cautious because I love you guys. You’re my world.’ His voice cracks.

‘We love you too. We will stay safe. I’ll keep the kids safe.’

We’re safer here, she doesn’t say.

‘I’ll fly over. Dad’s got this merger; he doesn’t need me.’

The fear starts to flood back in. She can picture the passport wallet back at the farm.

‘He does. Your dad would never say it, but he does. Stay, and we’ll talk every day. If you can stay calm, okay?’

‘I’ll try. It’s easier if you tell me everything.’

There are the beeps of his car reversing into a park. Brandon wants to know everything because it helps him feel like he’s not so far away. But he’s driving to work. He won’t abandon his work. It is a relief and a disappointment—both things at once.

She reassures him some more. They will move their things to Gemma’s tomorrow. She tells him she loves him. Is he listening? She does not know how to convince him.

They hang up, and she lies back on the bench in the dark, the ridges of slats in her back, the clouds parting above to show a scattered handful of southern hemisphere stars. When the inlet drains at low tide, it sometimes leaves fish stranded in the mud, suffocated. But there are so many who flow with the tide and swim back to sea.

From the trees comes the deep, vowelled echoing call of a powerful owl. She lies there with her eyes closed, hoping to hear that eerie low sound again.




CHAPTER 13

‘AND THEN WE made an iMovie starring Kenny and Maisie’s blue sock.’ Isaac bites into a steaming chip. ‘Ah, ha-hot!’ His mouth hangs open to show a half-masticated chip.

‘Blow first.’

‘It’s pretty hilarious,’ Gemma says. ‘I reckon you have a couple of budding auteurs on your—’

‘I starred and directed,’ Maisie interrupts.

‘What’s an auteur?’ Isaac asks.

‘Someone who makes films,’ Jacquie says, brushing sand off Maisie’s back from where she landed doing cartwheels earlier, while they waited for fish and chips. Max brought the packages from the beachside kiosk and they descended like seagulls, ripping back white paper for the crunchy batter which goes soft under the sharp lemon juice. The oversalted chips, the flaky white fish—it’s the best thing Jacquie’s eaten in years.

There’s a bottle of cold beer at her feet, the kids have juice poppers, and the ocean is just lapping at the shore metres away, the tide out to reveal strings of seaweed and sand pocked with fragments of shell. Gemma is expanding on the definition of auteur. After her phone call with Brandon the night before, Jacquie told her mum they were staying at Gemma’s for a few days to be close to the beach; she didn’t mention Rolf. Her mum had frowned and looked hurt but didn’t say anything. She’s never been good at confrontation. Jacquie takes a long swallow of beer. She told Suzie she’d come back for the shearing, and today she’d ended up leaving the kids with Gemma for a few hours and helping weed the garden, out of guilt. She grabbed their suitcases from the farm because it was easier than sorting through and deciding what they did and didn’t need, but she could feel Suzie watching as she loaded the bags into the back of the car. Max drove her there and back. She didn’t even tell him the real reason for staying at Gemma’s, knowing he’d think Brandon was unreasonable. Jacquie can’t stay at Gemma’s the whole time. The kids are already excited about seeing Robot Daisy again tomorrow.

She needs to figure something out.

Her limbs feel floppy from the exhaustion of heat and physical labour but also the satisfaction of it—the sense that something useful was achieved. It’s the feeling she used to get coming down and helping Mum with fencing, the long days of labour and the falling into bed afterwards, sometimes with the help of a joint, always with a bellyful of good food and heavy sleep that had been earned.

Isaac leans against Jacquie’s shins and there is the fine crust of salt on his skin from the surf, the slight golden tinge from the sun despite the SPF 50 they slathered on. It’s irresistible, this urge to give them parts of her childhood: the banana and butter sandwiches, Gaytimes, the scorching sand on the bottoms of their feet, and the plasticky smell of a just-inflated li-lo in the sun.

She wipes her greasy hands on a serviette and looks at her phone. There are two messages from Brandon, but now it’s the middle of the night there. He has to understand her going to the farm just to see Max and Mum, since they’re not staying there.

Maisie and Isaac take off down the beach.

‘Isaac, don’t run!’

‘Kids are gonna run, Jacqs,’ Max says. He’s been quietly eating, lost in his own reverie.

‘It’s just he’ll need his puffer.’

‘And you have it, right?’

She reaches in her pocket and feels the familiar hard lump of plastic. ‘Um, yeah.’

‘So let him run. Let him figure out how far he can go.’

He’s right, though she would never tell him as much. She has grown used to shielding her children from everything: icy streets, scary films, dark corners of the internet, and their dad’s moods. Max and Jacquie grew up seeing way more than they were ready for: drugs, sex, adults behaving badly. Which approach is better? Sheltering them or letting them see that the world is a deeply flawed place?

Sooner or later they will have to discover. She just wants to protect their innocence as long as she can.
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The jet lag wakes her again at two or three in the morning. Has the willie wagtail kept up his nocturnal racket at Mum’s? There are different sounds here at Gemma’s: the graaak of frogs in her pond, the low steady rhythm of the surf, a palm frond rattling in the wind, rubbing against the corrugated-iron roof of the studio. Maisie and Isaac are sprawled on their beds like they’ve fallen from some great height, arms and legs randomly bent, cheeks pressed on white sheets. She missed a spot on Isaac’s back with the suncream and applied aloe gel before bed as he flinched from the sting. She told him, while Maisie was in the bathroom, about how she and Max used to smack each other’s sunburns when they were kids.

‘That is so bad,’ he said, gasping. ‘I can’t believe Uncle Max was mean.’

‘He was so mean.’

A text comes through on her phone.


Good talking, love you all



She did manage to catch Brandon earlier, and they FaceTimed squished together on Maisie’s bed.

‘My travel agent looked at flights,’ Brandon said. ‘I can get you back earlier if you want. Or I can come there.’

She shook her head. ‘Don’t worry. The kids and I are fine.’

Maisie chirped up, ‘We’ve swum at the beach.’

Isaac added, ‘I rode a boogie board.’

Brandon was frowning.

‘We’d love you to come. It’s just that you’ve got lots of work. And Gemma’s place is perfect, actually—the kids love being by the beach.’

It wasn’t the last she would hear from Brandon on the subject, but at least he hasn’t gone and bought himself a ticket or moved forward their tickets home. She sits up, swinging her legs over the side of the bed in the darkness. There, in the backpack, front pocket.

She pulls out the oblong black canvas wallet, Swiss Army brand. An array of pockets and little zip sections, a keychain clip and a spot for a pen. The passport case. They each have one Australian and one US, except Brandon, who only has a US passport. She lays the navy blue, gold-embossed booklets out on the bed and shines the torch from the back of her phone. She counts the passports. Seven.

It was a mistake. She didn’t think about it in the rush of leaving and didn’t notice until passport control at the airport. Seeing it here she is flooded with relief.

Brandon would have trouble just showing up on their doorstep.

She has his passport.
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It was November 2020 when they gathered at Maryanne and Jim’s to watch the votes counted. All outdoors, masked, sensibly spaced apart. Jacquie had a little too much to drink, they were serving margaritas, and she spoke her mind. She said she couldn’t imagine four more years with a president who was making immigrants’ lives untenable, who was questioning their viability and making it even harder for them to get by. She didn’t want her children to have four more years with a president who spoke that way, unashamedly, unreservedly, about women. Brandon just shrugged, whispering something to Jim, but after they thanked their hosts and said goodbye, he vented his fury.

She was trapped against the car door. Tequila on his breath; blood pounding in her ears. The adrenaline of fear. She always froze. It was worse if you fought back. But this time a voice interrupted them. Maryanne.

‘Everything okay?’ she asked.

The sensor lights weren’t working. She was taking the trash out and passed them in the dark, her wrists turned out so the plastic bags wouldn’t drag and break, spilling lipstick-stained napkins, sour cream containers and chicken carcasses along their pristine driveway.

‘All good—thanks again for dinner,’ Brandon called, his voice bright and false.

They got in the car and he said she’d embarrassed him, didn’t she know that some of those people worked for Trump, some of them were in his fucking administration. Biden might have won, but that night it didn’t matter.

How could Jacquie ever have told Maryanne the truth? Brandon would have lost Jim’s support, and Jacquie would have been the one to pay.




CHAPTER 14

MAX PICKS THEM up early on Monday for the shearing. Maisie and Isaac have been up since six, but Jacquie slept in, she hasn’t even had coffee. At the servo, while Max fills the car with petrol, she grabs four Cokes from the fridge and two apple juices and takes them to the counter.

‘Petrol as well?’

‘Number four. Have you been busy?’

‘Summer is crazy. From Sydney?’

‘Originally, yeah. But now Virginia. Just outside Washington DC.’

‘Ah.’ The man behind the register smiles. ‘My brother is in Chicago.’

‘That’d be cold.’

‘Right now they have snow.’

They both smile at the absurdity of this thought and she taps her credit card to pay. The drinks feel icy against her arms as she carries them out to the car and nestles them between the booster seats. The kids both widen their eyes. ‘No fair,’ Maisie says. ‘Why don’t we get Coke too?’

 ‘’Cos it’s not good for you,’ Jacquie says, hearing her own hypocrisy.

Max sticks his head through the window—he’s been washing the windscreen. ‘You can each have a sip of mine.’

She rolls her eyes. When Max and Jacquie were little, before Nimbin, Suzie always made sure they had healthy food—muesli for breakfast, brown bread and fruit—except for some reason when they were on a car trip and then all rules went out the window. Then they had sausage rolls and meat pies, crisps and hot chips, and drank sweet, fizzy Cokes. It might be why her memories of long car rides in childhood are always associated with tummy aches.

When they’re back on the highway, she asks Max if he remembers the same.

‘Yeah, it was a bit schizo, don’t you think? From one extreme to the other?’

She shrugs, as though she hasn’t spent the past seven years judging her mother’s parenting. ‘Moderation’s probably better. Maybe it was a form of moderation, though. A way of separating?’

Max shrugs and blinks at the glare of the sun, and she removes her purple mirrored sunnies and gently fits them on his face. At the lights, he turns back to ham it up for Maisie and Isaac and they collapse into giggles.

‘They look good on you, Uncle Max,’ Maisie says.

What if looking through her sunnies was like seeing the world through her eyes? She wonders what Max would do differently.

The problem is, she knows.
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Rolf has got the chainsaw going, he’s cutting the wattle which are encroaching from the surrounding forest onto the lawn. It’s not the right season for the yellow puffs of wattle in bloom, the tiny golden orbs and longer cylindrical flowers. Her mum has trouble starting this chainsaw, but Rolf seems to have mastered it. His shirt is soaked with sweat already. Jacquie puts the drinks in the fridge.

Rolf comes inside and she passes him a Coke. In a single sip he drinks about half. Jacquie made up her mind to try with him today; she’ll be friendly and not so stand-offish. ‘I thought I heard some little rats arrive,’ he says.

Isaac and Maisie giggle. They’re hanging off Max in the living room.

Rolf holds the soft drink up and squints at the small print. ‘They taste different here. Did you know they use a different recipe in every country?’

‘I’ve heard that, but I thought it was an old wives’ tale.’

‘Maybe,’ Rolf says. ‘By the way, I’m sorry to be an—ah, what’s the word—unpleasant surprise. I understand that you would rather have Suzie to yourself.’

She shrugs and looks away, because tears swell at the back of her throat and she doesn’t want him to see. She feels so childish, churlish. It has always been either/or for Suzie: junk food or health food; partner or mother. She has not been good at being both.

‘I’ve been meaning to go for a little road trip and I will after Christmas. I told Suzie this already. But first, will you all come out on the boat? Maybe we could do this in a few days? Christmas Eve? A nice day on the water together.’

He leans forward, his palms are spread out on the benchtop, and his face is rippled with wrinkles—the kind you get from smiling a lot.

She swallows her jealousy. ‘I’d like that.’

He pats her shoulder on his way outdoors. Jacquie feels relief at Rolf going away for a bit and guilt for driving him off. And watching Max horsing around with the children hurts, that pang of wishing he lived closer so they could have him in their lives regularly. He’s meant to leave in two days. They’ve hardly seen him.

‘Where’s Mum?’

‘Getting the alpacas ready.’

‘Right. Suncream and hats. Let’s go help Nana with the shearing.’
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An hour later they’ve set up a tarp in the shade, with posts where the alpacas can be tied down. The alpacas will be led in one by one to this little yard off the main paddock. Robot Daisy is all fluffy fur and big ungainly head and spindly legs, following her mum Iris like a shadow. When alpacas are content they hum. You learn to listen for it: a low sweet sound.

Suzie keeps the wethers in another enclosure since they have been known to attack the young. The mothers stomp and spit when you get too close to the cria, so Suzie warns Maisie and Isaac to give them space.

‘Never get between a mother and her babies,’ Jacquie says.

Maisie and Isaac have made a game out of shovelling alpaca poo into a wheelbarrow. They’re both head to toe dust and poo and dirt and hay. Andi arrives in her ute, hops out and gives Suzie a hug and kiss, waves to Max, and with Jacquie has that awkward moment where they’re not sure how to greet each other.

‘You met Jacquie, Maisie and Isaac last week,’ Suzie says.

Andi grins and there is inestimable warmth in her eyes. ‘Have you recovered from jet lag yet?’

‘Enough.’ She wants to say something clever but her mind has gone vacant.

‘Will you look at that?’ Andi has seen the new cria. ‘What a beautiful girl,’ she says to Suzie, who nods proudly, as though she is single-handedly responsible.

Andi goes to get her gear out of the back of the ute, leaping up into the tray. She’s the same height as Jacquie but muscular; she carries herself the way men are taught to, the opposite of shrinking. She’s got on the same blue King Gee work shirt that every farmer in this country wears and khaki work pants, Blundstone boots. Freckled, firm forearms under rolled shirtsleeves.

Suzie comes with the first alpaca once Andi has tied ropes to the posts.

‘Now before we start, do you want to hold the head, Jacquie? Then you can bag the fleece, Suze. Max, you bring the alpacas in and take out the sheared ones. We want to stay calm and collected, and I’m going to do this as quickly as possible. Maisie and Isaac, you stay near your mum and talk in really soft voices to them but no jumping around or sudden movements, okay? And just your mum holding their heads.’

Maisie and Isaac nod solemnly.

‘Sometimes they spit and grunt and make awful noises, but it’s just because they’re scared. We’re not hurting them, just giving them a haircut.’

Isaac pulls on his own hair; he hated his first haircuts. Andi puts her hand on Jacquie’s arm then. ‘You’re good to do this? Just hold the head down firm but gentle and talk to them, so they can’t turn and twist their neck at me. I tie them around the legs but you can’t tie them down by their necks.’

Nodding, Jacquie’s face grows warm.

‘Will one bite Mummy?’ Isaac asks.

‘No, I’ll make sure they don’t,’ Andi says.

She explains that alpacas have teeth on the bottom and just hard palates on the top. Their eyes are so big and their mouths soft, but you’d be mistaken to think they’re good-natured. Most are nervy and highly strung.

 ‘We good to go?’ Andi asks.

They answer yes.

Andi ties the ropes around the front and back legs of the first alpaca, the white one named Washington, and Max helps to lay him down onto the tarp on his side. Jacquie puts one hand on the top of his head and one on the side and murmurs what a smart and clever fellow he is. Then Andi pulls the ropes tight so the front and back legs are stretched in front and behind. She picks up the shears and turns them on, the noise a loud electric buzz. Washington’s eyes grow wide and he tries to turn his neck to look, he grunts, but Jacquie keeps the pressure firm. Andi runs the shears over his coat, first getting the thick and cleanest part on the back and sides. She lifts the fleece in thick, soft handfuls. Suzie grabs the fleece as soon as it comes and shoves it into a big plastic bag, and Isaac and Maisie crouch beside their mum, still as statues, murmuring to Washington. Andi moves so quick and smooth, like an athlete, with long precise strokes.

When she finishes one side, Jacquie helps turn Washington onto the other, rolling his legs and keeping his head down on the mat. His coat is so short and nubbly shorn, Jacquie wants to rub her face against it. Suzie grabs a new bag for the seconds: the fleece from the feet, legs, beneath the alpaca. This is the wool that’s likely to be dirtier and might not ever be white. Suzie explained earlier why they do the white alpacas first, because otherwise the wool is mixed in with the darker colours. You don’t notice a few strands of white among dark, but you do the other way around.

Andi comes to do the neck and just a few swipes on the head, a little around the eyes and some length off the sides. Jacquie is trying to stay out of her way and keep Washington still and it’s kind of impossible. Her shirt is wet with sweat. She’d worry more about how she smelled if everything didn’t already smell like alpaca.

Then Andi unties Washington’s legs and Max is here to help lift him up, to help steady him. Suzie leads him out. He looks skinny without fur, and Maisie and Isaac are grinning because he is all neck and legs with a pouf of hair on top of his little head.

Andi turns off the shears, lifts her sunnies and looks at Jacquie, who is struck then by the green of her eyes: eucalypt green, river stone green. When Andi smiles, there are little wrinkles on her nose.

‘Well done,’ she says, ‘you were great.’

Jacquie’s chest floods with pride. It shouldn’t mean so much but it does. She has to stop herself from reaching out for Andi, from hugging her.

Suzie lets Washington go in the next paddock and grabs the next victim. Washington shakes and shakes his head, like a dog after getting out of the creek, and Maisie laughs a sound that is as pure as dew.
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She can still feel the prickle of alpaca whisker on her palms, the soft snuff of their lips. They’re all walking down to the creek for a dip, to get the sweat and sticky wool off their skin, and Maisie and Isaac are ahead with Suzie and Rolf. Jacquie had waited for Andi to pack all the tools away.

Walking through the long paddock in the bright, hot afternoon light, Andi asks what took them to America. Jacquie struggles to explain Brandon’s work and feels that familiar sense of guilt at the way his job gives them so much wealth. There’s a big shiny black raven in the bloodwood, cawing, and a rustle in the grass not far off.

‘Will you look at that?’

Andi points to a snake slithering off into the hollow trunk of a burnt-out tree. Jacquie gasps.

‘Just a red-bellied black,’ Andi says.

 ‘I know, I’ve seen so many. But every time.’ She puts a hand on her thudding heart. ‘It’s primal.’

‘Same,’ Andi says. ‘I just look calm on the surface.’

They pull the threads of conversation. Andi tells her how she used to work in academia, lecturing in Australian history. ‘My dad’s side of the family didn’t have much,’ Andi says. ‘My brother and me were the first to go to uni that side. They were hard workers but came from a history of having nothing, of debt and never quite getting ahead. Meanwhile my mum’s family had enough land to give farms to all the kids if they wanted them. Imagine a start like that. It’s not exactly fair, is it? Mum knew from when she was little that she’d stand to inherit a big property. Whether she worked hard or didn’t, it would be hers. It’s easier, but there’s not as much satisfaction to it.’

‘Yeah, well, that’s an interesting question too,’ Jacquie says. ‘Is she going to try less as a result? I always wonder that with my kids. I’m conscious of not spoiling them, because of all the excess that surrounds them. They come to my mum’s house and wonder why the bathroom floor isn’t heated and why she hasn’t got ice and water on the front of her fridge door. She said last night she needed new light globes for the outdoor lights and Isaac suggested she get them from Amazon Prime. “Next day delivery, Nana,” he said.’

Andi laughs. ‘That’s a picture. An Amazon delivery truck trundling down here.’

‘Can you imagine?’

Jacquie bends down and tosses a broken branch off the path. It is strange. It’s been so long since she’s wanted to see the inside of someone else’s head. Andi’s voice is warm and soft like winter sun. She’s just a good person.

At the creek they all strip down to undies and wade into the cool—Rolf is wearing those Euro briefs and Jacquie can only imagine Brandon’s horror if he knew the kids saw her mum’s boyfriend in his underwear. But Rolf has been nothing but kind, he’s doing his best to give them space. He’s talking softly with Suzie in the deeper water, and the kids are splashing and skipping stones in the shallows. Max has boardies on and grins in that way that shows all of his dimples, even the ones on his chin. Andi’s wearing a sports bra and those high-cut undies, she is all muscle and sinew, and Jacquie feels the familiar shame at her own soft flesh, the cellulite and the belly that is still a pouch of wobble. At least her undies aren’t white, and they don’t have holes, and she ducks underwater so cool creek water enters her pores and floods her ears and holds her.

And for a minute, maybe less, she forgets everything except for this.




CHAPTER 15

BACK AT GEMMA’S, there’s afternoon tea and still-warm-from-the-oven banana bread. Max and Jacquie have arranged to meet Andi for dinner at the RSL. Suzie and Rolf said they were too tired, they would stay home. Jacquie doesn’t want to imagine what they do when they’re alone.

‘Quick swim before showers?’ Max suggests. She can tell he wants to talk.

Maisie and Isaac say they’re coming too, but Gemma convinces them to stay and help her bathe Kenny.

‘Don’t anyone lose a finger,’ Jacquie says, throwing a towel over her shoulder.

‘Actually, Kenny loves a bath,’ Gemma replies.

They’re out on the street before Max says, ‘Kenny is not a real dog.’

‘Shhh.’ She is trying not to laugh.

‘Why are you and the kids staying here, Jacq? Tell me the truth.’

The bitumen is hot under their bare feet and she gingerly walks to the side of the road, where the grass is brown and sandy. Sure enough a bindi pierces her big toe.

She stops to pull it out, balancing with one foot bent towards her, leaning in to see the little prickly nub in the bright sun. She flicks it towards Max.

‘Hey! Don’t spread your toe jam.’

‘I told Brandon that Rolf was staying at Mum’s. Brandon has a thing about men he doesn’t know around the kids. I never should have told him because Rolf seems like a good enough guy.’

‘Yeah. And I get it. I resented him too when I arrived. But that’s an over-the-top reaction from Brandon, don’t you think?’

‘He doesn’t do things by halves.’

‘I’m going to stay on longer,’ Max blurts. ‘I’ve changed my flights. I want to see more of you and Mum, more of Isaac and Maisie.’

She puts an arm around his bony shoulders, a half-hug. ‘Thank god. Really, Max, I’m glad. Kristina okay?’

‘She gets it.’

Jacquie wonders what he’s told her.

The beach is scattered with just a few walkers and swimmers. The surf is flat, deep blue with tiny waves rolling through. Sand still scorching the soles of their feet, they drop towels and clothes and run to where the sand is hard and damp, cooled by sea water. Wading in, water envelops their overheated skin. As it deepens, she dives under and feels the pull of current on her scalp, the soft sand between toes. Twice in one day the water muffles. She resurfaces, and Max is an arm’s length away, grinning.

‘Race ya,’ he says. ‘Readysetgo.’ He takes great big strokes, his legs kicking and splashing. She follows. It takes a moment to find the rhythm in the ocean, rather than the pool. It’s been so long, but salt water helps with buoyancy. Elbows out of the water first, palms down, fingers reaching forward and down, the bubbles trailing off them silver spheres of light. She is weightless in the gentle pull and rock of the current; breathless trying to catch Max. He slows down and she overtakes, giving some big, splashy kicks when he’s coming up for breath. He grabs her ankle and she kicks the other leg madly, laughing and swishing her arms. The water is clear to the bottom, to the shifting sand and tiny fish darting, the coils of seaweed floating mid-depth in swirls of muddy green.

Max turns on his back to starfish, squinting at the bright sky, and she does the same. She can tell he is thinking of how to phrase what he wants to say and she stays quiet for a moment, waiting.

‘If you grow up around dysfunctional relationships, do you have a chance of a successful one? Like, marriage?’

‘Thinking of me, were you?’

‘A little. But am I crazy to want to marry Kristina? How do I know I’m not going to fuck it up?’

She wriggles her fingers, skin tightening, probably burning in the crispy sun. ‘Do you think I’m like Mum?’ The thought hurts. Brandon isn’t Lyle, she doesn’t sit in a trailer smoking dope with him while her kids run wild.

‘No. But can you see you’ve ended up with a domineering guy?’

Max stands—the water only waist-deep—and stretches his arms overhead. There are dark whorls of hair in his armpits and down the centre of his chest.

‘He’s just strong-willed.’ She wants out of this conversation. ‘Hey, I might swim a length of the beach. Want to do the same?’

Max shakes his head. ‘I haven’t been keeping up my swimming. I’ll wait for you on shore.’

Jacquie swims, watching the sand shift in patterns from the currents, the seaweed and fish. The waves are almost non-existent today. It feels so different to swim in the ocean. She can’t shake the feeling of how much she belongs here, how much this place feels like home. How hard she always works to fit into the life that she has built with Brandon, but how precarious it feels. Is Max right? Is she repeating Mum’s mistakes? And is this why it’s so hard to see her mum with Rolf, someone so different, someone who actually makes her happy? Jacquie swims to shore a little breathless, a tiny bit dizzy from the movement of the waves.

Max is sitting on a towel and she drip-dries standing beside him.

‘We’ll come to the farm tomorrow.’ Even if Rolf isn’t leaving until after Christmas. ‘Will you come pick us up?’

Max is getting water out of his ears, hitting the side of his tilted head with the flat of a palm. ‘Of course.’

He turns to her, shading his eyes with his hand. ‘He’s gotten worse, hasn’t he?’

She doesn’t know what to say. The words catch her by the throat, by surprise.

A nod, a little shrug. She doesn’t trust herself to speak.

‘Jacquie?’

‘I make it worse when I don’t—’ Her voice cracks and she squats down, picking up a shell. A mussel shell, the inside purple-white. The cicadas are shrieking in the mangroves.

‘You don’t what?’

‘When I don’t tell him everything. I hide stuff. Or I’m not reliable. It’s me that has to do better.’

Max lets sand run between his fingers. ‘You don’t really think that, do you?’

She doesn’t think it, she knows it. If she can just be what Brandon needs, they will be okay. Max can’t possibly understand.

Max used to know her better than anyone, but the truth is simply that he doesn’t anymore. They have separate lives now and their history is all that they share. She stands, knees cracking, then turns to offer him both hands.

 ‘Should we head back?’

He grabs her hands and stands, pointing to the toilet block. ‘Last one there’s a rotten egg.’

‘I’m not racing you, Max. Max!’

But he’s taken off, so she starts to jog down the beach, towel over her shoulder, everything jiggling. There’s no chance she’ll catch him, with his long, lean legs, and she gives up, depleted from her swim.

‘You might be faster but you’re not that clever,’ she says when she catches up to him, hands on his knees, puffing. ‘You left your towel back on the beach.’
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It was all okay until Maisie was born, she tells herself, but there were hints before. Glimpses of what was to come. Brandon wanted babies, he wanted her to be pregnant: ‘Barefoot and pregnant,’ he would joke—at least, she thought he was joking. She wasn’t certain she was ready, still in her early twenties. None of her friends had babies yet. Their lives were late nights at pubs, house parties, waking up in strange beds.

But Brandon was convincing. He was always so certain. She had a positive pregnancy test two months after his thirtieth birthday, when the jacarandas were blooming, in early November. She was due in May, so planned to finish work in April. Brandon was always telling her to put her feet up. He wanted her to stop working earlier. Didn’t she need to buy more things? To prepare the baby’s room? On her last day of work he showed up at the drinks and snatched the champagne flute out of her hand.

‘A sip is fine. I’m only having a sip.’

‘But you’re not,’ Brandon snapped.

Her boss was standing there as well and gave Jacquie a funny look then, a question which she brushed away, smiling.

Their ground-level Art Deco flat in Randwick was only a walk from shops and restaurants and a slightly longer walk to the beach. It had lead-paned windows—coloured glass—in the living room, where the light fell at different times depending on the season. The sun would come in emerald-tinged or lilac on winter mornings. There was the smell of boiled cabbage from the Russians who lived upstairs. The white eyelet Laura Ashley linens in the bedroom which Brandon’s mother gave them as a wedding present.

She painted the nursery a soft sage green, with a mobile of paper penguins from the ceiling, since supposedly babies only saw black and white. They had a cat; she’d convinced Brandon that they needed a pet in preparation for a child. Their Siamese, Morris, followed the path of the sun through the house in winter and in summer slept outside beneath the grevillea in the garden. When they came home from the Royal Women’s Hospital after Maisie was born, Morris looked at her through narrowed eyes. As if to say, what exactly is this?

He brought gifts of dead mice and birds, their bodies still blood-warm.

What they brought home was different. Jacquie could not stop looking at Maisie, but she was frightened of her as well, the loud noises which came from her small pink mouth, her tiny fragile fingers and toes and the soft part of her skull. From spending days in an office drafting press releases and taking calls from the media, Jacquie now spent them in loose, stained pyjamas, her soft belly spilling over the elastic waistband and her breasts heavy and full with milk, blue-veined with brown nipples. Yellow-stained breast pads littered the floor of the bedroom and her shirts smelled past their use-by date.

Brandon was working for a US company so he worked nights from home—which were days in America. He slept during those precious hours when Maisie was charming, when she did sun kicks in just a nappy and cooed at Morris, when she laid on her lambskin rug and chewed a rattle, experimenting with sound. He was asleep when she napped during long walks to Coogee Beach and back up the steep hill home. Working nights, he said, was good because he could give her the night feeds—but she was fussy at night, sometimes she did not want to feed but just wanted to cry and cry, to be held and rocked until she fell back asleep. He would wake Jacquie, who was so sleep-deprived it would take her a full delirious minute to surface.

‘She wants you,’ he’d say. And as soon as she was safely in Jacquie’s arms he would be gone from the room.

She never thought he would hurt Maisie. But he was impatient, and sometimes inexplicably furious.

‘Why does she cry so much?’

‘It’s what babies do.’

There was stress, then. A sense that not enough work was getting done. There were high expectations for Brandon; he had a lot to prove. He was angry at how long it took Jacquie to emerge from sleep on those nights. To calm Maisie. Sometimes he was on an overseas call. One of those nights she didn’t get up fast enough. She didn’t take the baby quickly, and as he spun away he chucked the phone at the window. It bounced, without breaking the glass, but the loud, clattering sound only made Maisie cry more.

‘What the fuck?’ Jacquie said.

He lunged, dangerously close, and a mug from beside the bed—her favourite mug—smashed on the floor.

She left the room with Maisie in her arms, crouched over her, and in the kitchen turned on the kettle, the sound of the boiling water meant to calm them both. Maisie’s cries grew tired, kittenish, and Jacquie saw them reflected in the window, her wild uncombed hair, baggy pyjamas, pale skin. Maisie’s tiny bundled body hot against her chest.

Later, when Maisie slept, Jacquie would put her in her cot, on her back, with no pillows or strings, no cot bumpers to somehow strangle her. She would go and sweep up the ceramic shards in bare feet, she would get a cloth to mop up the spilled cold chamomile tea. Brandon had taken the phone back into his office and shut the door. She would take a pillow from their bed and some blankets and fall asleep on the lambskin rug beside Maisie’s cot. Then, if she woke again, Jacquie would be there. She would keep her safe.
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For long, long stretches everything was fine. Whatever she was doing must be working, Jacquie decided, so she had to replicate it—always. Brandon’s work was going well. His father had praised him. Maisie slept through the night. Jacquie lost the baby weight—she met other mums at the park and they did lunges and squats, stretches and weights, while the babies played on picnic rugs or slept in their prams. They kept an eye out for dogs off the lead or swooping magpies in spring. They swapped baby food recipes and childcare recommendations. They complained about their partners and how inept they were. They complained about sex—she didn’t think she was different in not wanting it then. She envied the other mothers for their natural ease: the way they always had the right items in their nappy bags, the right remedy for sore gums, and the small matching Tupperware containers of healthy finger foods for morning tea.

When Maisie slept, Jacquie searched job sites, daydreaming of offices where one could go to the bathroom in peace, buy a sandwich at the cafe, and have a conversation about something besides teething and cradle cap. She was convinced that if she could work three days a week, she would be satisfied with those two at home, that she would not sit in those circles of women wishing for a magpie to swoop, a dog to come running, to force them to scatter.

Brandon was thrilled when she fell pregnant with Isaac, when he found out that they were having a boy. It was her hormones, obviously, which made things flare up. She could be so cranky. He would come out of the bedroom in the afternoon, having slept most of the day, and she’d be in the middle of feeding Maisie and typing an email one-handed and feeling queasy and he’d look at the stack of dishes in the sink and the almost-empty jug of milk in the fridge and raise his eyebrows, and she would snap. ‘I haven’t had time, okay?’

He said later he was trying to take the spoon to feed Maisie, to help her, but she wouldn’t let it go. That was why he had to squeeze so hard. The bruises took a week to fade. When Jacquie saw her mother, she told her she had slammed her hand in the car door.

Suzie took it gently and Jacquie winced.

‘Have you seen a doctor?’ she asked. ‘Had an X-ray?’

Yes, Jacquie said, though she hadn’t. ‘Everything is fine.’

Because it was, most of the time. And when it was not, she would wish with every bit of herself that it was again. She developed a sixth sense for his moods. She knew when it was okay to be silly and laugh, and when he would find it too much. He made fun of Suzie, her greenie sensibilities, her tendency to reuse even the smallest square of Glad Wrap, to never throw anything in the bin, and Jacquie would tell him the story of how she would go through the lost property at her primary school and take the unlabelled things.

She gave him ammunition, but if she so much as mentioned some quirk of his parents’—how his mother sent hundred-dollar rompers that Maisie grew out of in a week, and tiny branded trainers though she couldn’t yet walk; how both his parents spelled her name Jackie regardless of how many times Brandon had gently corrected them—Brandon’s face would grow red and his voice drop to that terrible, low pitch.

It was always her. Something she had done. Letting Maisie sleep too much during the day so she wasn’t tired enough at night. Not stopping to get petrol for the car as soon as the light on the dashboard came on. Forgetting to cancel the papers when they went away for the weekend. And sometimes he would dismiss the mistakes out of hand, while other times his voice would change and his eyes grow tight and her heart would rise to her ears and she would feel the same fear she felt at school before a running race, the sick-to-the-pit-of-her-stomach fear that nothing she could do would protect her from the inevitability of pain.

The Russian lady, Vesna, from upstairs was at the mailboxes one day, her hair always blonde and perfectly straightened, her long fingernails clicking shut the clasp on her handbag. She made peekaboo faces and exaggerated grimaces with her lipsticked mouth at Maisie and exclaimed at how quickly she was growing, how adorable her curls were. When she placed her hand on Jacquie’s shoulder, she would smell Vesna’s perfume there for the rest of the day.

‘Everything is okay?’ She did not say as much but Jacquie knew she would have heard them.

‘Yes. Babies are so loud, I’m sorry. Please tell me if it’s ever too much.’

‘Pah. She could make all the noise in the world and it wouldn’t bother me. But if you ever need anything, day or night, I’m here. Okay?’

‘Thank you. We’re doing fine, though. But thank you.’

Inside the flat she shut the door and lifted Maisie from the stroller. The tears she was holding back came freely, and Maisie put her little hands on Jacquie’s face.

‘Ma-ma.’

 ‘Mama’s okay.’

Brandon came down the hall from the kitchen. He had just woken, his hair was sticking out every which way, and there was steam rising from his mug of coffee.

‘What’s wrong, baby?’ he said, setting his coffee on the hall table, coming to take Maisie into his arms.

‘Da-da.’ She gave one of her huge grins.

‘Nothing.’ Jacquie wiped her nose on her sleeve.

‘Come.’ He put his hand on the small of her back, guiding her into the kitchen, where he made them scrambled eggs. He could be so caring and kind. They laughed at Maisie, the way she shovelled the egg in with both hands, forgetting her spoon when she ate something that she really loved.

‘You’re such a good mother. You know that, right?’

‘I wish we didn’t fight. Vesna upstairs says she hears us.’

‘That’s what upset you. Everyone fights sometimes. But I’m sorry I’ve been cranky. I’ll be better, okay? I promise I’ll do better. For you, for Maisie, and for this little guy.’

He touched her belly, which got in the way now of so many things. She was twice as big with Isaac as she had been with Maisie, and twice as tired. Exhausted now just pushing the stroller up the hill from the beach. No wonder she felt so emotional. No wonder she was making such a big deal out of what were really just tiny little things.

‘And Vesna should mind her own business,’ he said, turning towards the sink.




CHAPTER 16

IT HAS BEEN years since Jacquie has been inside an RSL, but the patterned carpet and the beeping, flashing mayhem of the pokies, the garish prints on the walls, and the menu of schnitzels and steaks and curried sausages is unchanged. The plastic-topped tables and cushioned chairs, the jar of red water with coins on the bar, the toilets which smell of cherry lollies. Only now they can register as guests on their mobile phones instead of the books where you printed your name and tore along the perforated line.

‘You two clean up good.’ Andi stands and greets them with hugs. ‘Let me get you drinks. White? A shandy?’

Max laughs.

‘Two schooners. Jacquie likes that fancy beer—pale ale—but you can just get me a Tooheys New.’

‘Coming up.’

They watch her walk to the bar.

‘Mum said Andi had a big break-up last year, a woman she lived with for ten years,’ Max says. ‘Moved home and is helping her mum and dad now.’

Jacquie can’t explain her body’s reaction, the catch and pull at the core of her when Andi reappears with the beers. She’s not attracted to women. Or she hasn’t been in a long time. Since Franny Bell in primary school. Since one of the boys called them lezzos when they held hands on the oval. Since she taught herself not to feel that way, to be what everyone else seemed to decide was normal. She draws slow swirls with a fingertip in the condensation on her glass. Andi will see straight through her. They’re talking and she is just taking long sips, the cold roiling down into her belly, the warmth staying in her cheeks. The nerve endings alive between her legs. It must be the strangeness of the situation. The shock of Brandon not with her.

The buzzer goes. ‘I’ll get the food.’ She stands to head to the window.

Andi is beside her.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asks with that golden voice of hers as they collect the plates from beneath the heat lamp. The insipid schnitzels and grey steaks, the bright yellow of freezer-burned chips.

Jacquie shakes her head. ‘Nothing.’ And takes a tray, passing another to Andi, piling hers with cutlery as well as serviettes.

‘I meant it when I said you were good with the alpacas.’

God, her cheeks will never stop burning.

‘Too easy,’ Jacquie says.

Andi starts to walk off with her tray and Jacquie is sinking into the carpet. She calls out, ‘Hang on!’

Andi turns; that gaze.

‘You want chicken salt with those chips?’

‘Now you’re talking.’

Jacquie sets her tray down and shakes the metal container over Andi’s chips.

 ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me today. It’s been a lot, though.’

‘Being away and then coming back is hard. Things change. People change.’ Andi’s eyes crinkle as she smiles. ‘Hey, hey, easy on the salt there. Don’t bury the chips! I wanted to ask, I’ve got other local alpaca-shearing jobs and my dad used to help out but his back is rooted. Would you be up to giving me a hand while you’re here? There’s a little bit of money in it.’

‘Definitely.’ Jacquie holds up the red bottle. ‘Do you want ketchup as well?’

‘We call that tomato sauce. You have been away too long.’
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Max’s nose is red like it gets when he’s had a few and Andi is more talkative, garrulous almost. The food is ordinary but everything tastes better when you’re exhausted, and Jacquie inhales her schnitzel. The one redeeming feature of the RSL is the wide, floor-to-ceiling windows which look out to the ocean, so they have a sunset view of beach and rolling waves, of rocky headlands and coastal scrub. A gannet flies past, with its big white body and black-tipped wings.

‘Will you look at that?’ Andi says.

The sky is streaked blood orange.

Max is telling Andi about when Suzie bought the farm and how they lived on a property once before, up near Nimbin.

‘Call it what it was, Max: a commune,’ Jacquie says.

‘That would have been interesting. How did you like it?’

She shrugs and holds up her last chip, considering whether or not to leave it. It’s one of those dud chips, hard enough to break a tooth on, weirdly kind of brown. Whenever people ask her about the commune it’s impossible to explain. It’s easier not to talk about it.

 ‘I liked the freedom.’ Jacquie sets the chip back down. She empties her glass of beer. ‘The people were … odd. It was almost like some of them were playing a part. What they thought they should be like. And just like society, you still had the outcasts, the leaders, the followers, the ones who take advantage. Unfortunately, Mum’s partner Lyle was the kind to take advantage.’

Max takes a call from Kristina and walks over to the quieter part of the restaurant.

‘He had a son, Leaf, who was Max’s age. Eight or nine? Only he acted sometimes like he was eighteen. And other times like he was three. He was wild.’

Andi smiles, like she knows what that is, abandon. Jacquie wonders what it feels like. Has she ever really let go?

‘I’ve got the next round,’ she says.

Jacquie walks up to the bar and orders soft drinks for Max and Andi, and one more schooner for herself, the only one not driving. Her phone vibrates in her pocket and she leaves it there. The kids are happily watching telly with Gemma. It will be Brandon. A hand rests on her shoulder. Andi has come to help with the drinks. Jacquie breathes in. Andi is mere centimetres away and she can feel the heat coming off her skin. The smell of cut grass. The way it draws her in.

She steps to the side.
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Jacquie wakes up the next morning feeling strange. Eyes still closed she runs through the night before. Did she say or do anything she regrets? To her relief and surprise, no. But there is her old self, girl self, once-loved-a-girl self. Blue-veined wrists, crooked teeth, plaited hair. Don’t be afraid, for once, what others think, she tells her. Don’t be afraid of what the world might say. Breath of liquorice, sharp elbows, soft earlobes. Her slippery sense of time spins backwards, webs, until what she loved is never lost, always caught.

The strange feeling still there. She opens her eyes and Isaac is standing beside the bed, watching.

‘How long have you been there?’

‘Dunno,’ he says. ‘You awake?’

‘Now I am. What’s up?’ She rubs her eyes. Her mouth is horribly furry and dry: the result of not enough water yesterday and then hydrating with two schooners. She pats the sheet beside her, lifting the blanket. ‘Come in. Snuggle up.’

Isaac curls in and she buries her face in his hair. It’s crispy with salt and sun. The soles of his feet are cold against her knees. Until last year he would crawl into bed beside her every morning, and they’d fall back to sleep with his hand splayed on her chest or shoulder or cheek.

‘You okay?’

‘I had a bad dream,’ he says in a voice so soft she almost doesn’t hear it.

‘Do you remember it? Do you want to tell me?’

‘Uncle Max was drownded in the ocean and then when you went to get him you were drownded too. And it was just Maisie and me by ourselves, and there were these dogs.’

‘Like Kenny?’

Isaac giggles. ‘No, Mummy. Like actual big snarly dogs. Wild dogs. And they were chasing us, so we jumped in the ocean. But the dogs could swim.’

‘And when did you wake up?’

‘Just before the dogs caught me. They were right behind me. I could hear them snarling.’

She kisses the top of Isaac’s scalp. ‘It was probably me snoring you thought was snarling.’

 ‘Maybe.’

‘You know what Nana used to tell me about bad dreams?’

‘What?’

‘She used to say think of your dreams like records, and if you have a bad one you can always flip it over. Change it to the other side.’

‘What’s a record?’

‘You know those big shiny black discs people used to play music from? Sometimes they still do.’

‘Ohhh. I’m confused, though.’

‘Both sides had music on them. You just flipped them—oh never mind. What’s funny is, we didn’t have record players either when she told me that. We had CDs. And now we just listen to music on our iPads or phones.’

‘So, like, choose another track?’

‘Exactly. New track. Don’t like that dream, skip to the next one. Choose a new song.’

She sits up and pulls a pillow onto her lap, patting it. Isaac rests his head there, looking up with his clear blue eyes, the whites so white. She knows her own are veined with red. She brushes the curls off his forehead, kissing the bony edge of his temple.

Brandon had told Isaac he was too old one morning.

‘Too old for what?’ Isaac had asked.

‘To need your mommy when you wake up.’

She was so mad at Brandon afterwards, but in the moment it felt as though there was nothing she could say. Brandon was teaching Isaac to feel ashamed of his softness. To hide it away.

‘Don’t turn him into a pussy,’ Brandon said later, when she said how upset it made her. ‘You don’t know what it’s like, Jacquie. You don’t understand what it means to be a boy. I’m helping him learn to be a man.’

She always cringed when he used that word: pussy. The way it was used to describe weakness. Shame. As though it was something awful, that which is at the centre of her. She hates the word like her mum hated when Lyle said cunt. Why were these the worst insults? Why were they used to shame men? She thinks of Max and his openness, his willingness to admit he is wrong. As a boy he was always teased for his sensitivity, told to toughen up.

Isaac has closed his eyes now. She’s spent so long thinking that Brandon was the definition of safety, but then why does she feel safer here? Why does she feel like Isaac and Maisie are safer here?

‘Do you know what I love most about you?’ she asks, tapping the tip of his nose.

A little smile forms on his lips. He shakes his head.

‘Your hugs, and how kind you can be.’

He opens his eyes and she bends down to kiss his forehead. He sits up and swings his legs over the edge of the bed, standing and scratching the mozzie bites on his arm. He goes to wee in the bathroom with the door wide open, dropping the seat afterwards like she’s taught him.

Maisie is still fast asleep, her sweet serious face obscured by a bundle of tangled sheet.

Jacquie glances at her phone to see the time, and the date catches her by surprise.

‘Do you know what the day after tomorrow is?’

‘Nup,’ Isaac says, wriggling out of his PJs into shorts and a t-shirt.

‘Christmas.’

‘Yessss!’

She hasn’t got proper presents. But Christmas has always been low-key for Suzie, she has been known to nearly forget it. Christmas with Brandon and his family is the opposite: a rigamarole of schedules, traditions, and rules. The matching family photo in matching Christmas PJs for Christmas cards which must be in the mail before the tenth of December. Christmas Eve carols followed by midnight mass. Stockings for the whole family, embroidered by Janet. White Christmas lights since coloured ones are tacky. A tree with gifts wrapped just so. Jacquie got in trouble the time she wrapped the gifts from Santa in the same wrapping paper as the gifts they gave the kids.

The box of heirloom decorations, the menu for Christmas dinner (almost always at Carl and Janet’s house). What you must eat for breakfast, the matching Christmas PJs the family must all wear again on Christmas morning, the kinds of gifts you give and the specific time you open them. Who is there to watch you open them. The order in which you open them. The wreaths and when you hang them, the holly to wrap around the railing going upstairs. When the kids were very, very small, their excitement propelled her: it was a spot of brightness and flurry of busyness in the dead of winter. But lately, she has begun to resent the quantity of work for things which she is certain do not even matter. Maisie does not want to wear the matching PJs. Must they make cookies for all the neighbours in the cul-de-sac? It doesn’t help that there is so much expectation, so much insistence on getting it right, so soon after Thanksgiving.

But traditions must not feel tedious when they’re your own. Like the mimosas that her mum likes to mix on Christmas morning, and the Christmas cake and cherries for afternoon tea. The way her dogs always give presents instead of her, so whatever it is, if you try to thank her, she shrugs and says, ‘Wasn’t my doing,’ and points to Freya and Stu.

Isaac runs and dives onto her bed, and she nuzzles the warm space between his neck and shoulder.

‘Will we go back to the farm for Christmas, Mummy?’

She sits him up and looks into his clear, perceptive eyes.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Of course we will.’
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Later that morning, when Brandon video calls, the kids tell him all about shearing, about their jobs and how Mummy held the heads, about the soft bags of fleece which came off the alpacas.

‘Who’s Andi?’ Brandon asks.

‘Mum’s neighbour, daughter of Stan across the highway. She’s got all the equipment and knows how to keep the alpacas calm.’

Brandon relaxes when she tells him Andi is a woman.

‘And where was your mum’s boyfriend during all of this? What’s-his-name?’

‘Rolf!’ Maisie says.

Isaac starts barking, pretending to be a dog, and she shoos them both outside, getting them to blow kisses to Daddy first.

‘He was cutting back the wattle. He’s a good guy; I’ve spent a little more time around him now. Nothing like old Lyle.’ She’s told Brandon the stories.

Brandon frowns and looks over at his computer monitor. ‘Your mum is unbelievable,’ he says. He’s at work, and the phone is propped up on the desk. There is the night sky outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, his tie loose around his neck.

‘You’re working late again?’

He gives her a wry smile. ‘Nothing to go home to.’

‘Sorry.’ She feels guilt well up like groundwater. She can see the little boy in him when he’s lonely.

‘Hey.’ Deep breath. This is the part of the conversation she has been dreading. ‘We’re going to go stay at the farm now. I want to give Gemma her space and I want the kids to have more time with Mum and Max. Rolf is going away after Christmas, so we’ll only cross over a few days. It’s why we’re here, really. It’s so important that we go.’

Brandon is looking out the window and his mouth goes tight. The boy is gone. He takes a long sip of what looks like whisky. Since when did he drink at work? He probably does everything at work while they’re away: sleeps, eats, exercises. He’s shaking his head.

She wants to end the call. The impulse is so strong she has to sit on her hands—it looks ridiculous with her arms tucked in tight against her sides, but he’s not looking at her, or the screen, he’s looking at the reflection of himself in the window of night.

‘No, Jacquie. You promised you wouldn’t. Wait until this guy—your mom’s fuck buddy—is gone.’

She flinches at the word, the crassness of it, the way it shrinks her mother in size. Did she promise? She can’t even remember anymore. She doesn’t know how to explain this feeling except the heaviest, deepest tiredness. The sense that she has no bones, no will, no words of her own. She doesn’t know how to explain what happens next except she nods and acquiesces, agrees.

The cloud over Brandon’s face passes and it is warmth again, sun in winter.

‘Thank you, babe. And I promise, it’s not that I’m paranoid. But statistically the men who are in close proximity to your children are the riskiest. Family friends. Relatives. These are the ones who you can’t trust. If I was there, I’d feel better about it. But I’m not, I’m here.’

He looks at his phone. ‘Nine thousand two hundred and eighty-one miles away.’

Back when they moved to the US he convinced her to download a location-sharing app to her phone, in case of an accident or if she got lost or if she needed to know where he was. He said it made him feel better to look at it during the day and know she was at Target. Taking the kids to the playground. At the bank. The only time she looked at it was in the evening, around when she expected him home. She checked how far away he was, so she could tidy the kids’ things. So she could get dinner underway. So she could prepare herself, mentally and physically, for his presence. Otherwise she forgot it was there. Since being here, in Australia, she hasn’t looked at it once. She wonders how many times a day he looks at it, to check on her.

‘I love you. Tell Maisie and Isaac I love them. I can’t believe I’m not with you guys for Christmas.’ She can hear his vulnerability and her sympathy oscillates back towards him.

‘I love you too,’ she says. ‘We’ll talk tomorrow.’

But when she hangs up she hates herself for being unable to stand up to him. For being unable to argue. For failing herself, not trusting herself. Because she knows that Rolf is a good guy, and she wants more than anything to be with her mum and Max at Christmas. And then she says fuck it and stands up and starts to pack. She calls the kids in from the garden where they’ve been trying to teach Kenny to play catch.

‘Pack up your things. We’re going to go stay at the farm.’

Isaac and Maisie cheer and run to the studio, Kenny close on their heels.

She will delete the location-sharing app from her phone.

And she wonders, not for the first time, what other ways he has to find her.
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It got better when Isaac was born. It got worse.

It got better when she took Isaac to Karitane for a week, to teach him how to sleep. Brandon’s mum was out from the US so Janet and Maisie spent the days together. At the residential program, Jacquie was relieved to let the nurses tell her what to do. When to pick up Isaac and when to leave him to cry. She had a session with a psychologist, who asked a lot of questions about how she was feeling and how often she felt hopeless. Rarely, Jacquie said. Yes, Jacquie said, when the psychologist asked if she was safe at home.

She came home to twelve new stuffed animals and Maisie with a pink and frilly wardrobe. She learned to swallow her scepticism. She slept and slept, and when she wasn’t sleeping she took long walks with Maisie and Isaac in the double stroller to Coogee and watched them play in the sand, let them eat sand so that it came out in their nappies and on their scalps, so that she found it in the little pink crevices of their ears for weeks. Janet left. Jacquie stopped looking at the online job ads because there was no time in the day when Maisie and Isaac both were asleep. Someone always needed her. Brandon was placid and happy, as if seeing his mum had calmed him. Then one night he told her the real reason.

It was their first date night since Isaac was born, and they were going to dinner at a restaurant in The Spot. Her mum was up from the farm and watching the kids.

‘Keep the magic alive,’ Suzie called as they kissed Maisie and Isaac goodnight and left the flat.

‘Your mum is such a kook,’ Brandon said, walking down the footpath, but he said it in a warm voice, in a funny way, and it wasn’t the start of a fight.

She exhaled. She was always on edge, always conscious she might be doing something wrong.

They walked to the restaurant. It was dark out already because it was winter. There were so many people around—she’d forgotten that people went out at night. Here was this whole world she had been missing out on: restaurants with candlelit tables, a queue of people in woollen coats and beanies standing on the footpath outside the Randwick Ritz cinema.

‘When was the last time we went to a movie?’ she asked Brandon.

‘I can’t even remember,’ he said.

She inhaled the smell of popcorn as they walked past. When was the last time she ate popcorn?

He held her hand between both of his own, rubbing her fingers to warm them. They crossed the street to the local Spanish tapas restaurant: dark timber tables, Spanish guitar music playing low over the speakers, and the whole place smelling like garlic and paprika. They sat in a hard booth and she felt a wave of immense tiredness; she could have laid down and slept there. The words on the menu felt indecipherable. Brandon flipped it over. He was easily displeased at restaurants.

They had never been to this place but she could see it through his eyes. The bar cluttered with tchotchkes, the windows dusty and smeared. All of the charm she felt when they walked in drained away. The waitress came, she had dark red lipstick and black hair in two cute buns either side of her head. Brandon ordered a carafe of red, which meant she would have to pump and dump breastmilk at home, but at least there was breastmilk in the freezer she could give Isaac. And since the sleep program he was a far better sleeper than Maisie; her mum would give him a bottle at bedtime and there was a decent chance that he wouldn’t wake until early morning for another feed.

Brandon reached his hands across the table. She took them and wished that she had put more effort into looking nice. Put on some lippie, or at least blow-dried her hair.

‘My mom had an exciting, um, proposition for me when she was here,’ Brandon said. ‘I’ve been waiting to tell you.’

The waitress set the carafe between them, and he let go of Jacquie’s hands, smiling at the waitress. He was good at being charming. ‘Perfect, thank you,’ he said. And to Jacquie: ‘Should we order now too?’

‘Okay. Get whatever you think,’ she said.

‘You don’t have any preferences?’

‘Maybe the potatoes?’

Brandon shook his head. ‘I take my wife to a nice restaurant and she orders fried potatoes.’

The waitress had her pen and notepad ready. ‘Patatas bravas,’ she said, looking back towards the kitchen. She smiled at Jacquie. ‘They’re my favourite too.’

‘Sí. And the meatballs, and gambas al ajillo, and pulpo a la gallega.’

‘Okay.’ She put her pad back in her apron pocket.

‘And bread,’ Brandon said. ‘Have you got fresh bread?’

‘One serve or two?’

‘Two. Gracias.’

‘De nada.’ She took the menus and spun off towards the bell, which was ringing in the kitchen.

‘Charging for bread,’ he muttered.

‘What were you saying before? About Janet?’

‘Sorry, I got distracted.’ Brandon poured the wine, then held his wineglass up. ‘Cheers.’

She tinked her glass against his. God, she was hungry. This wine would go straight to her head.

‘Dad’s going to offer me VP, if we can move to DC for a while. It doesn’t have to be forever, just a few years. Our income would, like, triple. That’s a conservative estimate. Also, Mom’s dying to have her grandkids close by. She adores them. Did you see how good she was with Maisie?’

Brandon was leaning forward, and she sensed the energy quivering beneath his skin. How much he wanted this.

‘Wow. But now?’

‘In a year? Give us time to sell the flat if we want, move our stuff over. Isaac won’t be so little. You wouldn’t have to go back to work, Jacquie. You could stay home, be with the kids.’

Her chest and cheeks were already warm from the wine.

‘I don’t know anyone there. What am I going to do, at home with the kids? Here I have friends, my mum, can you imagine how she’ll feel?’

‘Kind of like my mom’s been feeling all along. Kind of like it’s always been for me. I get it. It’s not easy, I’ve been doing it. But let’s give my country a chance now. Isn’t that fair? Don’t you think it’s time?’
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It took longer than they thought. Everything does with kids. But two years later the flat was in boxes. There were eight suitcases, which would tide them over when they arrived—until the shipment came. Eight suitcases sounds like a lot unless you have little kids, in which case you could take eight suitcases on a week away and still not have room for the favourite books and toys. The worst part was Morris. They looked at bringing him over, Jacquie had even gotten quotes from a couple of pet transport companies, but with the cost upwards of six thousand dollars, Brandon put his foot down.

‘He’s a cat.’

He’s part of the family, she wanted to reply, but she did not have the energy for a fight.

Suzie agreed to take him, but was worried Morris wouldn’t like her cattle dog, George (the father of Stu and Freya).

 ‘George and Morris, they sound like a couple of old queens living in a flat in Potts Point,’ she said. But then Morris disappeared. There wasn’t even time to properly look for him. Brandon said he’d probably caught wind that they were moving, found a new family. Jacquie called all of the animal shelters and council facilities. She checked Facebook for cats found run over on the streets. It wasn’t like Morris to run away. He wasn’t the type to wander.

Suzie came to say goodbye and promised if he showed up she’d come and get him. She was fitting a sock over one of Isaac’s feet. They sat on the living room floor since the furniture was either sold or in storage. It seemed silly to ship it over, it was mostly IKEA anyway. Brandon said it was time for proper, grown-up furniture. Isaac was pressing all the buttons on Suzie’s car keys because they’d packed up all the toys. Maisie was in and out of her room, exclaiming about the absence of her things.

‘My doll’s house is gone too, Nana.’

Suzie grasped her granddaughter’s hands.

‘Gone to America?’

Maisie nodded.

‘Oh, Mum, what will we do without you?’

More than anything, Jacquie wanted her mum to insist they stay. But how could she? Jacquie was all grown up, and Suzie had never been the kind of mother who gave ultimatums. Jacquie was sniffling again, fighting the tears. She had cried on and off for weeks now, thinking about leaving her mum, about leaving Max, who was in his final year of uni and drove over on his motorbike on weekends. About leaving the friends she had known since school, like Clara, and the new mum friends she’d text about sleepless nights and meet at the park to exercise and join at the library for story time. The past few years she had found it all too stifling, but now that it was disappearing, she wanted it back.

Suzie said she would come over. She said she would visit all the time. They could take her to the Grand Canyon, and Disneyland.

Suzie would hate Disneyland. And Jacquie didn’t have the heart to tell her those things were on the other side of the country from where they would be living.

‘I think it’s exciting you’re doing this. And what a good thing for your marriage. Brandon loves you so much, Jacquie. He’s a good man. Rare as hen’s teeth.’

Jacquie stood up to get napkins and paper plates. Brandon was out picking up pizza for their last Sydney dinner. Her mum was right. Brandon was a wonderful husband. She just had to be better herself. Once they were in his homeland things would be easier. He would feel like he belonged, and she would no longer be the only one responsible for making him happy.




CHAPTER 17

‘WE’RE GOING ON a boat, we’re going on a boat,’ Maisie and Isaac are sing-shouting off-key in the back of the car. They’re picking up lunch things from Woolies and meeting Suzie and Rolf at Ulladulla Harbour.

‘Still glad you stayed?’ she asks Max, over the din of the back seat.

Max grimaces. ‘I’d say they’ve inherited your musical talent, Jacqs.’

She punches him in the thigh.

‘Mummy!’ Maisie leans forward. ‘Use your words, not your hands.’

Max crows and she has to stop herself from punching him a second time. ‘Sorry, Maise, you are right. Sorry, Uncle Max. It hurts my feelings that you don’t think I’m musically talented.’

Max grins. ‘Remember when you entered the talent show in year twelve, and you played your guitar and sang that Jewel song? That was so bad.’

‘“You Were Meant For Me”? Mum said I was good! I won fifth place!’

‘There were six contestants. And the sixth guy was the magician and his trick didn’t work.’

They are both laughing so hard that Max takes three goes to pull into the parking space.

‘I might stay here and send a couple messages,’ Max says, ‘if you’re happy to do groceries?’

She nods. ‘C’mon, kids.’

It’s a big, new Woolies. It wasn’t here last time they visited. The place is seething with locals and tourists, shopping trolleys filled with bread rolls and hams and mangoes and ice cream. She gives Maisie and Isaac things to find and they skip off and come running back, holding the item aloft. With Maisie it is always right. With Isaac she regularly has to go back herself and find the correct thing. She has to keep Maisie from getting exasperated with him—keep it light-hearted. She wanders through the aisles, struggling to focus. She deleted the app this morning and is waiting for Brandon’s reaction, in the mental version of a defensive crouch. Once the list has been ticked off they go to wait in the queue. It’s not short—Christmas Eve grocery shopping was always going to be busy.

‘Can I get a pack of gum?’ Maisie asks.

The display in front of them is rainbow-coloured. She relents.

‘Go ahead. But one only. And no chewing gum in Nana’s house, okay?’

They compare brands and flavours, debating which gum to choose. Brandon would say their joy should not take precedence over their long-term dental health.

‘I’m picking Hubba Bubba Sour Blue Raspberry,’ Maisie says.

Isaac can’t decide between Outrageous Original and Groovy Grape.

There are little plastic toys on the display as well—this must be the sucker parent queue—and Isaac pulls out a foam-bullet toy gun, holding it up with puppy dog eyes.

‘Nope. No guns.’

 ‘Not even toy guns?’ Maisie says.

‘No guns.’

‘How come Daddy has a gun then?’ Isaac says.

She snatches the plastic pistol and hangs it back on the rack. ‘What’—she swallows, measures her voice—‘what do you mean?’

‘He showed us once,’ Isaac says, ‘in your bedroom closet.’

‘Shhh, dummy, he said not to tell,’ Maisie says. ‘He said Mummy wouldn’t like it.’

Jacquie kneels on the hard floor, looking them both in the eyes. ‘Did he tell you to never, ever, ever touch it?’

Isaac and Maisie nod, serious now, because her voice has gone to a rare tone.

‘He said guns are dangerous, but one day, when we’re old enough, he’d teach us how to shoot,’ Maisie says.

‘Pow, pow,’ Isaac says, cocking his fingers, pointing them into the store.

‘No.’ Jacquie pushes Isaac’s hand down and stands, closing her eyes.

The cashier is scanning their items; the queue is moving forward.

‘Have you got a rewards card?’

Jacquie cannot speak, shakes her head.

All she sees is blood.
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Rolf’s sailboat makes her think of the last time they were on a yacht, Thanksgiving. Maisie and Isaac are thrilled, picking their way over coiled ropes and peering down into the hold. Suzie puts her hand on Jacquie’s shoulder and steers her into a seat. ‘You look green,’ she says. ‘Are you feeling sick?’

Jacquie shakes her head. Suzie would be horrified if she told her about the gun.

 ‘Do you want a glass of water? A wine?’

Rolf is showing Maisie and Isaac how to tie different knots. Max is down in the hold, opening and shutting the cabinets, examining the places for everything. Still obsessed by cubbies, miniature spaces.

‘I’m good. I’ll have a wine with lunch. Do you come out with Rolf much?’

Suzie shakes her head. ‘You know me. I’m better with my feet on solid ground.’

It strikes Jacquie then that she does not know that about her mum. Has she been uncurious? So obsessed with her own life that she has not wondered about others?

‘Truth is,’ Suzie says, ‘Rolf’s talking about selling this. Then he can afford to get a new camper upgrade for the troopy. I’m not telling him what to do either way.’

Suzie crosses her arms and stares out at the horizon but there’s a little smile at the corners of her lips.

Isaac launches himself into Jacquie’s lap and she gasps at the suddenness.

‘Mum Mum Mum Mum,’ he says, hands either side of her face. ‘Rolf’s going to let me steer. And sail.’

‘Me too,’ Maisie says, reaching to pinch Isaac on the back of his arm.

‘Careful,’ Jacquie says, ‘or Rolf may not let you have a turn.’

Maisie sticks out her tongue and huffs to go stand at the bow. Rolf is on the dock now, untying, and he tosses Max the rope, steps in, and they’re off, motoring away from the harbour and out towards the deep, wind-ruffled sea.
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After a sail and a break for lunch, Jacquie heads down to the cabin to rest in the berth. She is still shaken. She has always told herself that Brandon would never harm the children, but now she wonders. What other secrets might he ask them to keep? She falls into a heavy sleep. The sheets smell slightly musty, the air is close, and she wakes disoriented. Through the little window, the ocean rises and falls, the blue so deep it is almost black. Why is it that small openings make large vistas even more vast? How does narrowing your vision make something grow rather than shrink in size?

This much she knows: Brandon cannot bear to lose control. For her to be out of his control. He will twist her words and keep her small to stop her. But being here she remembers strength, what she was before, what she might be again. She has done everything to brace against the chaos of her childhood, but the safeguards have become too constricting. Just that word hurts her throat. The thrum of the engine vibrates up through the bones of her hips, her flesh.

With Brandon, she is clinging to an old feeling, to what they once had, to the illusion of safety shored up by so many things. The feeling of being desired, the sense that there was nothing he would not do to have her.

Certainly Brandon is holding on to a ghost of her, the one that will do anything to make him happy. He’s holding on to the way things look from the outside, all magazine cover perfection. Pillows plumped, coffee table books with uncracked spines. Scented candles with triple wicks, vases which don’t hold water. Throw rugs artfully crumpled. The illusion of a comfortable life.

From this tiny room in the hull of the boat, through the small porthole, the line of blue is ever shifting. Until the boat leans to one side and there is nothing but submersion.

Nothing now but water.
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When Jacquie got the job at the neighbourhood centre, she had her first doctor’s appointment in the US. She had taken the kids in for vaccinations and annual check-ups but had yet to visit a doctor herself. Life was too busy. But she needed a medical certificate for this job, so finally she made an appointment. Brandon’s health insurance covered them. He had wanted to come along that day but at the last minute was called into an urgent meeting. She expected the worst, given what she’d heard about American health care, but the doctor she visited was thorough and incredibly kind. Dr Jenna Stevens wore a white coat and a stethoscope and looked Jacquie in the eye when they spoke. She took a full medical history and asked all kinds of questions, including about her mum, how her dad died (a cardiac arrest), the kids. She asked what had brought them to the US and Jacquie explained Brandon’s job, how they had met in Sydney.

Dr Stevens asked the usual questions about Australia—the opposite seasons, the red centre. But then she leaned close.

‘And has it been hard,’ she asked, ‘being so far from home?’

Jacquie apologised for the tears. Dr Stevens said no need and passed a handful of tissues. ‘Is there anything else you’re struggling with?’

The words were out of Jacquie’s mouth before she could stop them. ‘Sometimes my husband and I fight,’ she said.

‘Has there been violence?’

She crushed the tissues in her fists, nodding.

‘From both or just one of you?’

‘Just one.’

‘Him?’

‘Yes,’ she whispered.

‘Has he ever hurt you or the children?’

 ‘Only me. I don’t think he would ever harm them. And it’s only been a few times. It’s never been bad. And there’s always a reason. I’ve done the wrong thing.’

The bruises were almost always in places where she could cover them. There were always apologies. Coffee in bed the next morning. Elaborate gifts.

‘I’m concerned about your safety. Is it okay if I ask you a few more questions about things at home?’

‘Yes.’ She studied the lines of last night’s mop streaks on the floor.

‘Does he insult or talk down to you?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘How often does he scream or curse at you?’

‘Rarely.’ Because she does what is necessary to keep him happy.

‘Has he kicked, slapped, hit or otherwise hurt you?’

‘Rarely.’

‘Has he ever tried to strangle you?’

She shook her head.

‘I want you to call the police if he ever does. It’s a sign that violence is escalating. It is the most lethal kind of domestic violence.’

‘Okay.’ The floor shifted. White tiles swam.

‘Has he threatened you?’

‘Yes,’ she said.

‘Forced you to have sex?’

Jacquie was going to lie again but found herself nodding. ‘Once or twice.’

She did not say that this was because she had learned to acquiesce. She became worried, then.

‘I don’t want to do anything drastic,’ she said. ‘I’d just like to know how to get him to change.’

Dr Stevens excused herself and Jacquie was petrified she would come back with police. Instead, she came back with brochures on domestic violence, local shelters, anonymous phone services. ‘There are numbers for free counselling and there is marriage counselling available here. But we find that men in these situations can be difficult to reach. This is a cycle of intimidation, isolation, control. Sometimes it takes something more drastic, like you moving out, going into a shelter. Will you consider your options?’

Jacquie said that she would. ‘You won’t say anything …’ Jacquie gestured towards the forms.

‘Not on your work medical, of course not, no. You’ve got a clean bill of health. And it’s good you’re working. Think about what kind of safety net you need, what you would do if things got worse. Make an exit plan. Put some money aside if you can without him noticing. Do you feel safe going home today?’

She said that she did.

Dr Stevens said she could always come to the clinic—it was a safe place for her and the children.

After leaving the doctor’s office, Jacquie leafed through the brochures in the car.

How had she thought that would turn out? That the doctor would give her a fix for Brandon’s anger, a solution for their marriage? A way to keep them all safe? She looked at the one for free couples counselling and could hear his voice. What have you gone and done now? This isn’t us. Save the resources for women who actually need it. Can you imagine how this will look if Dad gets wind?

She folded the medical certificate and tucked it in her purse. And on the way home, she pulled into the Wendy’s drive-thru. She bought a cheeseburger and fries, a medium Coke, and without even getting out of the car, shoved the sheaf of brochures into the drive-thru bin. She ate quickly, the sweet bun and slippery greasy meat muffling all the words which carried one meaning: failure. And then hated herself anew for what she had eaten, for making her body the wrong shape, for making herself harder to love.
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For weeks afterwards Jacquie ignored calls from the medical centre, one after the other. She checked the messages: Dr Stevens was calling to check in. She wanted to talk again. Delete delete delete. She was afraid Brandon would check them. He knew the passcode to her phone.

When the calls finally stopped she expected relief. None came.
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That evening, back at the farm, Suzie brings out the photographs from their childhood. She has been organising them, she says; she wants to start culling the things around her. Suzie exchanges glances with Rolf then, and Jacquie wonders if this is about their plans for travel, the troopy drive across Australia. She sips her tea, surprised that she doesn’t feel angry about this.

There is an armful of cardboard boxes and a stack of albums from back when photographs were still printed, with writing beneath in Suzie’s neat copperplate script. Those little photo corners which you licked and pasted into scrapbooks. Or cellophane albums yellowed and brittle with age. Mildew furs the covers, she smells old paper. They make a stack of albums and a stack of shoeboxes. The boxes hold the loose photographs which haven’t been sorted. Suzie opens a box. ‘I can’t believe I never did anything with these. Some are more than thirty years old.’

Jacquie places a hand on her mum’s shoulder, feeling the softness of her flannel shirt. Suzie smells faintly of marijuana. Does she share a joint with Rolf in the evenings, when they walk the dogs across the paddocks?

 ‘We need more light.’ Max flicks a few switches.

There is the deep sigh of a dog beneath the dining room table. Jacquie wishes she could relax too, but she is waiting for Brandon’s anger. She keeps checking her phone.

‘These are from Nimbin,’ Suzie says. ‘I never put them in a book.’

‘What’s Nimbin?’ Maisie is back from the bathroom, wiping her damp hands on her shorts.

‘Where we lived for a while when I was a girl. Remember I told you about that house where we slept in a sleep-out, and the only toilet was outdoors?’

‘And you lived with lots of other people?’ Isaac asks.

‘And that boy with the funny name? What was it, Stick?’

Max laughs. ‘Close enough, Maise. It was Leaf.’

‘How you remember that and forget to brush your teeth,’ Jacquie teases.

Strange that they were just talking about this with Andi and now they’re digging it up again.

‘Here he is.’

Suzie lifts out one of the photos. Jacquie leans in close. It’s Max and Leaf and her, all shirtless and wearing ratty old shorts, holding long sticks in the air like swords, the muddy creek behind them. They’re barefoot, and though the colours are faded, she can see the brown of the mud caking their feet, the white fuzz of Leaf’s flaxen hair. He’s smaller than them, so skinny you could almost count his ribs, his skin so many shades darker than his hair.

‘Ew, Mum, why aren’t you wearing a shirt?’

‘A shirt? You’re lucky we had clothes on at all. Half the people just walked around nude. Anyway, it wasn’t like I had boobs or anything.’

‘Can I swim with no shirt?’ Maisie asks and Suzie smiles.

‘If you want,’ Jacquie says. ‘Just while we’re here, though.’ She knows exactly what Brandon would say about that.

 ‘It was like paradise,’ says Suzie.

Max snorts.

Suzie shuffles through a stack of photos. ‘Oh, look at this one.’ She holds another photo up to the light. ‘Here’s Lyle. He was a handsome bugger.’

Suzie passes Jacquie the photograph and there he is, one arm around her mum, the other holding a lit cigarette or joint. He’s gesturing with it to the person holding the camera, grinning in that cocky way of his, and it shocks her, honestly it shocks her, how small he is. Hardly taller than her mum. In Jacquie’s head, he was always a giant.

‘You two loved it there,’ Suzie says. ‘You were always off playing.’

‘That’s ’cos Lyle said we weren’t to bother you. Remember the time Leaf set fire to the weaving shed?’

‘And the time the coppers came because we’d been throwing rocks at cars?’

‘You said it wasn’t you,’ Suzie says. ‘You three were so adamant.’

‘But Lyle still made us clean out the chook yard for weeks.’

‘You’re lucky that was all he did,’ Suzie says.

Jacquie and Max are silent.

‘Time for bed.’ Jacquie turns to the kids and they moan.

‘It’s vacation, Mum,’ Maisie says.

‘Go on, into bed. I’m coming to check on you in fifteen, and you’d better both have your teeth brushed and your PJs on, or else Santa might leave coal in your stockings.’

Max tells her she’s being harsh once they’ve left the room.

‘Hey, I only get to use that coal threat once a year. Don’t try to take it away from me.’ She drops her voice. ‘Do you remember after Leaf burned the shed, what happened?’

‘Yep,’ Max says.

‘What?’ Suzie asks.

 ‘Lyle took him into our sleep-out and we peered in through the flyscreen window because Leaf was screaming so hard. Lyle was holding a lit cigarette to his thigh.’

‘No.’ Suzie covers her eyes.

Max puts his hand on Jacquie’s arm. His face is part hidden by shadow; he’s shaking his head. She understands. They are still protecting their mum.

Suzie is quiet and her hands have dropped from her face. She whispers, so low they can barely hear: ‘I thought I kept you out of all that.’

‘You tried. You did your best,’ Jacquie says.

The memories are swimming up like they’ve been held down beneath rocks in that slippery, muddy creek. They’re eddying to the surface and threatening to flood the low-lying paddocks.

‘I’ll make more tea,’ Rolf says.

‘Tea would be lovely.’

Suzie spreads the photographs out on the tabletop, leaning into the small rectangles. As though they might somehow support her memory of things; as though they hold the truth. As the kettle boils she starts to stack them up like cards, and Jacquie covers her hand.

‘Leave them out. Max and I can tidy them away.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Suzie’s lower lip quivers. ‘I tried. There wasn’t much support back then. I didn’t always make the best choices. I’m just glad that the two of you have much better partners. You’re both smarter than I was.’

Jacquie can feel Max’s gaze on her. ‘You were a wonderful mother,’ she says. ‘Still are.’

‘I’ve got your tea, my dear,’ Rolf says. ‘Will we have it in bed?’

Suzie nods and kisses her grown children on their cheeks.

Once they have both left the room, Max and Jacquie huddle together over the photographs.

 ‘Lucky Maisie didn’t see this one,’ he says, and pulls out a photo of a group of adults and children lounging on blankets in the sun, all of them starkers.

‘Are we in there?’ She leans closer.

‘Not that I can see.’

Jacquie remembers wanting—more than anything—clean white sheets and a nightgown with small sprigs of pastel flowers. A bedroom of her own and a mother who ironed and made a neat caramel slice and never swore. She wanted a father who read the newspaper and to live on a street of square houses, each holding its own family. She wanted bodies to be secret and sex to only ever happen behind closed doors. Doors that locked and houses that locked and boxes which you might hide things in. Private places.

Things which were only hers.

What does it mean that now her house has so many rooms, so many doors that lock, so many secrets? What does it mean that their bodies are private but even less safe? When that which is locked away could kill any of them—the click of the combination, the flick of a safety, the squeeze of a trigger. She stacks the photographs and hands them to Max.

‘Maybe it is too much for tonight.’

He’s still going, though, lifting them up one by one.

‘What has become of Leaf?’ Max asks, holding up a photograph where Leaf is striking a pose with an invisible guitar.

‘No idea. Have you ever been in touch?’

‘Nup. I think of him, though. Even searched socials but never found him.’

‘Same,’ she says. ‘Maybe he changed his name. You wouldn’t blame him.’

‘What to?’

‘Bill or George or Frank …’

 ‘Any damn thing but Sue!’ Max chimes in and they laugh. Lyle had loved Johnny Cash, and in his Datsun 120Y, he played a cassette of Cash on repeat. She still knows all the words by heart. Lyle loved every song, but his favourite was ‘Cocaine Blues’. He’d yell the lyrics at the top of his lungs, car windows rolled all the way down, hair whipping across his face and taking some steep curve in the road so fast they gripped the doors and the tyres squealed.

The toe-tapping rhythm and driving bass had them bopping along while Cash sang about shooting cocaine and then shooting his woman down.

Lyle shouted ‘bad bitch’ the loudest. They all knew who the bad bitch was. The cunt from California.

What we love is rarely harmless. She thinks of Lyle’s long stringy hair, how the eject button of his cassette deck would catch and unspool the cassettes. He gave her the job of rolling them back because her fingers were small and she was careful enough to keep the frail tape from crinkling and tangling. Unlike Leaf. Unlike Max. How special this made her feel. He’d let her ride in the front seat if Suzie wasn’t with them and the boys had to ride in the back. She, too, basked in his attention, she sought out the little shards of it and collected them, lining them up on the windowsill of her thoughts so they reflected light.

‘You’re not curious?’ Max holds up the photo. ‘I bet Leaf is either some kind of straight-up evil billionaire genius or he’s a strung-out meth addict, right?’

‘What if he’s, like, a real estate agent in Double Bay?’

‘Driving a Range Rover.’

‘With a too-tight suit, pointy shoes, and mirrored sunnies.’

Her phone buzzes on the table and she picks it up, a text from Brandon on the screen:



CALL ME



There are two missed calls in the last five minutes.

Shit.

‘I’m going to take a walk.’

Max looks at her like he looked at their mum earlier.

Like there is so much he is trying not to say.
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‘What have you done?’

‘What do you mean?’

For once the line is perfectly clear, no static or echo. Maybe because it is a cloudless night, with a full moon so bright it casts its own halo.

‘My passport, Jacquie. Where the fuck is it?’

‘Oh god. Is it in the passport case? I didn’t check. I’m such an idiot.’

Her voice is shaking. She digs her fingernails into her arm. Breathe.

‘I’ll look as soon as I’m back in the house. I’ve gone outside to talk; everyone’s gone to bed.’

‘Why isn’t the tracking app working?’

‘It’s not? I updated my phone last night; maybe it’s a bug in the software update. Maybe I have to reinstall the app?’

Her lies are piling up around her. There is a rustle in the long grass. A dark shape—a wombat—shuffles away.

‘You’re at the farm. Why aren’t you telling the truth? Why aren’t you doing what we agreed to do?’

She tilts her face back, inhaling warm air. He still knows where she is. He must have some other way to track her.

 ‘When I saw the app wasn’t working I got worried and went to buy a flight out. That’s when I realised you’d taken my passport. You planned it, didn’t you?’

‘I didn’t! It was a mistake.’

‘How am I supposed to trust you?’

‘You showed them the gun,’ she says. ‘You said you would keep it hidden.’

He groans.

‘That’s different. You know about the gun. And it’s only because you’re irrational about guns that it’s a big deal to you. They need to learn about them to handle them safely.’

‘They’re children.’

‘What else are you lying about? Are you having an affair?’

‘No! You freak out like this, so it’s hard to talk to you—I don’t want you to worry. We’re not keeping things from you. If you didn’t get so angry—’

‘How am I supposed to feel?’

‘I understand you’re worried but we don’t need your anger. Just your love would be enough.’

‘I’m angry because I love you.’

She has heard this so many times before. She tells him she’s sorry. She tells him she will look for the passport as soon as she’s back inside and put it in the Express Post as soon as the post office opens after Christmas, first thing. He can decide then if he wants to come out. She tells him she loves him, that he is the only man for her. That Rolf will be gone by then too. She doesn’t know if he’s listening. She doesn’t know how to convince him. They hang up.

The moon is so bright that she can see the trees which lean towards her, the branches twisting and reaching for the sky. The moon is so bright she can see the mess she has gotten herself into, the tangled, frail tape of guilt and love and control, the lies she has told that she does not know how to unravel. How does she spool her life back into a neat, tight roll; where might she even begin?




CHAPTER 18

SHE SENDS BRANDON a photo of his passport beside theirs.


Found it! I’ll send as soon as I can. I’m sorry.



He does not reply.

It’s impossible to fall asleep with her adrenaline so high. Phone glowing in the dark bedroom, she searches Leaf and Lyle and the Northern Rivers, Byron Bay. She has done this search before and found nothing, but there is something new, a link to a website on WordPress, Remembering Leaf Struve. She clicks. Dozens of photos: him as a man, skinny and taut, dreadlocked and bearded, tattooed, holding a rollie or a beer. He died just six months ago. An overdose? Suicide? Illness? It doesn’t say. There are only these tributes that others have written; he was always going to be surrounded by friends.

They are clichés that hardly touch the sides of him: he was the life of the party, he would give you the shirt off his back, he never missed an excuse to have a good time. It is there in the photos he’s not hamming it up for, though—the candid photographs; the ones that have caught him off guard.

The little boy that they left there, in the sleep-out, alone.

His small child’s body grew into this rangy man. His raucous laugh and the jokes he might have told, the many ways he hid his loneliness. What might it have meant to save him? Would Lyle have come for all of them? Was her mum right that it simply could not be done?

She wants to imagine a world where Leaf was loved enough, where he might rest his dandelion head, where he might have been safe. A world where they didn’t have to make the choice between themselves and him.

She feels the ghost of his breath on her stomach, how they would sit in silence, how she could be, for a few minutes, something soft against his cheek.
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Suzie has been in the kitchen since six, and Maisie and Isaac have eaten through the mini-boxes of sugar cereal in their stockings and several of the lunchbox-sized bags of chips. Maisie’s eaten the entire mango that was in the toe of her stocking and Isaac tried to trade his for more chips or chocolate.

‘At least try it. I’ll cut it up for you. Mangoes are the best.’

‘You eat it then.’

‘Come over here, you little cheeky rat.’

His sit bones poke into Jacquie’s thighs as he shifts on her lap, reading one of the comics that the dogs gave him for Christmas. She’s relieved that neither of them have questioned why Santa is such a fan of junk food in the southern hemisphere. She’s done the majority of her Christmas shopping at Woolies. Cheap foam boogie boards that they can leave at Nana’s when they go back to Arlington. They’ve ripped off the ribbons and slid on their bellies down the grassy hill, but they want to take them to the creek. After lunch, Jacquie said.

She’s waiting for the phone to ring, and when it does she’s relieved, for once, that it is Brandon. He’s distant, but the rage is beneath the surface. It is still Christmas Eve there, and he is getting ready to go to church with Janet and Carl.

He talks to Maisie and Isaac in turn. When they hand him back, he says, ‘I thought you got Santa and the reindeer first Down Under; surely they haven’t run out of presents so early in the game?’

‘You mean the snacks and the boogie boards?’

‘Didn’t you get them any real presents?’

‘Sorry, babe. It’s been so crazy I didn’t. But what would I buy them anyway? Whatever it is has to come back with us.’

Just the thought of going back right now makes her chest hurt. What she can be here is her own self. She walks outside to stand on the verandah. Stu is sleeping in the grass, sun on his fur.

‘Well, I’ll get them proper gifts for when they’re back in Arlington. Christmas is meant to be special.’

‘It is special. They get to be here, with their nana and their uncle Max.’

He’s quiet then and the air contracts around her. She backpedals. ‘We miss you. You saw I found the passport? I’m sending it the minute the post office opens. Can we not argue, please?’

‘I’ve got to go. My parents are here.’

The swallows swoop and dive at Stu, coming so close and then veering at the last minute. He stays asleep but flinches every time.

‘Love you.’

Brandon has already hung up.

Her mum comes to the doorway. ‘Lunch is ready. Come in and get a plate.’
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They eat outside at a table dragged into the shade, plates piled high with prawns and ham, salads and crusty bread. Champagne glasses and Christmas crackers and the poinsettia-print serviettes Suzie saves for special occasions. A bowl of deep red cherries that are firm and nectar-sweet. Jacquie soaks in the dappled light, her mum’s tipsy laugh, and the salty buttery prawns in rich garlicky aioli. This feeling, savour it. The bubbles of champagne at the back of her throat. Rolf has made a pavlova for after—it’s a store-bought pavlova shell but he’s cut up berries and whipped the cream. It’s all she could wish for, but Leaf’s death and Brandon’s anger bubble away beneath. She can’t sit still.

‘Who’s up for a creek swim after lunch?’ Max grins in his lopsided way.

‘You’ve got to wait twenty minutes after you’ve eaten,’ she replies.

‘You know they’ve debunked that theory.’ Suzie is lounging in the grass while they clear the plates and dishes.

Jacquie sends Maisie to refill her glass of champagne. ‘Let the bubbles settle, don’t pour it too fast.’ A shriek anyway and laughter.

Later, Max washes and Jacquie dries, their patterns so age-old and familiar, the way he squeezes the dish soap into the hot water in a swirl, the glasses first then plates then fishing out the cutlery.

‘I’m sorry, Max,’ she says. ‘I found Leaf.’

He stops what he’s doing and looks at her. He’s pale but she sees in his eyes that, somehow, he’s prepared himself. Deep down he’s known.

‘Where?’

‘Some homemade memorial website. An overdose, I think. I’ll show you later. It’s really sad.’

 ‘Fuck,’ Max says, voice cracking, turning back to the sink and running the tap again. He isn’t angry. She hears the tears behind his voice. The years of wondering come to this. The worst kind of answer. ‘Do we tell Mum?’

She shakes her head, looks up at him. He nods. They both know Suzie would blame herself. Did any of them do enough for Leaf? And is she doing enough for her own two, protecting them from harm?

It comes up from her then, the feeling, like a burble from a draining sink. The words are out before she can catch them and suck them back in.

‘I’ve got to stay. I just can’t go back to him.’

Max shuts the tap and turns towards her. He has three forks in his fist, he’s wearing the pink dish gloves from beneath the sink. She knows she is crying when his face blurs and swims.

‘Oh, Jacqs,’ he says, putting an arm around her, dripping soapy water.

She leans against his t-shirt, tears leaving dark blotches.

‘We’ve got you. It’s gonna be okay.’

And she has to believe that it is.




CHAPTER 19

‘I DON’T UNDERSTAND,’ Suzie says, ‘how you could take his passport. Didn’t you notice at the airport?’

They are in town the day after Boxing Day to run errands and stop at the post office to mail the Express Post envelope with Brandon’s passport.

Jacquie’s mum has always barracked for Brandon, believed he could do no wrong, even when he took her overseas. ‘He’s a good husband,’ she always told Jacquie. ‘Hold on to him.’

Suzie likes the idea that, after a childhood absent of father figures, Jacquie has found someone to love and look after her. She likes the idea so much that she doesn’t see how it might not be true. After the post office, after filling out the customs form for an international package and insuring it (Brandon would expect no less), they go to the hardware store for hay and feed, and the lawnmower shop for a brand-new battery-operated chainsaw. It is Jacquie’s Christmas present to her mum.

Driving back to the farm, they pass a patch of bushland that burned white-hot in the fires last summer, skeletons of trees. That summer Suzie spent days at the evacuation centre in Ulladulla and Jacquie spent hours reading the news websites and refreshing the maps of Fires Near Me, worrying about her. Then she imagined the fires sweeping through her mum’s farm.

Now she imagines a fire burning the house in Arlington at the end of the cul-de-sac, their high-end appliances and wardrobes of clothes swathed in plastic from the dry cleaners, the garage of power gardening tools and the home gym with the golf simulator and Peloton. What in there could possibly withstand the heat? In her mind’s eye it all buckles and melts. Rubble and twisted metal, piles of charred wood and soot-stained bricks. The glass of the windows is puddled into rippled chunks, the smart fridge a pile of frayed electrics and melted plastic. The bed linens are dust above singed mattresses of sprung coils. The thousands of boxes ordered from Amazon Prime, the things which have become the foundation of their marriage: scented candles, coffee table books, glass vases, Missoni cushions, and cashmere throws. They would smell like burnt hair; acrid in the back of her throat. Sandbags of security, shoring up a lie of love conquering distance and difference, of two people fitting hand in glove.
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Back in the paddock she turns on the lever from the hose to the trough, watching the concrete tub swirl and fill. She scoops the leaves and dead spiders away. The alpacas trot over with their triangle ears and mops of curly hair and dip their noses into the water. They drink so delicately, dipping their chins in water which reflects their own woolly necks, the cloudless sky. Suzie strokes and pats them as they drink. Robot Daisy is all gangly legs and huge eyes, still getting used to her body, to how it moves.

Suzie slices the twine on a bale of lucerne hay with a knife while she talks to the animals in a low soft voice, reaching out to touch them one by one, saying: ‘Eat up, eat up.’ As if they are her own children. Every day she tends them, in rain and scorching heat, fire and flood, just as every day she tended Max and Jacquie.

In the end, Suzie did what she could to keep them safe.

‘Mum,’ she says softly, and to her surprise Suzie hears. ‘We’re going to stay here, Mum,’ she says. ‘We can’t go back to him.’

She says what she can. Small bruises. Broken things. Brandon’s desire to control even the very smallest decisions. And the panic that is always there, at the edge of every interaction.

‘But why didn’t you tell me before?’ Suzie asks.

Jacquie says that her mum has had enough to worry about. Jacquie tells her that she’s been pretending it was okay for so long that it has been hard to admit that it isn’t. She tells her that she forgot what it felt like to be happy until she came back here.

‘I had no idea,’ Suzie says. ‘I thought … I thought he took care of you. What if you tried to talk to him? Would he go to therapy? He could change.’

‘Mum.’ Jacquie sees her mum’s blind spots: the same as they have always been. ‘I can’t go back.’

‘Okay, if you’re sure,’ Suzie says. ‘I’m just worried. He’ll be upset, you keeping the kids.’

‘I know.’

‘What do you think he will do?’

The sky has started to grow dark, though streaks of orange from sunset linger to the west. The question hangs there unanswered as Suzie leads the way back to the house, and Jacquie sees on her arms the loose skin that used to be taut, the blue nets of veins on her legs. Is her mother’s ageing a map she will eventually follow? The frogs have begun their night song. Despite the dying light, Rolf and Max are still playing a game of cricket with Maisie and Isaac on the lawn. Their voices carry, the crack of the ball hitting the bat. Beside her ear the high whine of a mosquito. Jacquie slaps it against her own cheek, brushing the small crushed body off her palm, the smear of her own blood.




CHAPTER 20

EVERY JANUARY THEY used to camp—it started back when Jacquie’s dad was still alive. A big old canvas tent and jaffles on a fire, the way the hot cheese took the skin off the roof of your mouth. Maisie and Isaac have never been camping, but this summer Jacquie is rectifying that. They set up tents at the farm in a paddock by the creek, in soft grass under the shade of a yellow box gum.

A week of rain after Christmas caused the creek to flood, some of the banks to crumble and trees to fall across. Everything is so wet they can have small camp fires. Max and Jacquie go out with chainsaws in the heat of the day, sweat dripping from beneath straw hats. The pitch of chain biting wood is something she hears in her sleep now, sleep as slippery as bar oil. The children toss and turn in the tent beside her on hot nights, and the whine in her ear is nearly always a mozzie, sometimes the lower sultry buzz of a fly. Nights when the southerly hits, they hear the trucks on the highway, moving construction and demolition equipment, cold storage, manufactured goods.

Sleeping outside, the sky feels closer, like it protects them.
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If Jacquie were to turn her mobile back on, there would be long strings of messages from Brandon, from his parents, from friends. If she checked her email there would be cascades. There are the flights they never caught, the calls she never answered.

Is it strong or weak to disappear?

She keeps count of the days, knowing Brandon will lose patience with her silence. By now his passport would have arrived. By now school has started back in Arlington, the winter break is finished, and the yellow school buses are lining up outside the school. Jacquie told Maisie and Isaac she got permission from the school to stay longer, but the truth is she didn’t. Does she plan to keep them out of school indefinitely? She hasn’t got a plan. She is making this up as she goes.
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Jacquie and Maisie wake before the others, gathering twigs for a fire to make tea. The twigs catch and the fire is crackling, the little pops as the wood expands.

Maisie scratches a mozzie bite on the sharp bone at her wrist. She is all angles and fuzz—the early light catches the short hairs that sprout from her longer curls.

‘I like it here,’ she says.

‘Me too.’ Jacquie shoves a log into the fire and fills the billy from one of the jerry cans. She hangs the billy on the metal hook on the tripod above the fire, walks over and kisses Maisie on the top of her head. She smells of smoke and hay and sawdust.

‘Do you think Dad misses us?’ Maisie asks.

Jacquie feels a jolt of guilt like she’s brushed against an electric fence.

 ‘Of course he does,’ Jacquie says. ‘It’s not forever, Maise. Just while we make a plan for what’s next. You can write him a letter if you want.’

Maisie shrugs. ‘I’ll think about it.’

She ducks away and turns back towards the tent they share with Isaac—Max is in another, and Mum and Rolf opted to stay at the house. ‘I’m too old to sleep on the ground if there’s a bed five minutes’ walk away,’ Suzie said. Jacquie’s mum has been careful around her lately, not asking too many questions. Jacquie isn’t sure whether or not she approves of what Jacquie is doing, but she’s not about to ask.
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The night they left Nimbin, Suzie drove for the first five or six hours straight because she needed to get a head start, to gain some distance. Jacquie never questioned where the car came from, where Suzie had found the money to buy it and without Lyle knowing. Someone must have helped her out, she realises now. Another person at the commune? Someone from town? Her mum had been so quiet when she woke them in the sleep-out; she didn’t want Leaf to wake up too. She brought them their backpacks and mimed stuffing some clothes in. They were just starting when she grew impatient, grabbed their hands, dragged them out with half-filled backpacks into the night. They did not even have their shoes.

The car was parked behind one of the old dilapidated barns. The grass was long and her bare feet squelched through slippery mud. Frogs croaked, and she imagined something slimy and alive underfoot. Max grabbed her hand, he was scared too, but Suzie was hurrying so it wasn’t until they were in this strange, unfamiliar car and coasting down the gravel road with the headlights off that Jacquie felt brave enough to speak.

 ‘Where are we going?’

‘Sydney.’ The jagged edges of her mum’s knuckles on the steering wheel.

Jacquie jumped out to open the gate, they coasted through, Jacquie shut it, and Suzie started the engine.

‘Whose car is this?’ Max asked.

‘Ours.’

‘What about Leaf?’ Max asked.

‘I’m sorry, possum.’ Suzie was doing her best not to cry; her lips were tight with the effort. ‘We can’t bring him with us. He’s got to stay here with his dad—with Lyle.’

Somehow, Max and Jacquie both knew then not to ask more.

At the main road Suzie turned the headlights on. She was driving for an hour before she let out a breath that it sounded like she’d been holding for a long time. For a year, maybe. Max was asleep by then, curled in a ball in the back seat.

‘It’s not worked out,’ she said. ‘I think you know as much. We’ll be better off back in Sydney. I’m sorry I’ve messed up again. I’m sorry we came here.’

Jacquie didn’t know what to say, since her mum was talking to her as if Jacquie were an adult. She wanted to respond like one, but she also wanted Suzie to reassure her. What would an adult even say? Nothing she thought of sounded right. Also, she wanted her mum to feel bad. What kind of mum drags her kids off in the middle of the night?

‘Have you even made a plan?’ she asked. ‘Where are we going in Sydney? Back to the old house?’

‘No, that’s got new tenants. I’ve rung a shelter, love. It’s temporary, but they’ll help us out, help me get back on my feet.’

‘Shelter?’ The word was unfamiliar then and she thought of the bush cubby and felt a pang for all the treasures they’d left behind. She thought of the books that she could never return to the school library. She thought of Franny.

‘For women and children. They say it’s for battered women. It makes us sound like fish and chips, doesn’t it?’

Jacquie brushed off her mum’s attempt at humour. ‘Why drag us all the way out there just to drag us back?’

‘Love makes you do stupid things sometimes. One day you’ll understand.’

Jacquie set her jaw and watched her own reflection glare back at her. ‘Doubt it.’

Max’s voice piped up, all groggy from sleep. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Nothing,’ Suzie said. ‘Go back to sleep, love.’

They were quiet then as the high beams cut swords of light into the blackness, illuminating moths and, sometimes, on the side of the road, a pair of glowing eyes. They drove all night.

And they didn’t mention Lyle or Leaf for years to come—as though just speaking those names would conjure them out of the shadows and back into their lives.

She knows she’s not blameless, that hiding is also an act of cowardice. How long can you hide from yourself, she wonders. From your mistakes.

She walks down to the creek to wash her face and brush her teeth. With the fallen trees, the banks are collapsing in on themselves.

The rain brings new growth of the brightest green. The alpacas are swimming in grass. The sky has a pinkish hue.

Last week she helped Andi with a job forty minutes south, on a small farm near Bawley Point. She held down the alpacas and spoke softly to them while Andi sheared great armfuls of their fleece. Afterwards, Jacquie tried to refuse the two yellow fifties but Andi insisted, tucking them into the hip pocket of Jacquie’s jeans. ‘If I pay you,’ Andi said, ‘I won’t feel bad about asking you to help again.’ On the way home they stopped to swim in the ocean at Gannet Beach, the sand squeaking between their toes and the surf rolling in even curves.

For days now, she’s woken thinking of Andi first thing in the morning, gone to sleep with the same thought. Her small, blunt-fingered hands, her eyes the same grey-green of eucalypt forests. The way everything—even the molecules in the air—shifts when she smiles. Is it distraction from the dread and worry, or is it something more? A part of her that has been buried, that has lain dormant only to wake in this safe and separate space.

She takes off her clothes for a quick dip to rinse the sleep off her.

Strange to be naked and think not of how Andi would see her, but how Andi would look without clothes. The soft curls covering her pubic bone, the curve of hip and the way her breasts would fall as she bends to take off her boots. Just the thought makes the breath catch in the back of her throat, a longing as sharp as the rocks in the creek. This is the difference: rather than seeking that of others, she is coming alive to her own desire.




CHAPTER 21

MAX IS TEACHING Isaac and Maisie card games, and Maisie has discovered yabbying in the creek. They toast marshmallows, sausages, slices of bread over the fire. Last night the kids were hunting frogs until she called them. Time for bed. They crawled up against her in the heat of the tent, and when she read stories they rubbed her arms, played with her hair. It was too hot to be touched but she did not want to push them away. They smelled like soil and moss, wood smoke and sap. She watched them when they slept, their breath almost enough to fill her chest.

There are so many kinds of silence. There is the broad silence of Brandon’s back as he turned away from her in bed, all of the ways she might have offended him. The silence of his stare across the table when she said something he disagreed with, silence which was almost worse than what would come. The silence of the house after he left in the morning, the way the house exhaled, as though even the beams and joists were releasing a little beneath their loads. And the silence of the children in the back seat of the car when they argued, wide eyes and shut-tight mouths. In the rear-view mirror, Jacquie would watch Maisie hold and pat Isaac’s hand to comfort him. The silence of their listening while Brandon’s voice lowers and hers gets higher and tighter, in this desperate attempt to placate him.

And now there is the silence here, away from him.
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This morning they clear sticks and branches from the area to be mowed. Suzie zips around on the ride-on, looking twenty years younger in her wraparound sunnies and big straw hat. They set up the croquet course, poking metal hoops into the soft sandy soil. Max always had to be black when he was little, but he gives up his favourite colour for Isaac. It’s such a satisfying sound: the thwack of a mallet against a ball. They teach Isaac and Maisie how to roquet other people’s balls into the long grass, and immediately regret the lesson. Suzie beats them all soundly, though Maisie comes a close second. Isaac gets distracted throwing sticks for Freya and Stu, who know better than to steal croquet balls but are still keeping a close eye on the game.

That afternoon Jacquie helps her mum pull thistles, and Max and Rolf take a load of firewood to a neighbour’s house. Maisie and Isaac make up their own version of croquet and stay in the paddock for hours playing. She keeps an eye on them in case of snakes, but also knows the dogs will do the same.

‘I was thinking we should ask Andi and her parents round for dinner one night,’ Suzie says, chopping at the roots of a particularly fat thistle plant.

‘That’s a nice idea.’

She can still feel the precise place on her hip where Andi touched her. Does Suzie hear it in her voice? She seems oblivious.

With gloved hands, Jacquie throws the uprooted weed in the back of the ute. This one has fat purple flowers, fireweed has little yellow ones. Invasive weeds can also be pretty.
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For dinner Jacquie makes burritos—Maisie’s favourite—on the camp stove. The propane hisses as she heats up tins of black beans and cooks the rice. They have salsa, cheese, lettuce. Maisie shows Max and Rolf and Mum how to fold their tortilla at the bottom so you can hold it like a package and the fillings don’t fall out. No camp fire because the wind is up, but they sit in a circle in camp chairs, Isaac sprawled on Jacquie’s lap once he is done eating, and talk. She’s stopped caring about bedtimes; the kids stay up until they take themselves to the tent to sleep.

Here she doesn’t wake in a panic to check the sink is empty of dirty dishes before he wakes, to check the kids have hung up their coats, that the bench is clean of crumbs.

No more wiping stray toothpaste from the sink basin, folding clothes rather than letting them sit in the basket for days. No I’m sorrys and placations and don’t let your father hear, tiptoes and heart caught at the base of her throat.

There are no rules here about how they should and should not dress. There is the sky and the space, the circle of chairs and the moon. A thin slip of crescent and the whole Milky Way seems brighter than usual, the sweep of stars. She tilts her chin back and Isaac tickles her throat with a blade of grass. Rolf sings a song about the moon in Danish and the kids giggle because it’s funny hearing a song when you don’t understand any of the words.

Rolf left them for a few weeks after Christmas, but now he is just back and Jacquie can see how happy he makes her mum. How easy he is with all of them. Her frustration with him is gone now, it was so short-lived. Sometimes you blame other people for the worst parts of yourself. Maisie tries to learn, to sing along, and Suzie tells her what a lovely voice she has, and Maisie grins. Jacquie knows that feeling, that sense of being good at something and how addictive it can be. When Maisie and Isaac finally take themselves to bed and change into their PJs, she ducks into the tent to say goodnight.

‘No story tonight?’ Maisie asks.

‘It’s too late. We’ll do double duty tomorrow night.’

She kisses them both on the temples and makes sure the water bottle is full and decides not to ask if they’ve brushed their teeth because she doesn’t want to know the answer.

Isaac is already asleep, his gentle glottal breath, by the time she’s zipping up the tent, but there is Maisie’s soft whisper. ‘What time are you coming to bed?’

‘Soon,’ she says. ‘I’ll be there soon.’

She sits back down in the camp chair, Stu curling with a humph at her feet. The frog song and cricket chirps are steady, there is the rush of the creek and the wind rustling the branches. Suzie says they will head back to the house to make sure the chooks are locked up and Jacquie stands to hug her.

‘Thank you,’ Suzie says.

‘What for?’

‘For those children of yours. Bringing them here. They make me so happy.’

‘Even when they’re running around and screaming?’

‘Well, most of the time. I love you.’

‘Love you too.’

Jacquie kisses her mum’s cheek and Rolf says goodnight and they walk off with a torch, a flickering beam across the dark paddocks.

Max comes back from where he must have been peeing and he yawns and stretches. ‘Careful out there, I nearly tripped in a wombat hole,’ he says.

‘Take a torch,’ she suggests.

‘That would be boring,’ he says. ‘Goodnight, Jacqs.’

Once noises of rustling and tent zips have died down, there is still the wind soughing in the high crowns of the trees. The creek flowing. The sky so vast it reminds her how small they are. She slows her breath and feels her limbs go soft. She is part of the night—the cooling air on her face, the birds in the yellow box gum asleep in their fragile nests.

She imagines Andi on the other side of the highway, asleep in her bed, or outside looking up at the same tiny shards of light. Strange how quickly she can conjure her up, the smell of her, the heat of her skin.

And how distant Brandon feels, though she knows the container she has placed him in will only hold a little while. There is nothing he can’t take apart.




CHAPTER 22

THE WIND HAS died down. Jacquie has lit a fire for breakfast and Suzie is still in her pyjamas bringing them mugs of tea, a carton of eggs still warm from the nesting box, when the dogs start up their barking. A low-slung white sedan appears around the bend in the driveway.

‘Who could that be?’

Suzie walks towards the road, calling the dogs to calm them. They zigzag between her and the car. Jacquie’s heart is in her ears. She is certain it is him.

‘Mummy?’ Isaac says, when she sits, hard, on a log beside the fire. ‘You okay?’

But it isn’t Brandon. A man in a suit is walking with Suzie towards them, the dogs circling, tongues out. Suzie has her eyes down; she’s not chatting away. The kookaburras start up their laughter then, a cacophony that echoes across the valley.

‘Nice time of year to sleep out,’ the man says.

Jacquie stands up. ‘Can we help you?’

‘He’s serving you with papers,’ Suzie says, ‘from Brandon.’

Of course. Even more like him—reminding her of the power he holds.

‘You’re Jacqueline Cassel?’

She nods.

‘I’m here to serve you with papers for a directions hearing in the Family Court in Sydney for the return of Maisie and Isaac Cassel to the United States of America. The hearing is week after next. Monday at nine am.’

‘This must be a misunderstanding.’

‘As a signatory to the International Hague Convention on child abduction, Australia works to return abducted children to their home country in cases of international parental abduction,’ he says, reading from the page in front of him.

‘She didn’t abduct them,’ Suzie says. ‘She brought them here for a holiday.’

‘I’m not involved, I’m just a process server,’ the man says. ‘There’s a directions hearing, then you file all your documents. Then the judge will hear the case a few months down the track. It’s a civil case, not criminal.’

He holds out the packet. There’s nothing for her to do but take it.

‘Also, you will need to take your passport and the children’s passports to the court and deposit them there. They will hold them until the decision is made. And they put you on the airport watch list.’

‘Does she need a lawyer?’ Max asks. He must’ve been at the creek. He’s got a towel wrapped around his shoulders and water droplets suspended from his ears, like little crystals.

‘It’s recommended. You can apply for Legal Aid. But you’ve got to be quick, the hearing’s week after next.’

‘This is bullshit,’ Max says. ‘And what happens if she’s found to have abducted them?’

 ‘There’s a return order and the kids have to go back to their father.’

‘Who enforces that?’

‘The police do.’

Isaac is crying now and Maisie is staring into the distance. Jacquie lifts Isaac onto her hip. ‘If you go, I’ll come with you.’

Isaac rubs his snot on her t-shirt.

She should have known. Of course Brandon is taking the nuclear option. Instead of just reacting, she should have thought this through.

‘Oh shit,’ Suzie says. One of the dogs has stepped on the carton of eggs. Suzie opens the lid, half the dozen are smashed, bits of broken shell oozing clear and yellow goo. ‘Such a waste,’ she says, sounding like she’s going to cry.

‘Such a mess,’ Jacquie says.

‘Oh shit,’ Isaac echoes.

‘Watch your language,’ Maisie says.
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In town, she drives to the Telstra phone booth near Gemma’s. She could turn her phone back on but then she would lose the distance she has gained. Keeping it off is holding back a flood. And she suspects that Brandon can still track it. Instead, she parks Suzie’s Subaru on the sandy verge and turns off the engine. Cars drive past on their way to the beach with surfboards strapped to the roof, a bare foot sticking out of a passenger-side window.

What does she say to Brandon? What if she just gives in? She sets her jaw. She will be strong. He’s so good at breaking her down.

The phone booth is like stepping into a time warp; it reminds her of being a kid and calling Suzie from the beach car park to pick her up on a Saturday afternoon. The smell of banana paddle-pops and Hawaiian Tropic tanning oil. There’s the same orange roof with a blue strip beneath it. There are the square silver buttons and a list of instructions which she skims. After punching in a long string of numbers, the phone rings a few times. It’s evening there, about eight at night. He’s probably still at work.

‘Hello?’

‘It’s me.’

‘I knew you’d ring once the papers were served.’

He’s probably recording the call. She must be very careful.

‘Why, Brandon? I haven’t abducted them. You know where I am.’

‘I haven’t heard from you in three weeks. Since Christmas Day. I didn’t know if something happened. I’ve been worried sick. Dad’s been in the hospital—he had a fall—or I would have just come to find you. I didn’t know what else to do.’

‘Why didn’t you talk to me first? Tell me.’

‘You’ve turned your phone off. I’ve sent you a dozen emails that have gone unanswered. I’ve tried calling your mum, your brother. No one is answering. You could all be dead for all the response I’m getting. It’s not fair. They’re our kids, not yours alone to do what you like with.’

‘I know that. I’m sorry. But I’—she takes a deep breath—‘I haven’t been happy for a long time. A long time. We’ve been happy here.’

‘You can’t just take the kids. You can’t just disappear.’

‘I’m sorry. I want to work this out. I needed time to think.’

‘I think you fucking lost that privilege when you went AWOL, Jacq. When you abducted our kids. You’re lucky I’m taking the legal option. Lucky I’m not dragging you back myself.’

A magpie lands in the grass outside the booth and starts wiping their beak. Her skin prickles.

‘You’ve chosen the wrong person to fuck with, Jacquie.’ His voice is low.

Her skull feels tight. A car door slams and someone else is walking towards the phone booth: a young guy in trackpants and a singlet.

‘I hope Carl’s okay,’ she says. ‘I’ve got to go.’

She doesn’t wait to hear Brandon’s reply, just places the hot, black receiver back in the cradle.

The guy smiles and nods, and for some reason she has to keep this poker face until she’s back in the Subaru, turning the key in the ignition, and like the engine her tears turn over, spilling all at once down her cheeks until she’s crying so hard she can’t even drive. What has she gotten them into?
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The Ulladulla Library is quiet and cool—it takes her puffy eyes a moment to adjust. She signs in to the computer console and is aware of all the ways that Brandon can track her. Even just signing into the library. Brandon has always known her email password—only because she is too forgetful to come up with a new one. She logs into Gmail first. There are the dozen emails from him, which she doesn’t open, a few work-related emails, and a whole stack of Google Group emails. She changes her password to something he will never guess. She writes it on a little slip of paper and tucks it in the tiny pocket of her denim shorts.

Next: a search on the Hague Convention. On the Wikipedia entry she reads:


Countries that are party to the Convention have agreed that a child who was a habitual resident in one Convention country, and who has been removed to or retained in another Convention country in violation of the left behind parent’s custodial rights, shall be returned promptly.



She looks up habitual residency, and it turns out it is just wherever the children have last lived with both parents, so they would be habitual residents of the US, despite the children being born in Australia, despite the fact they were always planning to return.

What are Brandon’s custodial rights? They haven’t split so they don’t have a custodial agreement. She has never called the police on him, everything he has ever done she’s made excuses for. It is easier to blame herself. She needs to talk to a lawyer; her head is swimming. Clara. Clara will know what to do. She works in corporate law but has friends who do family law. And her current partner has been involved in a custody battle for years. She’ll have names and numbers. There’s no doubt she’ll be hurt, though, that Jacquie has been around for weeks and hasn’t been in touch.

She tries to remember the term the process server used: international parental child abduction. Sure enough it leads to websites. She scrolls and scrolls.


… Kidnapped children are at high risk for long-term psychological problems …

… it is an affirmative defense to the crime of parental kidnapping if the offender was fleeing an incident or pattern of domestic violence. Therefore it is imperative that law enforcement fully investigate any such allegations …

… As a first step, investigators should check whether any such reports have been filed locally or with state child protective services …

… one factor in deciding custody is where the children grew up …

… INTERPOL may be used to locate and ascertain the safety and welfare of an abducted child …


… federal felony …

… recovery agents …

… jurisdictional issues …



She stands up, ears ringing, her arms and legs blocks of ice.

Outside, walking across the road, the sun warms her chilled skin. There’s a newsagent—aisles of magazines and stationery and greeting cards.

‘Can I help you, love?’ A woman with short grey hair is behind a terminal selling lotto tickets, scratchies.

‘Do you have prepaid phones?’

She pulls out two boxes and lists the cost. Jacquie chooses the cheapest with 100 minutes of voice calls plus what sounds like a reasonable amount of data. To her surprise and gratitude, the woman helps her set it up.

‘Anything else you need, love?’

‘That’s it, thank you.’ Jacquie passes her card over.

The woman looks down at the machine. ‘It’s declined.’

Right, cash. She has several hundred dollars she withdrew from an ATM right after arriving. The two fifties from helping Andi. She pays and walk outside into the heat. Outside, her eyes water, the street wavers as she blinks. He’s cancelled the card. Of course he has, and it’s too late to go back in time, but she wishes to god she’d withdrawn more. Brandon always managed the bank accounts and she was grateful, but why didn’t she think to have something separate, like the doctor suggested?

Jacquie’s salary went to pay for the family expenses: the groceries and clothes, the cleaner and dentist and school supplies. Brandon’s went straight into the mortgage account and mutual funds, into accounts she hardly understood, complicated things his accountant set up to avoid paying higher rates of tax. So it’s her money that he is blocking her from using. Her measly income, when he has more than he would know how to spend.

Whatever sense of guilt she felt for disappearing is replaced by white-hot fury. She nearly steps in front of a car crossing the road back to the library, and there’s a horn and some swearing she is oblivious to.

Brandon controlled everything, from the thermostat to the bank accounts to whether and when they went out for dinner. They all lived and breathed the breadth and depth of things which might make him angry. They all knew better than to look unhappy. It was like those professional photography sessions: Isaac has stepped on Maisie’s toes and his collar itches and Brandon’s phone is ringing and she’s forgotten to iron the shirt she’s wearing. The light is wrong and the photographer is running late and somehow, despite her age, a zit has just appeared on her chin, all red and angry, but despite this they all are going to do what Brandon wants and do everything in their power to look happy. Even Isaac already knows how important it is to pretend.

Enough pretending.

Is the court going to rule in favour of Brandon? She has a week and a bit before the directions hearing. Then a couple of months before the actual case is heard. She has time to think. She has time to plan. She has two priorities, and both of them are back at the farm.

Never get between a mother and her babies.




CHAPTER 23

SUZIE IS AT the car as Jacquie pulls up to the farm. She slides into the passenger seat.

‘He’s cancelled my cards. I couldn’t get the groceries.’

Her mum grimaces. She reaches out and wraps her arms around Jacquie.

‘Should we call off dinner tonight with the neighbours?’

‘No, we need something to take our minds off it. God. I’ve fucked up so much.’

Suzie pats her thigh. ‘You haven’t. I know you think that I love Max more, that he’s my favourite. You know it’s not true.’

‘It’s okay, Mum. You don’t have to explain.’ Jacquie flips down the sun visor.

The car smells of dog breath and dusty seats, gum leaves and spilt coffee.

‘No, I do, love. It’s that I always knew you were strong enough. Capable. You barely needed me. You had your head screwed on well before I ever did. Maisie reminds me of you at that age so much. When did you stop trusting your own judgement? You knew what was right and you still do, deep down. You just have to remember how to access it.’

Jacquie leans her head on Suzie’s shoulder, bony as it is. I need you now, she wants to say but doesn’t. Stu and Freya are whining outside the car door, wondering whether they’re coming for a ride or getting left behind. When did she lose confidence in herself? Was it all at once, or slowly, over years of Brandon chipping away at her?

‘Get down,’ Suzie shouts, so loud Jacquie jerks her head away.

Freya’s put her paws up on the duco.

‘Bloody dogs,’ her mum groans as she gets out of the car and opens the back door to her panting eager shadows.
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That afternoon Jacquie drives out to the powerlines and calls Clara on her prepaid. As it’s ringing she thinks she should have texted first, Clara might not pick up with an unfamiliar number. She does. She’s full of questions. Jacquie fills her in on the last few weeks and then the most recent development.

Over the phone she hears the chatter of birds, voices, and then the sound of a car door. ‘Sorry, I had to find somewhere private. Fuck, Jacquie. This is serious.’

‘I know. I need legal advice.’

‘No court in the world looks fondly on a parent who absconds with the kids. There always has to be some kind of agreement.’

‘I know, I know, I just—I wasn’t thinking straight when I was with him, Clara.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘He had to be in control.’

There is a silence on the other end and then a sigh. ‘I know. I thought I’d never hear you admit it. I hated how he isolated you. Muted you. And I’m glad, I’m so glad, but this is going to be messy. Especially because Brandon is used to having his own way. Listen, I’ll have a think. I might know someone who can help. There’s a lawyer I’ve heard of.’

A flock of sulphur-crested cockatoos flies overhead. ‘Oh, and I have no money. He’s cancelled the credit card.’

‘Fuck him.’

‘I’ve missed you, Clara.’

‘Good, ’cos I’m coming down to see you. And Suzie. And your gorgeous kiddos. I can get away day after tomorrow.’

‘I would love that.’

‘I’m so glad you’re still here.’

They hang up. A light breeze comes through the open car window, there is the smell of fox scat somewhere nearby. The crappy plastic flip phone in her hand is laughable compared to the latest iPhone that sits turned off in the bedroom at the farm. But this phone is different. It is hers alone.
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That afternoon they unload grocery bags from Gemma’s car and fill the esky with ice, dumping the water in the lush grass. Max lights the fire with Isaac and Maisie. Suzie and Jacquie start peeling potatoes and pumpkin. Once the fire has built up enough coals they will tuck the camp oven in, filled with veggies, tinned tomatoes, curry powder, and sausages. It all cooks away for hours and ends up melded and tender. Maisie and Isaac mix yoghurt and self-raising flour to make flatbreads on the grill—a recipe that Rolf taught them. They end up with more dough in their fingers and hair than the dish, but it keeps them occupied. They set the bowl aside (out of the reach of curious dog noses) and they all duck down to the creek to wash.

There is a wombat trail to a flat part of the creek they can enter without getting tangled in fallen tree limbs. The bottom is sandy. Jacquie wears her old swimming costume for the kids’ sake—Maisie has told her that no way does she want a repeat of Jacquie’s childhood experience in Nimbin.

‘It’s just a human body,’ Suzie likes to say, to rile them up. ‘We all have penises and vaginas, you know.’

‘I don’t have both,’ Jacquie replies. Isaac howls with laughter.

‘I don’t mean we all have both,’ her mum splutters. ‘One or the other.’ She splashes Jacquie, who ducks underwater, grabbing the nearest leg, which is Max’s, and he lets out an ungodly scream.

‘What did you think I was?’ Jacquie asks, surfacing, water streaming from her face and hair.

‘I don’t know. An eel? A freshwater shark?’

‘Stop,’ Maisie says, laughing. ‘You’re going to make me pee.’

Max makes a face and starts swimming away. ‘I thought it was getting unnaturally warm.’

All of their regular clothes are filthy now, and the only clean clothes are the nice ones, so Jacquie dresses in a greenish-blue halter-top dress that she brought but forgot to wear on Christmas Day, and she puts Maisie and Isaac in their Christmas clothes too. Gemma fusses over them and takes photographs on her phone.

‘Just don’t post anything, okay?’

‘Of course not, love,’ Gemma says. ‘I feel myself burning. I’ve forgotten my hat.’ She goes to her car to find it.

‘Why?’ Max asks, poking the coals of the fire. He’s wearing a regular t-shirt and shorts.

Isaac and Maisie have run off to find more firewood.

‘I talked to Brandon this morning,’

‘I thought you’d turned off your phone.’

 ‘Yeah, I called him from a payphone in town. He’s going through with the case.’

‘Shit. Shit shit shit.’

‘I know. I want us to have a nice night. I’ll figure something out.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Clara is coming down day after tomorrow. She’s in the loop on all this legal stuff. She’s going to make some calls, see if she can find me a lawyer.’

To her surprise Max grabs Jacquie in a tight hug, so tight she can feel his ribs against her shoulders. ‘We’ll do what needs to be done.’

She fights the tears that are welling in her eyes, wipes them on his shoulder.

‘Mummy?’ Isaac says, poking a stick in the fire. His nice shirt is already dirty. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Can’t a brother give his sister a hug without something being wrong?’ Max says, ruffling Isaac’s hair. ‘Don’t you ever hug Maisie?’

‘Ew, no.’ Isaac grins. ‘Okay, yes.’




CHAPTER 24

ANDI AND HER parents arrive at six on the dot in an old farm ute with a rusty tray and a chain sliding around in the back. They’re wearing their bush best: clean jeans and button-up shirts, belts and R.M. Williams boots. All of them with damp hair, hugs hello, and handshakes. They are awkward for a moment while drinks are fetched—cold white in plastic camp glasses, bottles of beer for Andi and her dad. Jacquie steals glances at the narrow waist, broad shoulders of her; freckled forearms, soft down on her face catching the light above the bow of her lip. Get a hold of yourself, she thinks. What is wrong with me?

She talks to everyone but Andi, it seems; those conversations that circle around the same things: weather, stock, politics, real estate, feral pests, the price of things. They eat camp oven curry. Andi is deep in conversation with Rolf about Viking history (Jacquie’s trying not to eavesdrop but can’t help herself) and Gemma has brought a wireless speaker and plays what sounds like Kenny G. Jacquie is wondering how to wrest control of the music when Maisie just does and Taylor Swift is blasting. Then Kendrick Lamar and then something really awful, and enough, Jacquie says, and puts on the classics—James Taylor and the Doors, Creedence Clearwater Revival—and soon they’ve had a bit to drink and it’s dark and they are up and dancing around the fire, the dogs putting their paws up, wanting to be part of it all. Laughing and spinning in the soft grass. She’s been gulping wine like water and soon she is sitting on a log and Andi lands beside her. Finally.

Jacquie touches her shoulder. ‘That was fun, last week, the shearing.’

‘You’re a quick learner.’

Jacquie’s glad it is dark; she’s certain she’s blushing. ‘How did you find it, growing up here?’

‘I didn’t fit in, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Mum.’ Isaac is beside her, pulling her arm.

‘Excuse me when you interrupt?’ Jacquie says.

‘Rolf is going to take us wombat spotting with the torch, excuse me.’

‘Okay, have fun.’ Jacquie lands a kiss on his head. ‘Sorry, what were you saying? Fitting in …’

‘Yeah. How old are they again?’

‘Five and seven.’

‘Okay, so when I was Maisie’s age it was fine to be a tomboy—my dad didn’t mind that I wanted to be out in the paddocks with him, that I wanted to ride a dirt bike and be his helper. But once puberty hits they expect you to fall into line. Make meals at home and home ec at school, and there wasn’t even much choice of girls’ sports—it was netball or volleyball, none of the soccer or footy that girls get to play now. I was sporty, couldn’t thread a needle if I tried. Got called all the names you can think of. Got myself a boyfriend once I realised it meant I’d be left alone. It wasn’t until I moved away that I felt free to be who I am.’

 ‘So why’d you come back?’ Jacquie picks at the log. It crumbles bit by bit between her fingers.

Andi shrugs. ‘You love a place. It’s in your blood.’

She takes a long sip of her beer. A swig, Jacquie thinks.

‘And Mum and Dad are getting old. They need a hand. And my relationship ended. So it was stay where we used to live together and be reminded of everything we shared, start again somewhere else, or come back here. I was tired of fighting for academic jobs I didn’t really want. It’s been a year. Might not be forever, but it’s good for now.’

‘I’m sorry—about your partner.’

‘Not gonna pretend it wasn’t tough,’ Andi says, and Jacquie sees it on her face, the furrow between her eyes. ‘And what’s going on with you? Your mum says you’re sticking around.’

She tells Andi then, about the papers and the impending court case in Sydney. About going into town and finding her card cancelled, the money she earned. She tells Andi everything; she tells her too much. Andi puts her hand on Jacquie’s knee.

‘Fuck,’ she says. ‘If there’s anything I can do.’

‘The worst thing is, he’s right about something. I should not have just stayed on here without telling him why. I shouldn’t have ghosted him. But we can’t talk. He always changes my words. Twists them so I start to doubt them myself. I could never be heard.’

There’s a quaver in her voice and Jacquie takes a deep breath to try to hold back tears. The last thing she wants to do is cry. Coming here made her realise how much Brandon used his money to control her. To keep her within boundaries which he set. Coming here made her remember what it feels like to be free.

The sky is heavy with humidity and the frogs are louder than ever. Her fingers are drawn to the frayed threads at the cuff of Andi’s shirt, but she grips her cup instead.

 ‘What do you know about stars?’ Andi asks, tilting her chin towards the sky.

‘Almost nothing.’

‘Well, they’re like a time machine to the past. When you see them, you see them now as they were hundreds or even thousands of years ago. So that star might have blazed with that light when Joan of Arc was burned at the stake, and that cluster there back in the Ice Age. I think sometimes we look back at our lives from the clarity of where we are now, wondering why we didn’t see what was wrong when we were in it.’

‘You don’t see a mess when you’re inside it, though. Forest for the trees and all that.’

‘Yup.’

For a minute they’re quiet, heads tilted back, listening to the steady pulse of frog song and the wind in the trees and the faraway voices of the others, seeing the spots of white light they make in the darkness. Andi beside her full of history and stars, full of animals and ocean; of land; with hands that have touched other women, a mouth that has kissed other women.

How did I get here, Jacquie wonders, with all these things, this marriage dragging behind me, televisions in the bathroom and wineglasses full to the brim, a body that frightens me, my own body I barely know? How did I end up here?

‘Mum! Mum!’ Maisie runs up and pulls her by both wrists so she stands, a little wobbly on her feet. ‘We saw four wombats. And one was only little.’

‘A baby wombat,’ Isaac says, grabbing her by the leg. ‘So cute.’

Andi stands too, brushing her thighs, her bum. ‘Did you know wombats have backward pouches, towards their hind legs? Then when they dig’—she puts her head down and pretends to be a wombat, digging away with her front paws—‘they don’t get dirt on the baby.’

Isaac takes Andi by the hand, surprising her. ‘Can I show you the closest one?’ he asks, his voice high and sweet.

‘Of course,’ Andi says, and she looks at Jacquie, who nods and smiles and wishes they could have kept talking. More than talking. But what is she thinking?

How can she not even know herself?
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It’s hard to breathe, but it’s not a closing, it’s an opening. Heart pounding in her chest. Hand at the back of her neck. Lips on the lobe of her right ear, warm breath and the cool of damp when it’s gone. Her hands at the waistband of jeans. Their mouths close against one another. Open tentatively. A velvet lip, the smoothness of skin. A soft tugging kiss. She is shaking with desire. Her hair is short at the neck, small curly hairs. Jacquie wraps her fingers around them, gripping. Pulling her closer. Closer still.

There is nothing between them but skin.

She wakes up beside the camp fire, smelling of smoke, her sleeping bag damp with dew. Relief she was not in the tent with her children when she dreamed this. Relief it was a dream.

The sky has that ribbon of grey on the horizon which means dawn is coming, and birds are beginning to make the soft chirps of waking. Her mouth is parched. Jacquie stumbles to her feet to find water. The others are in their tents asleep still; there is just enough light to see shapes and silhouettes. She slips her feet into sandals and pads quietly around the campsite, pouring a mug of water from a jerry can.

The dogs nudge out of Max’s tent with their noses, and she closes the zipper behind them. How Max sleeps with those two smelly dogs. They stand watching her, tails wagging. She will go to the creek to bathe and start the fire for coffee. Did she make a fool of herself last night? She hasn’t drunk so much in a long time. It was the news from Brandon, the papers served and the cancelled cards, she needed to let off steam. Jacquie knows she must have cried because she feels the salt on her cheeks, the dried crust of tears. Her memory of the rest of the night after talking to Andi is fuzzy, but at some stage she and her parents must’ve left because their ute is gone, there are still glasses and plates licked clean on the ground around the fire.

Jacquie walks to the creek crossing and the dogs follow, chasing shadows or lizards into the bushes, weeing on fallen branches, sniffing the base of trees.

The water in the creek is low, and there are prints in the sandy bank which look like wombats, the long toenails, the fat paws. She takes off the dress she’s still wearing, her undies and bra, and piles them neatly on the creek bank. The sky is pink and pale blue now, streaks of cloud like broken strands of cotton wool. The water is cool and fresh on her soles, ankles, calves, knees, thighs. Up through her hips a shiver, to her navel and then under all at once, a gasp that turns to bubbles beneath the surface of the water. It’s silent and soft there. She leans back, tilting her chin up, hair streaming away from her face.

Water spider legs dimple the surface like cellulite. A sound in the bushes—a thumping retreat; a wallaby must have been watching. She calls the dogs back from their nascent chase. Lying back, the creek flows over her, the cold rinsing through the wine and strange dreams, the fuzz and fret. The dogs splash around, hoping for a thrown stick. She emerges, skin stippling with the drying creek water, the light breeze. Dressing while it is still damp, knowing the heat of day will come.

Should he come looking, let him find her in this creek, tea-coloured, water flowing constant around her. Branches above, below, stones at once slippery and sharp and solid beneath her feet. Should he come looking, let him find them in this forest, in the underbrush and leaf litter, past bush tomato vines and sclerophyll, beneath blackbutt and ironbark, wattle and box gum. Let him see them and know they have come from her body, grown skin and bone, teeth and nails inside her. See how they gave each other parts of themselves. They will never be apart.

Should he try to take them from her, let her body be between them.

Let it always keep them safe.




CHAPTER 25

CLARA AND JACQUIE are driving north. It’s like being twenty-one again except Jacquie is scared to put her feet on the spotless dashboard of Clara’s Audi, except they have aircon instead of wind through their hair and instead of singing along to Paul Kelly, Clara is telling her about a lawyer she found in Sydney who does only these Hague cases, representing the taking parent.

‘She used to work for ISS Australia. International Social Services. They are the lawyers who represent the other side—the left-behind parent. But she got frustrated with all the kids who were not being looked after, sent back to dangerous situations.’

Jacquie’s already told Clara she has no money—that Brandon has cut access to all her accounts over there and anything Suzie has gets eaten up by the farm. Max has nothing to spare on a PhD scholarship.

‘How much does she cost?’ Jacquie glances at Clara’s profile in the golden afternoon light, her high ponytail, her perfectly arched eyebrows.

Clara shakes her head. ‘Less than she could, because she knows that mums who’ve been Hagued have no money most of the time. And I was going to talk to you about this. I want to cover her fees, for now. You can pay me back later, when you’re on your feet.’

Jacquie blinks fast. ‘It’s too much.’ She can’t handle the kindness, and tears form in the glare. She looks away from the sun to the verge of the highway littered with blown tyres and bloated roadkill. ‘Also, Hagued? It’s a verb?’

‘I know. It sounds like a disease, right?’

‘It feels terminal.’

Clara brakes for an L-plater going slow in the right lane. ‘Anyway, the money isn’t important. It’s priceless to me. An investment in getting my best friend back.’

Clara arrived this morning from Sydney with belated Christmas presents for the kids—elaborate Lego sets—took one look at the tents and said she was taking Jacquie up to meet the lawyer and file her affidavit today.

‘Why are you camping when the house is literally right there?’ she asked them. ‘Running water, electricity, flushing toilets?’

Max laughed. ‘Good to see that you haven’t changed.’

Now, Clara says that Jacquie needs to tell the truth about why she stayed. The truth about Brandon: the truth she has hardly admitted to herself. That she left because of his violence, actual and threatened. It was only getting worse, no matter what she did.

Suzie promised to bring Isaac and Maisie to the city by the end of the week. They have already designated a Lego tent and were too busy building to give Jacquie anything more than distracted hugs goodbye. Clara said the kids will have to meet with a psychologist or social worker from the Family Court once they are in Sydney.

 ‘You won’t be allowed in that meeting, but they’ll ask the kids what their wishes are. Problem is, they’re probably too young for those wishes to count. The child has to be of an age where it’s appropriate to listen to their wishes, which is normally more like ten, twelve years old. They just assume the little ones are saying what they’ve been told to say.’

‘Have they met Maisie?’

Clara tried to smile. ‘I don’t want you to get your hopes up, Jacq. These are really hard cases to win.’

They’ll all be there for the directions hearing—except Rolf and Max, who will stay to look after the alpacas, chooks and dogs. It will be a tight fit in Clara’s Paddington terrace, which she shares with her newish partner, Mike. He has his daughters this week but won’t by the time Suzie and the kids arrive. They’ll be with his ex-wife in Woollahra. One week here, one week there is the common shared parenting arrangement these days, the arrangement preferred by the Family Court. It takes into account what the parents want—equal access to their children—but does it take into account the stable home that children need?

Is she giving Isaac and Maisie a stable home, though? Outside the window, grey-green bushland rushes past. The distant hills are darker green, the canopy looks more clustered, tight florets, while closer up there are spaces in the branches, the gaps between leaves. The places where the sun gets through.

She thinks of the walls of a tent, the walls of a house: the things which you shore up for security. How useless they are when the danger is inside.
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In the Camperdown coffee shop, the sound of the espresso machine is the loudest thing: beneath is the murmur of other voices, the Spotify playlist of mellow tunes. Clara dropped Jacquie here on her way into work and she’s waiting on the lawyer, Elaine, having no idea what she looks like, no idea what to expect. Clara said that Legal Aid rarely takes the Hague cases because they are so tough to win. Instead they have Elaine, and they’re lucky to have her. Jacquie sees a make-up-less older woman with a sensible haircut scanning the room and feels relief. She reminds her of Suzie. Jacquie waves and smiles. Elaine walks over.

‘Jacquie. Can I get you a coffee?’

‘I’ve ordered. Let me get yours.’

‘It’s okay. Stay there. I’ll be right back.’

There is a trio of mums at a nearby table, babies on their laps, plastic rattles and bottles and wipes on the table alongside their coffees and sugar spoons. She misses Isaac and Maisie in a way that feels insurmountable, and she is certain that Brandon is missing them terribly too. How does she justify what she’s done? Elaine returns, placing her credit card into a yellow wallet, and sits on the stool opposite. She must see the turmoil on Jacquie’s face, the what have I done and what do I do now.

‘Let’s start at the beginning,’ she says. ‘Tell me about your marriage.’
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‘Have you ever,’ Elaine asks, ‘called the police?’

She shakes her head.

‘Taken photos of the bruises?’

‘No.’

‘Told anyone else the extent of the abuse?’

She tells Elaine about the doctor in Arlington. How she never followed up. And how she didn’t tell her about the one thing. Jacquie points to her throat; she rests a palm there for a moment, against the trachea. She can’t even say the word. There isn’t the air for it.

Elaine nods. Jacquie hates seeing the sympathy in her expression. ‘We might be able to get a doctor’s report. Do you have any written evidence of threats he has made against you?’

‘I don’t know.’ She swallows. ‘I turned my phone off. I stopped checking my emails. I haven’t gone through any of that, but it might be there. He’s smart, though. He’s careful.’

Elaine stirs the dregs of her coffee with her spoon, brings up some foam at the bottom of the cup. She places the spoon in her mouth, pulls it out. ‘Is there someone else who can look at those messages for you?’

Jacquie thinks of Clara back in her Paddington terrace. She will agree in a heartbeat, but it is like showing someone your dirty underwear. The soiled things you want to hide. ‘There is.’

They agree to meet again in a few days with all the paperwork Elaine needs. All that Jacquie can dredge up. Elaine tells her a little more about the Hague Convention before they part ways. Signed in 1980, it was created because fathers who weren’t given custody in divorce proceedings were abducting their children to take them overseas. So originally, it was designed to protect mothers. Now, with the rise in cross-cultural marriages, the majority of the parents taking their children overseas without permission—around seventy-five per cent—are mothers, and in seventy-eight per cent of those cases, allegations of domestic violence are raised. Unfortunately, Elaine says, the purpose of the agreement was to ensure a speedy return of the children to the state of residence, and domestic violence against the mother is not a defence. There is a defence called ‘grave risk of harm’, meaning the children are at grave risk as a result of the abuse suffered by the mother, but it’s very difficult to establish.

‘It’s problematic, but domestic violence needs to come in the form of repeated, intense physical abuse in order to meet the grave risk threshold. Any evidence that Brandon threatened the children at all will be very useful in the courts. Evidence he threatened you less so, but we can still use it.’

Out on the street Jacquie needs to walk for a little while to be able to think clearly. Fear and anger have frazzled her nerves. The city is full of students and Uber Eats riders, shoe shops and pubs and cafes. There are homeless people in doorways with soft squares of cardboard bearing different combinations of words which add up to Please Help. She gives out her gold coins but holds on to the notes, not knowing when she’ll earn her own money again.

She messages Clara that the meeting is over, asks if she can pick up anything to cook for dinner tonight. Mike’s girls are at school holiday programs, and the house will be empty and quiet and cool for a few more hours—peaceful until everyone is home again.

There is a message from Andi.


Your mum told me you’ve gone to deal with the 
court stuff. Thinking of you. Thanks for the dinner 
the other night. Most fun I’ve had in ages. X Andi



The X is what she wants to read into and doesn’t. Everyone signs with X’s here. No one thinks twice about it. Or do they? She stands beneath the building across from the cold concrete tower of UTS, the new Central Park building which has green plants growing all along its facade, and texts her back.


Sydney is hectic. Just saw the lawyer, 
she’s excellent. It’s going to be hard 
though. Thanks so much for listening the 
other night. So good to talk. X J



She sends it quickly, then regrets it straightaway. It’s too formal. The wrong tone. How does she say what she really means?

I can’t stop thinking about you.

I’m up to my neck in a mess of my own making.

What does it mean to have thought my whole life I understood what I desire and realise there is something more? Something altogether new.

Andi’s small square fingers, her crinkling eyes, her voice that is like a rumble from an alpaca, a purr. Her quick mind and easy warmth.

Her phone rings then and she jumps, frightening the couple walking towards her. They laugh and swerve around her on the footpath, carrying those thick-strawed drinks of bubble tea.

It’s Clara. She answers.

‘You sound funny,’ Clara says. ‘Did it go okay?’

‘Yes.’ She exhales. ‘I’ll take the bus back to your place. I have to ask you a favour. Not now; tonight, at dinner. I’ll cook, so tell me what you want, more than anything else in the world, to eat.’
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Clara and Mike live in Paddington, near Five Ways, in a terrace with potted ficus out the front and a sandstone courtyard with gardenias and jasmine at the back. Mike does most of the cooking, and there is a chef’s kitchen, right down to the six-burner Smeg. Jacquie takes her time unpacking the groceries, enjoying the quiet and cleanliness. Clara requested lasagne, which Jacquie used to make when they lived together in their early twenties. She’s bought the bolognese ingredients and the milk for the bechamel, the mozzarella and parmesan, the tomato passata and fresh pasta from a fancy organic grocery on Oxford Street, though it all cost more than she can afford. But Clara is the one paying for Elaine, and she’s about to ask her to do more. This is the least Jacquie can do.

Chopping onions, garlic, carrots, and celery in Clara’s kitchen is meditative in a way that cooking at home never is. As the vegetables soften in olive oil, she studies Mike’s daughters’ school awards on the fridge, their sports team photos and birthday party invitations. Despite their two-home family, despite their one week with Dad and one with Mum, these girls seem to have a normal, happy childhood.

But what do you ever know from the outside? From the outside, she and Brandon lived a perfect life, an enviable life, as a shiny happy couple. They had a pigeon pair, a butler’s pantry, professional portraits every Christmas in coordinated outfits and straight, white teeth. But peel away the veneer and it is like the floorboards made to look like wood which are really vinyl with wood grain printed on the top.

Is she doing Maisie and Isaac harm, keeping them away from Brandon right now, away from their school and friends and ordinary lives? It is so hard to know. This is the unanswerable question. She knows that they were all suffering from Brandon’s anger, from his terrible moods, his need to control. But did he hurt them? It was only her he lashed out at. The threat was always there, though. His obsessions didn’t dissipate; they fermented. Who knows, if they had stayed, how much pressure Brandon’s calm surface might withstand. Whether one day he might lose it completely.

The thought gives her goosebumps, even in the warmth of the kitchen, beside the stove. After the onions and carrots and celery have softened, she plops the mince into the pan and breaks it up with a wooden spoon. As it browns and the fat begins to bubble, she finds the wine to add, then, after it has reduced, the tinned crushed tomatoes. She turns the heat down and goes up to the room Clara had shown her to earlier. It is where Mike’s younger daughter Isabel normally sleeps; she’s sharing with her sister tonight. Jacquie lies down on the single bed and inhales and exhales for a few breaths, trying to calm her thoughts. The walls are painted blue with big white puffy clouds. Isabel did it herself and there are splatters of blue paint on the carpet and drips from the clouds, like white rain, into the blue. But it is Isabel’s room, even more so with her painted walls, and Jacquie appreciates Mike allowing his daughter that freedom.

She can’t imagine Brandon ever agreeing to such a thing.

[image: A wavy line]

It’s late and they’ve taken wineglasses out to the courtyard. Mike is reading indoors and the girls have gone to bed. Clara lights a citronella candle which does little to deter the mozzies, so they spray their arms and legs with Aerogard. Her eyes water and sting. Clara turns on Jacquie’s phone—it doesn’t really matter since Brandon knows she’ll be in Sydney for the directions hearing anyway—and it pings and pings with messages. She’s scrolling through them, one after the other, making notes with a pen on a pad of paper.

‘Who’s Clarissa?’

‘My boss at the neighbourhood centre where I teach. And friend.’

‘Have you been in touch with her? Let her know you’re okay? You should. She seems worried.’

Oh god. How could she abandon her job like that, Clarissa’s goodwill, her friendship?

‘Read me out her number?’

Clara does and Jacquie types it into the flip phone. She composes a message, which takes forever since there is only a number keypad and each number represents three letters. She lets Clarissa know she is safe, that she hopes to stay here with the kids.


I’m so sorry. I’ll call when I can.



She presses send; it’s late enough here that it is morning there.

A reply comes in straightaway.


Thank god you’re okay. I actually talked 
to Brandon, but I didn’t believe a word he 
said. I’m glad you’re safe. We miss you! But 
I understand why you needed to stay. Call 
anytime. Always here if you need anything.



Where would she be, Jacquie thinks, without her friends? By the time she looks up again, Clara is writing furiously.

‘What does it say?’

‘There is some evidence we can use. He’s threatening you. I think it’s even grounds for an ADVO if he comes for the trial.’

‘Should I see it?’

‘I don’t know, Jacquie. Do you need to?’

‘I think I’ll have to anyway, right? If we use it as evidence?’

Clara looks at her.

‘Is it something we can use as evidence?’

Clara slides the pad of paper across. There, in her neat backward-slanting letters, is Brandon’s voice. She can hear him, the low threat of his words, beside her.

This isn’t over.

You will be sorry.

The kids are mine.

If I can’t have you, no one will.

 ‘We can absolutely use it,’ Clara says.

But Jacquie will wish she’d never read Brandon’s messages. She will not be able to escape them, they’ll wake her at night and follow her from room to room. They’ll be there in the shower and in the glove box of her car, the pockets of her jacket, the inner mechanisms of her phone. The fear of him is in her pores, beneath her fingernails, coating every strand of her hair. Will she ever be able to leave it behind?




CHAPTER 26

WHEN SUZIE AND the kids arrive in Sydney, they go to lunch at a sushi train, the little plates piling up, a tally of what she doesn’t have. She doesn’t argue when her mother offers to pay. Afterwards, Suzie goes to stay with a friend in Glebe and Jacquie sits down with Isaac and Maisie on the floor of Isabel’s room. They are playing with a box of old Barbies that Mike found in the closet, dressing them up and brushing their tangled mats of blonde. Jacquie followed Suzie’s lead of never buying Barbies, but watching her children play, she remembers doing the same at friends’ houses and how deliciously subversive it felt. To be a child controlling miniature adult lives.

‘Remember, Maisie, when you went to kindy, and you wanted to be there, but you didn’t like it when I left you?’

Maisie nods, pushing a doll’s feet into a pair of plastic stilettos.

‘What about me?’ Isaac asks. ‘Did I like kindy?’ Maisie is impatient with the doll clothes but Isaac is careful, almost tender with them.

 ‘Not as much, but you didn’t mind going on your own. We were in Arlington then, so you took the bus. And you saw Maisie at recess and lunch.’

Jacquie picks up the Ken and sorts through the pile of tiny outfits for something that will fit him. His naked plastic torso is delineated by muscle—defined pecs and a sixpack.

‘Remember how the worst was if I tried to leave without telling you—to sneak out?’

‘Uh-huh.’ Maisie’s tongue pokes out while she tries to do up the little Velcro closures on a formal dress.

‘You both have always wanted to know the truth of things; you haven’t liked being tricked. I want to tell you the truth of what’s happening now. As much as I can, as much as is appropriate.’

There is a brief tug-of-war, then, over a pair of plastic cowboy boots, but Maisie gives in.

‘Fine, but I get the hat,’ she says.

Isaac tosses her a cowboy hat with tiny plastic diamonds.

‘Here’s the Ken outfit.’ Maisie holds up a basketball jersey and pair of nylon shorts.

Jacquie takes them and starts to dress Ken.

‘When I brought you both here, I didn’t think we would stay. But when I decided to stay, I didn’t get permission from Daddy. And when parents make decisions which affect their children, they both have to agree. So the reason we are going to court tomorrow is that Daddy would like to have you back in America, and I would like to keep you here. You’ll wait outside with Nan while our lawyers talk about what the case will involve, but there will be many more days before there is any decision.’

Jacquie realises she is holding the Ken doll up when she says Daddy, which makes her feel a bit silly, and she sets him down. Neither of them seem to notice.

Maisie puts several dolls in the convertible and starts a conversation between them about going to the shopping mall.

‘Maise, are you paying attention?’

‘So is it like we snuck out on Daddy? We didn’t tell him we were leaving?’

Jacquie almost gasps at the accuracy of this. How does Maisie always know exactly?

‘I suppose you’re right. Though it wasn’t my original plan.’ She picks up a little plastic brush and presses her finger against the hard pink bristles.

‘What if I don’t want to go back?’

‘There will be a person who asks you those questions. You can tell her what you think, but you shouldn’t worry about what anyone else wants. You just tell them what you want.’

‘Okay, fine,’ Maisie says.

‘Do I get to tell them what I want too?’ Isaac asks.

‘You do,’ Jacquie says.

‘I want my own Barbie,’ Isaac says.

Maisie sighs like she is the mother here. ‘No, silly. Like where you want to live.’

[image: A wavy line]

The day of the directions hearing, Jacquie has hardly slept. She tiptoes down to the kitchen as the sky outside is turning light, but Mike is already there, unstacking the dishwasher, filling the French press for coffee.

‘How are you feeling?’ He wraps her in a hug, his beard scratching her forehead. Mike has been so good to Maisie and Isaac, playing soccer with them in the courtyard, making milkshakes in his fancy blender.

‘Terrified.’

 ‘Remember, this is just directions. They don’t make any decisions today, they just want to know what defence you’ll be using.’

‘I know. But still, the thought of seeing him. Even on a screen. What he’s going to say.’

Mike pulls a heavy frypan out of the cupboard. He melts butter and starts whisking eggs. ‘You’ll need a substantial breakfast.’

‘How on earth does Clara stay so skinny, living with you?’

‘I’m working on her. She’s only lived with us for six months.’

‘Well, she’s the happiest I’ve ever seen her.’

‘You could say the same for me.’ Mike slices open a package of bacon and places the strips on a tray.

She opens her phone and starts scrolling through messages. Suzie is meeting them at the Family Court on Goulburn Street at nine. The hearing isn’t until ten but they want to be early. Elaine has said there isn’t a lot they can do to prepare for today, that will come later. Clara has borrowed ‘court clothes’ for Jacquie from a friend who is the same size—a blazer, tailored pants, a blouse. She can borrow Clara’s shoes since their feet, at least, are the same size. Mike’s girls have a hand-me-down skirt that Maisie will borrow, but Isaac is just going to wear the jeans he brought for colder nights and a clean t-shirt. ‘He’s five,’ Clara said. ‘No one will judge him for dressing casually.’

‘Will they judge me?’ Maisie asked, overhearing.

‘Probably not, but since we have the nice clothes, it’s best to wear them.’

The kids will wait outside the courtroom with Suzie, but the judge might glance at them on the way in or out. The lawyers.

Maisie had asked the other day when school went back in Sydney.

The end of January, Jacquie said.

‘Can we go here?’ Maisie asked. ‘Or down at Nana’s? At the farm?’

Jacquie said she would think about it, that it was a good idea. It would give them some sense of being settled, of normalcy.
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Mike drops the four of them at the Goulburn Street court spot on nine, and Clara ducks off to get coffees. Above the pink granite portico of the Lionel Bowen Building is a sculpture of a man and woman in the Greco-Roman style, only the stone they are carved from is still above their heads, looming like a solid cloud. They are looking in opposite directions, neither happy. The night before, Jacquie had read a guide to showing up for hearings at the Family Court. It had suggested, along with not wearing a singlet or thongs, that it is not a good idea to bring your new partner along.

Suzie is waiting for them in the foyer wearing crumpled linen, hair in a neat bun but her lippie crooked; Jacquie gives her a tissue and shows her where to dab.

‘Have you seen your lawyer?’ Suzie asks.

Jacquie checks her phone. ‘She’ll meet us outside the courtroom.’

They wait for Clara to come through security with the coffees. Jacquie knows she doesn’t need more caffeine—her heart is already racing—but it feels good to hold on to something. Suzie is holding Maisie and Isaac’s hands. They take the lift to level three. It is all hushed thick beige carpet, new timber joinery, padded benches to sit on and peace lilies in planters around the central area. The irony of peace lilies in the Family Court: who looks at those and thinks: I was going to go hard and take everything, but how beautiful and peaceful is that flower? No, come to think of it, I’ll concede.

They sit and wait. There is another hearing in the courtroom. Her case is listed afterwards: Dept of Family and Community Services vs. Longue. They use a pseudonym, but Jacquie knows it is her case because it is the department against a person. The Australian government represents Brandon, an American citizen, against an Australian. This is what happens when you are the taking parent.

Elaine emerges from the lift carrying an armful of papers. She waves Jacquie over, looking stressed.

‘What’s going on?’

Elaine puts her free hand on Jacquie’s shoulder. Behind her spectacles her eyes are wide. ‘He’s here.’

All words after that are absorbed through a welter of panic—Jacquie’s heart speeding. She has to get Maisie and Isaac away. Hide. After saying he wasn’t going to come over for the hearing, Brandon’s changed his mind at the last moment. They’ve only let Elaine know this morning.

‘Your mum can take the kids. The Australian Museum might be a good place to distract them. It is going to be distressing otherwise.’

Jacquie grabs her mum and asks Clara to wait with Maisie and Isaac for a moment. Every ping of the lift door fills her with dread. Elaine tells Suzie what is happening. Her normally calm voice has changed.

Suzie hugs Jacquie tightly. ‘Take some deep breaths. They’ll be safe with me. We’re going now.’

‘Take the stairs,’ Elaine says.

Jacquie closes her eyes and thinks about the way she breathes when she’s swimming laps. The slow bubbles escaping her nose, the pressure on her ears. She almost turns her head to breathe.

‘What’s wrong?’ Clara joins them in the corner.

And then the lift door opens. The room changes. There is a buzz above everything, above the whispered conversations: an electric current.

‘Oh shit,’ Clara says, and Jacquie knows that it is him. She feels his stare but she will not look.

 ‘Just keep your eyes on me,’ Elaine says softly. ‘If he comes over here, you do not have to acknowledge him. After this, we can go and apply for a restraining order. You have the messages he sent; that should be enough. Just remember that you are safe here. There’s nothing he can do. He doesn’t want to look bad. He’s going to stay over there, with his barristers. They’re going to tell him it is better not to approach you.’

Of course he has come. She should have known. He has the means, the money, the connections. He has his passport. Who knows if his father did fall, or if that was just a distraction to make her think they were safe? Clara is holding her hand. Elaine is guiding her into the courtroom. She just has to get through this without breaking down. Get through this and then make sure that Isaac and Maisie are okay.

Inside the courtroom she forces herself to pay attention. Her whole body is shaking. The long bench for the judge is at the front, then there is a bench to the left where the clerk and the stenographer are. The lawyers sit facing the judge’s bench at the bar table, then behind there are separate tables for the applicant—Brandon—and defendant—Jacquie. Brandon is mere metres away; Jacquie cannot look, but every part of her knows he is there.

They stand for the judge’s entrance. She looks stern and serious in a black robe and white jabot. Jacquie can’t help but glance at Brandon when they are told to be seated. He looks worn from the flight, from worry and grief. He looks older, thinner, clean-shaven. She is walking a rail between fear and sorrow.

Elaine is called on to speak. ‘Your Honour. Your Honour, I’m going to be arguing there’s a grave risk that ordering the children to return to the United States will expose them to physical or psychological harm or otherwise place them in an intolerable situation.’

She lists why and how, and requests that a report be prepared by the court’s counsellors. The judge asks whether this is necessary, given the age of the children, since they are not invoking the defence that the children do not wish to return.

‘The interview is necessary to assess the impact of the domestic violence on the children,’ Elaine says.

The judge asks whether the department objects to a report and they say no. The judge orders a report.

The Australian government’s International Crime Cooperation Central Authority barrister, representing Brandon, says he will argue that Jacquie abducted the children without permission and with no notification, and that there is no evidence of risk of harm or an intolerable situation.

‘Both sides need to file documents and there will be a hearing in two months’ time,’ the judge declares, and she bangs her gavel.

It’s all over so quickly, and they are standing and shuffling out of the room. It seems strange that Brandon has come all the way from the US for this, but she knows it is not just this. He has come to see them.

Outside of the courtroom he is waiting, fidgeting.

‘We can go into the ladies,’ Clara whispers, but Jacquie holds out her palm. ‘No. It’s okay.’

He is shifting from foot to foot, shoulders hunched inside of his suit. He looks at her, and she sees the thin red veins in the whites of his eyes. She wants to hug him. She wants to run from him.

Here Brandon is the stranger, the outsider. Here he is too loud and uses the wrong words and takes up too much space. There he knows how to act and what to say and how to make everyone like him, but here is he on the wrong side of the road, the footpath, he forgets the right terms and what he needs to do to fit in.

There she made herself smaller and smaller to fit in, but here she can laugh too loud and revert to her slang. There she walked backwards, always sweeping up behind herself.

‘Jacq.’ His voice is cracking. ‘I just want to see Maisie and Isaac. Let me see them and we can drop this whole thing. I just want to see they’re okay. I just want to see my kids.’

What can she say? Elaine’s lips are pressed tight together. Clara looks away.

‘I need a moment,’ Jacquie says. ‘Just—give me a moment.’

‘Fine,’ Brandon says, and walks over to the windows, where his legal team is waiting.

‘We need to talk to his lawyer,’ Elaine says. ‘But it’s up to you. We can arrange for this to happen in a neutral space. But consider the children too. What is best for them. Is it going to be distressing?’

Of course it is. But can she say no? Can she really keep them from him? And what if he does see they’re happy, decides to drop the case?

What if there is a chance?
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Afterwards, Jacquie meets Suzie and the children in the Botanic Gardens, to burn off their nerves and the children’s energy. They walk past ferns and Wollemi pines and baobab trees, past school groups and duck ponds and clusters of sleeping bats high in the trees. Through the palm grove and Norfolk Island pines and the figs with their spreading crowns and massive exposed roots. Past the rose garden, which is not in bloom so just looks spiky, a garden of thorny bushes. Maisie and Isaac play a roving game of tag behind trees and park benches.

They stop to catch their breath, grabbing the leg of her pants, a sleeve.

 ‘Would you like to see Daddy?’ Jacquie asks. ‘Just for an hour?’

‘I miss him.’ Isaac takes her hand. His fingers are hot and damp.

‘Of course you do,’ she says. ‘It’s okay to miss him. He misses you.’

‘Then why did you take us away?’ Maisie asks.

‘Daddy and I had fights. It wasn’t until we were away from it that I realised how bad it had gotten. And then it was easier to stay away. But it was also against the law, which I didn’t even realise—I’d never heard of this law. That’s why we’re in the court now. Not to say Daddy shouldn’t be able to see you, but to say we want to be able to stay here. Do you still want to stay here?’

‘Yes,’ says Isaac. ‘But I want to see him.’

‘Is it safe to see him?’ Maisie asks, frowning.

God she is observant, that child.

‘It is. The lawyers will organise something in a public place.’

Suzie puts her arm through Jacquie’s. ‘A neutral place,’ she says. ‘Now look, there’s the Opera House.’

There is something about that building which never fails to stop her in her tracks. It’s like someone had been told what a building looks like and did the complete opposite. Isaac and Maisie haven’t seen it since they were too little to remember, and they want to run up and down the stairs endlessly. Jacquie savours the details which are unchanged: the pebblecrete floors and yellowing tiles, the smoked glass of the windows.

Suzie asks the kids what they think it looks like.

‘A seagull landing,’ Maisie says.

‘A Star Wars spaceship,’ says Isaac.

‘Some people say the sails of a boat,’ her mum adds, rubbing suncream into her shoulders.

Jacquie takes the bottle to do Maisie and Isaac’s arms and faces. Instinctively they each shut their eyes.

‘What do you think it looks like, Mummy?’ Isaac asks.

 ‘An ice cave, full of woolly mammoths and penguins in tuxedos.’

He grins.

Maisie sees a family walk past with ice-cream cones. ‘I’m hungry.’

‘I think we all need gelato,’ Suzie says. ‘I know an excellent spot.’
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The sun is bright and warming their bare skin—arms and ankles, cheeks and necks, the backs of their hands—by ten the next morning in Darling Harbour. They wait in a playground which has been agreed on between Brandon’s legal team and Elaine. Jacquie and Suzie watch Isaac and Maisie chase each other around the soft spongy surface and ducking from the water jets. Jacquie hasn’t brought a change of clothes for either of them, so she’s already instructed them not to get wet. Who knows how long that will last. There are slides and spiderwebs and balance ropes, a flying fox and a sandpit. There are ibises striding around with their black curved beaks and dirty white feathers, looking for dropped chips and biscuits. They have takeaway cups of coffee, banana bread in a cardboard box turning translucent at the bottom from the butter. Jacquie even got a coffee for Brandon, a peace offering in the hope that he really will agree to drop this whole thing. But he is late; his coffee has grown cold.

Suzie looks at her watch. She opens her mouth but stops herself. Jacquie knows her mum is wondering if he will come at all. He doesn’t have her number and she would like to keep it that way, but it is inconvenient for meeting.

‘The kids are having fun at least. We can leave if he’s not here in an hour.’

At ten thirty, Brandon hurries over, wearing a pair of jeans and a navy blue polo shirt, carrying a shopping bag. He scans the playground, checking his phone. Seeing him here is so strange. He still frightens her, but on home ground the fear is muffled. There is less he can do, she thinks. He sees Maisie and Isaac, walks over to them, and Jacquie stands to follow. He’s kneeling down and hugging them both. His face is twisting with emotion—she is beside them and Maisie slips out of his embrace, takes her hand. She sees both Maisie and Isaac looking from Mum to Dad and back again. She wishes they could relax, but she can sense their anxiousness, as they can always sense hers.

‘Jacquie. Suzie.’

‘Hi, Brandon.’ Suzie lifts her chin.

Jacquie passes him the coffee.

‘A flat white. It’s not hot anymore.’

He’s surprised. She’s disarmed him. ‘Thanks.’

Isaac tugs his father’s shirt. He wants to show him the slippery dip.

‘The slide!’ Brandon turns his attention back to Maisie and Isaac.

Suzie and Jacquie sit on the periphery, watching. After a few goes on the slippery dip, he gives them the shopping bag with a soccer ball and two new Lego sets inside. If she strains, she can hear that he’s asking questions about the farm, about Christmas, whether or not they have been going to school. Maisie and Isaac talk over each other to tell him stories. It’s hard to watch because this is what she has denied them: his attention, his love.

They play hide-and-seek where he is it and they hide. They play soccer. Her mum is telling her about Rolf’s daughter trying to get pregnant and then she looks up and Maisie is beside them. Only Maisie is beside them.

‘Hang on.’ She puts her hand up to Suzie, stopping the words. It has all become static, noise. She scans the playground, hand shading her eyes. Scans again. Stomach flips. ‘Where’s Isaac?’

 ‘Daddy took him to the bathroom.’

Suzie puts a hand on her arm. ‘It’s fine,’ she says, ‘it’s just there.’ She points to a breezeblock toilet building.

Jacquie can see the women’s side but not the men’s. Her skin hurts. The coffee refluxes in her throat as she hurries to find the door to the men’s. She needs to know where Isaac is. He should have told them. He can’t just disappear.

Maisie stands beside her at the entrance to the men’s toilets. A young man in a fluoro vest comes out—a council worker—and he must see the concern on her face.

‘You right?’

‘Just waiting for my son. He went in there with his dad.’

‘Little tacker? I saw them. I’m sure they’ll be right out.’

He grins and puts his sunnies on, and she wants to be so certain, so trusting. But she is watching and waiting and sweating. The seconds are excruciating.

‘Do you want me to go in?’ Maisie whispers.

She shakes her head no. If anything, she will. She shouldn’t be panicking like this in front of Maisie. But then she hears Isaac’s high voice and Brandon’s reply and the hand dryer blast echoing and the door swings open and they are walking out, squinting into the sun.

‘Mummy!’ Isaac runs into her stomach and she lifts him up, grunting a little at the weight of him now, and sees a sneer travel quick as a shadow across Brandon’s face.

She blinks and it is gone, but she sees so clearly then that this was never going to change his mind. This is about having them, but it is also about taking them.

He will never drop the case.

‘Come.’ She has her placating voice again. ‘Let’s go have some morning tea.’




CHAPTER 27

BRANDON RETURNS TO America; Jacquie and the kids return to the farm, to wait for the hearing to be called. After Australia Day, Maisie and Isaac start at the public school near Suzie’s farm. There are so many things which are strange to them: the uniforms (blue and yellow), school shoes (black and shiny), the broad-brimmed hats they must wear to go outside and play (no hat, no play). The queueing: Jacquie remembers it from her own childhood, and she’s surprised it is still so much a part of school life here. Weekly assemblies. Waiting on the silver seats. Money for the canteen instead of the cafeteria. Magpies stealing sandwiches, swooping because there is one child (there’s always one) who has been throwing stones.

Isaac brings home readers. Maisie decides she’s running for school council and asks for poster board so she can make signs. In the afternoons she does her homework at the kitchen table or beneath the big tree in the middle of the alpaca paddock. Jacquie tells her to be careful: her teacher won’t believe her if she says the alpacas ate her homework. The alpacas are not even anxious around her anymore. They sometimes come and nudge her even, checking whether she has brought them anything to eat.

When Jacquie drops them off in the mornings (no yellow school bus here), they toss down their backpacks and join their classmates on the playground, swinging from monkey bars, squeaking down plastic slippery dips. Maisie and Isaac are tentative around the other kids. Even with the age gap between them, they are most comfortable playing together. Some mornings she lingers in the playground chatting to the other parents. Locals who’ve lived here for generations, some blow-ins: tree changers and hobby farmers. Heaps of people know Suzie either from her alpacas or her yoga teaching. People ask how long they are staying and Jacquie tries to keep her answers bright and breezy. A term or two, she says, looking elsewhere. They must miss their dad, people say, and she puts all her focus into keeping her voice calm: of course they do.

Andi rings looking for help with alpaca shearing when she has local jobs, and the money is something but not enough. Jacquie knows once this case is over she will need to work again. Wherever she ends up. She lies awake at night (they are back in the house) trying to focus on the present instead of the future. Three things she did today. What the sheets feel like on her skin. The way her breath fills her lungs, purposefully, painlessly, like a well fills: from the bottom up.

Weekends she is awake at dawn and waiting at the top of the driveway when Andi swings past in her ute. She has convinced Jacquie to swim with a group she is part of which departs from Mollymook every morning at six thirty, and afterwards they have coffee at the local cafe. If Jacquie could go every morning she would, but with school drop-offs she makes do with weekends. It’s better than a sleep-in. The swimmers range in age from an eighteen-year-old to a woman in her eighties, in bright caps and goggles, togs and some with flippers, making their way out through the foaming surf to the rocking blue beyond. They see stingrays and blue gropers, schools of bream and tailor, once an octopus burying their tentacles in the sand, once a wobbegong shark. So different from her chlorinated laps in Arlington pools. Every day she wants to stay out there in the filtered underwater light, the sound of the world muted, following the bubbles and bright caps of the others through the chop. Afterwards, they rinse off the sand and change. Afterwards, they are giddy with the adrenaline of it. She sips coffee in the sun beside Andi and the others, her limbs worn out but hands warmed by the cup, sand sticking to the skin of her feet, barely talking but happy to listen, to pretend this is her life.

Some days she forgets for a second and thinks it is, but of course this is only temporary. For every moment of warmth, the clouds shift and she is cold again in this persistent shadow.

The possibility she will lose.

They are waiting for the hearing.
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In February she drives Max to the airport in Sydney.

‘Have we been here for years?’ he asks. ‘So much has happened.’

She tells him how glad she is he stayed.

‘I’m glad you stayed, despite all this shit you’re dealing with now. You know I talked to him once about it.’

‘Did you?’ Jacquie looks over and Max is staring out the window, his mouth shut tight. They’re driving past Albion Park. He has shaved the beginnings of a beard; his cheeks are still too thin.

‘I said, if I ever hear of you hurting her or the kids, I’ll do everything in my power to make you suffer.’

 ‘When did you say that?’

‘That time I visited you, right after you moved to the US. I don’t know, you seemed different. And so careful around him. Not the sister I knew.’

‘What did he say?’

‘Oh, something blustering, like, What do you know about marriage? He said I had it all wrong. You were the one who called the shots. I’m just upset—’ His voice has gone strained, tight.

‘No, that means a lot to me, Max. You saw things I couldn’t talk about. You tried to help.’

‘Yeah, no—it’s not that. I’m upset that my threats were empty. That I can’t make him suffer. I want to punch him in the face. But I never would. What kind of brother am I? Not able to protect you.’

Her sunnies are steaming up and she puts them on top of her head, blinking at the brightness of sky and sun, the clouds like a half-dry paint roller has been slashed across the sky. They’re going down a steep incline and there is the screek of Jake brakes from the B-doubles.

‘The best kind. The brother who showed me not all men are bullies, like Lyle and Brandon. There are gentle, kind ones too.’

Max blows his nose in a tissue.

‘No one could have made me leave until I was ready. Until I saw things myself. Being here, seeing Mum and Rolf and those old photos of Lyle and Leaf, being around you and Mum and seeing how the kids weren’t afraid of doing the wrong thing all the time. How I could be myself too. Now I’m just scared that I’ll lose them, though.’

They drive in silence with that thought until the signs for the airport loom and the ticking of the blinker fills the car, both of them imagining a future where the worst might happen.

She hugs Max at the departures drop-off zone, among taxis and Ubers and families, among high-vis clad airport workers and business travellers in suits and smokers getting a last drag before they fly. Max is crying when he turns away to walk into the terminal.

Back in the car, she starts the engine and puts the car in reverse. There, at the drive shaft, Max has stuffed an envelope. Inside are ten green hundred-dollar bills, and a note in his scrawly handwriting on a scrap of paper.


You need this more than me.



It wouldn’t be too late to chase after him; he’d still be in the queue for check-in and bag drop.

But she doesn’t.

Because he’s right.

She needs all the help she can get.
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Weeks pass and she wonders, how could she possibly make them go back now, after all this, after the space they have found for themselves here? Maisie loves to climb trees, collect the eggs from the chooks in the mornings before school. She spends hours talking to the alpacas in the paddock and playing elaborate games with Isaac where they are police officers, firefighters, or, Isaac’s favourite, Barbies. Maisie isn’t having the sleep problems she had back in Arlington, where she would lie in bed awake for hours, making herself hysterical, convinced she would never fall asleep.

Isaac grows more confident, less anxious, every day; he doesn’t always follow Jacquie or Maisie from place to place anymore. His nightmares are fewer and further between. He learns to ride a bike—Rolf brought home a couple of old kids’ bikes and toys from an op shop—and pedals along the dirt roads on strong little legs, venturing further and further from the house on his own. Sometimes Jacquie looks at him and sees so clearly Max at that age, the combination of stubborn will and sensitivity. The expression on his face when he is focused on something, determined to keep up with Maisie.

She has stopped making excuses for Brandon. For ten years he has been twisting her perception so that she blamed herself for his anger. But with distance, she is beginning to see that he will always be angry at things he cannot control. Holding an alpaca, speaking gently while Andi shears the fleece, Jacquie feels strength that she did not realise she had. When she swims out with the dark, unknown water beneath her. When she opens her own bank account, registers with Centrelink, renews her Australian driver’s licence.

Rolf has sold the sailboat and has set himself the project of fitting out the troopy, so he spends hours in the carport, taking out the bench seats and replacing them with a series of ply drawers and a bed. Maisie and Isaac love to help out, and he is infinitely patient while they drop drill bits and washers; he gives them jobs like twisting bolts and sanding edges. He showed them all the different mods that people have done: the pop tops, the mini-kitchens and toilets, but he and Suzie decided a comfortable bed and storage will be enough; they’ll stay in campgrounds with toilets and showers where they can eat and cook outdoors. Jacquie is jealous, watching the excitement of their planning, the anticipation. She wonders if she took the kids and disappeared how long it would take Brandon to find her. How far they might be able to go. Online she has seen there are mothers who do this—go into exile rather than face a case they are almost guaranteed to lose. But she has to try, to maintain hope.

‘If they let us stay,’ she says to Suzie, ‘I’ll look after the house and animals.’

Her mum grasps her hands. ‘Thank you, love. I hope you can.’

But none of them can depend upon it. Suzie is already canvassing other options.
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In early March, Elaine forwards the letter from the doctor in Arlington. Jacquie clicks on the PDF, her breath shallow. The kids are asleep and she is out on the deck, beneath the vast Milky Way, staring at her phone.


To Whom it May Concern:

Re: Jacqueline Cassel, DOB: 11/13/1988

I am writing this letter as the primary care physician for Jacqueline Cassel, whom I last saw in July 2021. This letter is written with the patient’s knowledge and consent in order to provide relevant medical and professional information to the court.

On July 22, 2021, during an examination where the patient was seeking a medical certificate for work, Jacqueline disclosed to me that she had been experiencing ongoing domestic abuse from her husband, Brandon Cassel. She reported both physical and emotional abuse, including controlling behavior and sexual violence.

Following her disclosure, I discussed with her the importance of safety planning and referred her to appropriate support services. During her physical exam, I did not see evidence of physical abuse, but that was not the original purpose of the examination.


It is my professional opinion that Jacqueline’s disclosures are credible and that she is at risk of further harm without protection and intervention. I urge the court to consider the serious nature of these concerns when evaluating matters related to her safety and welfare, and the safety and welfare of her two young children.

Please do not hesitate to contact me should the court require further information.

Sincerely yours,

Dr Jenna Stevens, MD



It is a wash of relief and regret. Why did she never take photographs of the bruises? Because she was so focused on pretending they didn’t matter. Why did she never return the doctor’s calls? Because she felt like such a failure for disclosing. She closes the screen and gazes up at the stars. This feels like everything, but one day it will be just a blip, she tells herself.

She wants to text Andi, but she holds back.
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In the morning, after dropping the kids at school, she calls Elaine while she is out walking the dogs along the fire trails, watching for stones and snakes and fallen branches.

‘You got the letter?’ Elaine says.

‘Is it enough?’

‘It’s hard to say. It’s strong. But there is the thing about no evidence. His lawyers are guaranteed to bring that up.’

‘Okay.’

It makes Jacquie nauseous to know they want bruises and black eyes, the stereotype of the battered wife. A lyrebird runs across the road and she yells at the dogs not to chase.

 ‘Sorry. These dogs. What were you saying?’

‘The judge has called the hearing for the third of April. You’ll be able to come up?’

‘Of course.’ What else is she doing but waiting for this?

Elaine says she is using the texts and doctor’s letter to apply for an apprehended domestic violence order. That way, if Brandon does show up again, he cannot talk to Jacquie or the kids without the presence of a lawyer.

‘Do you think we’ll get one?’

‘Absolutely. I just wish I could be as positive about your case.’

Elaine is honest with her, telling her not to get her hopes up. She says there was a case recently where a return order was made despite the fact the father was in prison, and so the children were with his relatives until he was released.

‘It’s about punishing the mother for abducting the children more than it’s about what is in the best interests of the children.’

A flock of yellow-tailed black cockatoos flies overhead, interrupting Elaine’s words with their mournful cries.

‘In most cases, evidence of domestic violence against the mother hasn’t been allowed to satisfy the grave risk of harm defence,’ she says. And then corrects herself. There was one case where the mother had been bashed into a wall so frequently she had seizures, and a specialist testified that she and the children were at risk of grave harm if they were sent back.

Jacquie wonders, when she hears of cases like these, whether she should even bother. This is the problem: you compare your situation to others’ and someone’s will always be worse. They hang up. She passes another lyrebird, who does that hissing warning cry as it flaps to a low branch in the scrub.

Suzie was just telling her how scientists recently discovered that, when a female lyrebird was going to leave a male who was trying to mate with her, the male mimicked a flock of birds sounding a predator alarm to convince the female to stay. Jacquie didn’t know whether to be relieved or depressed by the correlation.

Back at the house, showered, she looks at the diary she bought from the newsagent. Ten days to the hearing.




CHAPTER 28

THE DAY OF the hearing, Jacquie is back in Sydney. She has left Maisie and Isaac at the farm, at school, and Clara accompanies her to court. Elaine warned her that Brandon was planning to attend in person, but now there is the ADVO so he will keep his distance. But still, she feels on the brink of collapse just walking into the courtroom, his gaze on her as he sits with his lawyer and barrister at the table to her left. All their shared history has come to this: hard looks in public spaces.

The court is called to order. They stand, bow to the judge. The Department of Family and Community Services call their first witness, Brandon. He is immaculate, as ever, in a shirt, jacket, tie. When he speaks, her heart rate soars. He hardly modulates his tone, speaking calmly, even softly. He says he agreed his wife and children could go visit her family for Christmas, he had to work, but the agreement was that they would return after Christmas. He says he wasn’t aware of any problems in his marriage, Jacquie never told him she was unhappy or planning to abduct the children. He realises now that she was trying to alienate them from him. He knows how to charm: when he speaks of how he couldn’t reach her, his voice cracks and breaks. Without his family, his children, he was heartbroken, suicidal, he says. They are his world.

When Elaine cross-examines him, she asks whether or not he has ever physically hurt or intimidated his wife.

‘Never,’ he says.

‘I’d like to draw attention to exhibit 1A, evidence from when Jacqueline went to see a doctor for a physical for work and disclosed domestic abuse. There is a letter from the doctor who examined Jacqueline at the time.’ Elaine shuffles papers, passes them to the judge.

‘This is fabricated,’ Brandon says. ‘She must have lied to the doctor. We fought, of course, who doesn’t? But she was always the boss. She was the one who insisted we do things her way. Besides, even the doctor’s letter said there was no actual physical evidence. So it’s her word against mine.’

Jacquie pulls her blazer tight around her. Why are courtrooms so cold?

‘The doctor said she believed your wife, Mr Cassel. And is it not the case that you tried to isolate Jacquie from family and friends? You objected to her friends and you did not want her to come back to Australia for Christmas.’

‘No—I encouraged her to make more friends. She never wanted to come out to parties or dinners. She isolated herself. And as for visiting her mum and brother, I paid for the trip. It’s insane to say I discouraged it.’

‘Exhibit 1B, a statement from Jacquie’s friend Clarissa saying she was concerned about her friend’s controlling husband and witnessed on at least one occasion Jacquie consoling her daughter after you punished her and frightened her.’

‘That woman is certifiable.’

 ‘Calling people crazy because you don’t like what they say isn’t a tactic that will work in a court of law, Mr Cassel,’ Elaine says.

Jacquie wishes she could hug her lawyer. She wishes she could go forward in life with Elaine always by her side.

‘So was it or was it not the case that you were so strict, so quick to lose your temper, that your children were frightened of you?’

‘We have different parenting styles. Someone has to be the disciplinarian. If Jacquie had her way, there would be no rules. That doesn’t mean I wasn’t loving too. And I never laid a hand on them in anger.’

They had agreed when Maisie was tiny—at Jacquie’s behest—that they would never spank or hit. And true to his word, Jacquie has never seen Brandon raise a hand against their children. But there are many ways, besides physical violence, to control. This much she knows.

‘Did you or did you not use spyware to track your wife’s phone?’

‘I didn’t. I mean, we both downloaded an app so we could share our location but that was willingly,’ Brandon says. ‘It wasn’t without her knowledge.’

‘Exhibit 1C, evidence of a hidden spyware app which had been installed on Jacquie’s phone without her knowledge, which tracked her whereabouts and messages.’

‘Not by me,’ Brandon says. ‘How do we know she didn’t download it herself to make me look guilty?’

Elaine asks whether he had controlled the finances and cut access to her money while they were in Australia.

Brandon says he only cancelled the credit card when Jacquie cut contact and he didn’t know where she was.

‘Do you keep a firearm in the house, Mr Cassel?’

‘In a gun safe, unloaded, with the safety on. It is for homeowner protection. I live in America, many people own guns.’

 ‘Is it not the case that Jacquie objected to the gun being kept in the house?’

‘She’s from a different culture. She doesn’t understand.’

‘Did you show the children the gun? And tell them you would show them how to shoot one day?’

‘I also told them never ever to touch it if I wasn’t there. I was giving them a lesson in firearm safety.’

‘Bullshit,’ Jacquie mutters under her breath, and she feels Elaine’s look. She needs to keep herself in check.

Elaine moves on swiftly, drawing the judge’s attention to evidence in exhibit 1D, the threatening text messages. Elaine shares them, reads a few out. Jacquie feels like the morning has taken forever, this day will be as long as a year. She would rather be anywhere but here.

‘I can’t recall,’ he says. ‘I sent a lot of emotional messages when I was trying to find where she had taken my children. I also sent messages, I’m sure, saying I loved and missed her.’

‘No further questions, Your Honour,’ Elaine says.
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‘He’s so full of it,’ Clara says, as they queue at the coffee shop during the lunchbreak. Jacquie has lost her appetite, knowing she will take the stand next. She feels like a false version of herself in a neatly ironed shirt and blazer with restrained gold jewellery.

‘He’s convincing, though, isn’t he?’ Jacquie says.

‘What time can we have a drink?’

‘Not for another four hours.’
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Jacquie takes the stand. Elaine gently leads her through questions that reveal when things began to take a turn for the worse, when Maisie was born. How his anger began to frighten her. The violence, actual and threatened. How she started trying everything in her power to keep him calm. She talks about his desire to move to the US, and how it was proposed as a temporary solution. But once they were there, it was treated as permanent, and it increased her isolation. About how there were very strict rules for both the children and her, and the consequences if those rules were broken. The fury that took weeks to cool, the relentlessness of the ways he maintained control. Elaine asks whether Brandon objected to her job, and Jacquie talks about how she had to push and push to get him to agree, how lonely she felt before. How it was a lifeline, really, in a place where she felt friendless.

‘And what about the children?’ Elaine says. ‘Do you think they saw Arlington as home?’

‘Temporarily, yes. But they both love Australia. They told me they wanted to stay. They are attending school, making friends, part of an extended network and community. They love their nana. Their anxieties seem to have lessened—they were both frightened by Brandon and very aware of our fights. They used to try to intervene.’

‘How?’ Elaine asks.

Jacquie takes a deep breath then speaks with a shaking voice about a time that Maisie came into the bedroom when Brandon had cornered her, when she was crouched on the floor and he was standing over her, trying to pull her up by her hair, yelling. How ashamed she had been.

The times he smashed things and they were all left to clean up the pieces.

The bruises the children had seen and spoken of.

The ways they both ran to her when he lost his temper, which she had come to realise was not out of fear for themselves but fear he would hurt her.

 ‘Here, Isaac’s nightmares have stopped,’ she says. ‘And Maisie is no longer having the trouble she used to have falling asleep. They heard us fight at night, after they went to bed, and they absorbed that tension.’

With tears streaming down her cheeks, she says, ‘They should never have had to feel it was their responsibility to look after me. It should be the other way around.’

She sips from a glass of water. The room swims. Hours have passed.

She is cross-examined. Nothing really prepares you to have your words turned around and twisted, have your capacity and memory questioned, your versions of events denied.

Except, perhaps, being married to Brandon.

Her reliability and mental stability are called into question. She is a narcissist and a hypochondriac who engages in questionable techniques like attachment parenting. Her itinerant childhood and her mother’s ‘eccentric’ lifestyle are brought up. ‘Is it or is it not true that your mother Susan, the grandmother of Isaac and Maisie, abuses drugs.’

‘That is completely false,’ Jacquie says. ‘She occasionally uses marijuana for medical purposes but never around minors.’

Which is true, now. Different, of course, when she was growing up. It is difficult to stay calm. She tells the truth: she did not plan to remain in Australia, but the extent of the abuse only became clear once she left. And it was this realisation, along with fear of Brandon, that made her stay.

Brandon shakes his head at this. But it’s all in the affidavit.

‘Is it true that you lied to get the children out of school early? That you told them your mother was having health problems in Australia?’

She’s flustered by this. ‘Only because Brandon told me to. He said that they were so strict about attendance that they’d never let Maisie and Isaac leave for an extra week otherwise.’

Shame blooms across her chest. She lied. It looks bad, but he’s trapped her, because he knows how guilty it made her feel.

‘No further questions, Your Honour.’
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The final testimonies are from the social worker who interviewed Maisie and Isaac. She is a small, sharp-faced woman with lifeless hair. Jacquie already knew what the report said; Elaine showed it to her. Maisie and Isaac expressed interest in staying with their mother, the woman said, which was to be expected with children of that particular age. She said that removing the children from the mother’s day-to-day care and placing them with their father may have a profound effect on them. They both reported that their father was quick to anger and sometimes hurt their mother, but there was no reason to believe that the father had or would harm them.

Her recommendation was for a shared custody arrangement that allowed them access to both parents, though she was aware it was not the place of the judge in Hague cases to determine custody, rather the responsibility of the family court of the country in their place of residence. Ultimately, she said, whether or not the children want to stay with the mother was not relevant under the Hague Convention into parental abduction; what matters was whether or not the children objected to being taken from their place of habitual residence.

Elaine cross-examines her. She asks how it is they predict abuse. She asks about studies showing the detrimental long-term effects on children of growing up in households with domestic violence.

In her closing statements, Elaine asks whether it’s responsible to leave this matter with the family court in the US because there are ultimately no requirements of them to fulfil the undertakings given in this court.

 ‘If the court gives a return order and the children must go back to the United States,’ she says, ‘the mother risks criminal charges if she wants to follow. If she goes back, she is at risk of ending up in jail. She is at risk of losing custody. She is at risk of enduring further trauma at the hands of her abuser.’

Brandon’s barrister, in his closing statement, says that the crux of this case is not the stories that have been fabricated about his client, but the indisputable facts: Jacquie did keep the children from their father without permission, she abducted them, and she is guilty of alienating them and preventing him from seeing them.

‘We are signatories of an international convention, and in Australia it is our responsibility to follow that convention, which requires that abducted children be returned to their habitual residence, which in this case is the United States of America. If this was a case of domestic violence, the defendant ought to have brought it to the attention of the authorities in the country of habitual residence. She did not.’
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‘Fucking really,’ Clara says, as they walk to her car that afternoon. The life of the city continues around them—office workers and coffee kiosks and electric scooters—as though nothing has changed. There is a pigeon with only one foot hopping beside a park bench, looking for sandwich crumbs. ‘So there’s abuse, but sure, he should still have the kids in his care. Unbelievable.’

Jacquie is quiet. Elaine has warned her this might happen. But there is nothing she can do but wait. It could be months before they hear a result.
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That night, in Clara and Mike’s terrace, she wakes with a start.

He is close, she can feel it. She wraps herself in a blanket and walks to the window. It is raining, a light sound on the glass of the windowpanes, drops joining to make little rivulets. A car idles outside the house, headlights off. She grips her phone in her hand. It is impossible to see who is inside.

Is he driving, or a passenger? She does not want to go and wake Clara because this might be nothing. It could be anyone.

Her breath in the dark room, the rain falling, the glass against her fingertips. After minutes which feel endless, like an unspooled tape stretched to the point of snapping, the car turns on its headlights, illuminating two white beams of rain, and pulls away from the kerb.

The person who’d been sitting there watching (she is certain it was him) drives off into the darkness.




CHAPTER 29

A WEEK INTO waiting, her phone buzzes.


How’d it go? Keen for a swim? X Andi



She has been so distracted that she hasn’t swum in ages. She types a reply as fast as her phone will allow and hits send before she can think too hard.


It was tough. Yes to a swim. X

Sunday at 8? I’ll pick you up.



There aren’t even emojis on her phone, or if there are, she hasn’t found them, so she types a simple Yes.
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Andi picks her up at the top of the driveway, and their smiles when they see each other are as big as their whole faces. There are people you just want be beside. Like the sphere of earth is a bowl, and the sides have slid you together.

 ‘I’ve missed you,’ Jacquie says, flushing as soon as the words are out of her mouth. Will she ever stop making a fool of herself? ‘Same,’ Andi replies, grinning.

There is silence then as neither of them are willing to say more. The sun comes in sharp spears through the high canopy of trees.

‘I thought we’d try Washerwomans at Bendalong,’ Andi says. ‘It’s pretty calm in most conditions.’

‘I love it there.’
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The beach car park is empty, and they shimmy into wetsuits beside the ute. It’s gotten cold enough. She’s pulling on an old one of Max’s with holes in the elbows and knees.

‘That won’t do much good,’ Andi says. ‘Hang on, I’ve got a spare.’

She grabs another steamer out of a bag in the back of the ute. Jacquie’s not sure it will fit but it does, just snugly, all the work of the farm and the stress of the past months has given her the body Brandon wished she still had. The irony of that. She pulls on a cap and tucks her hair under. She does up Andi’s zipper, pulling it out so it doesn’t catch her skin.

Andi does up Jacquie’s and there is heat where she touches her through neoprene.

The sand is cold, the ocean sharp on the skin of her feet. The wetsuit helps, though. It muffles things, like a glass of wine or a joint. This is why some ocean swimmers just wear their togs year-round. The shock is part of it. The gasp and tingle. They wait for a break in the sets of small, even waves that are crashing right at the shore before they swim out, Jacquie following Andi’s lead. The water is so clear that you can see individual grains of sand on the ocean floor, strands of seaweed waving in the current. Beyond the waves, they stop and tread water for a moment, the sun out from behind clouds and the sky an utter brilliant blue.

‘Will you look at that?’ Andi taps her on the shoulder and points towards the shore and there are dolphins, their dark lithe bodies leaping, splashing in and out of the unbroken wave. They grin at each other.

‘They could teach us a thing or two about swimming,’ Andi says.

‘I reckon.’

The lightness of that feeling stays with her through the swim, across the bay and back, the water’s gentle swell beneath the rhythm of her arms. Afterwards, they are shivering in the ute, the heat on full, wetties in a sodden pile in the tray.

Andi drives back to the farm with that same easiness between them Jacquie remembers, and it feels like she’s blinked and they’re back at the top of the drive.

‘When do you hear about your case?’

‘Might be weeks, might be months. They don’t tell you until you suddenly get an email saying they’re going to deliver judgement on such-and-such a date.’

‘So all you can do is sit tight and wait?’

‘Yeah.’

Andi rubs her hair, tousling it; the sea water has made it wild.

Jacquie’s hand wants to touch Andi’s hair, but her head stops her. That’s not allowed, her head says, you can’t just do that. Remember Brandon. Her hand grasps the other instead, but what it wants is to feel Andi’s salt-damp hair, touch her sleeve, the soft cotton of it. The bared freckles on the curve of her forearm. The jutting bone on the outside of her wrist. The inside of her elbow, so pale and skin-thin, the wrinkles of her knuckles, the long lines of her veins. She smiles, catching Andi’s eye.

‘Those dolphins, eh?’

 ‘How lucky were we?’

Jacquie says they should go again soon, and opens the door of the ute, swinging down, grabbing Max’s old wettie which is still dry. She walks back around to the driver’s-side window: the warmth of Andi, the soft and firm, the light and shadow. Jacquie puts her hand on Andi’s freckled forearm.

‘I’ve been thinking about kissing you,’ she blurts, before she can talk herself out of it.

Andi turns towards her; Jacquie leans in the open window. Andi reaches out and pulls her gently closer. Jacquie’s mouth touches the softness of Andi’s, the salty ocean there. The part of her lips, her small hand on the back of Jacquie’s neck. She breathes her in, thought swallowed by desire. A distant dirt bike’s two-stroke roars and Jacquie pulls away, heart pounding.

‘Let’s swim again soon,’ Andi says. Her gaze says something more.

Jacquie feels empty as soon as the ute is gone, before the dust has even settled on the road.
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It takes one month—a month of constantly refreshing her emails, a month of imagining the worst possible outcome—for the notice to come through. The judge is going to deliver a decision on 15 May. Jacquie will drive up on her own, stay with Clara.

She hardly sleeps the night before, despite the two strong gin and tonics that Clara makes her. Elaine meets them that morning.

‘Whatever happens,’ she says, ‘this isn’t final. You can go through the courts there, or you can appeal it here if there are grounds. Just prepare yourself, either way.’

Jacquie thinks again about disappearing. Taking the kids out bush, living as a fugitive. But then there’d be the paranoia of being discovered, the constant vigilance, moving from place to place.

They sit in the courtroom, Brandon not here in person but on the monitor. Outside the window, it is one of those perfect blue-sky May days, the sun warm rather than scorching hot, the parks lush and green from so much April rain. Clara had parked in the Domain and they’d walked over, past the Andrew (Boy) Charlton pool and the splash of swimmers in tile and concrete. Jacquie thought of how the trees in Arlington would already be in blossom: the ornamental cherries with their white and pink explosions. She missed the sudden exuberance of a northern hemisphere spring. Later she will wonder if it was her fault, the decision, the fault of her momentary lapse into longing.

The judge enters, they stand for formalities, and sit while she adjusts her papers, her spectacles. The room is so quiet. There is a glitch in the video link Brandon is on, a momentary blur.

The judge clears her throat.

‘These proceedings concern an application by the State Central Authority seeking return of the children X, born 2014, and Y, born 2016, to the United States of America pursuant to the provisions of the Family Law (Child Abduction Convention) Regulations 1986 (Commonwealth) of the Hague Convention on the Civil Aspects of International Child Abduction. The respondent is the mother of the children. The requesting parent is the father, who lives in the United States of America.

‘The father seeks orders for the return of the two children, X and Y, to the United States of America, asserting that the mother wrongfully retained the children in Australia without his consent …’

Jacquie’s mind drifts through the introduction and the legalese, watching the crown of Brandon’s head on the monitor where his hair is thinning, glancing at the table below where his barrister is polishing his spectacles with a tissue. It smells like strong perfume and furniture polish, the absence of fresh air. There are so many neat piles of paper. She is overwhelmed by a desire to flee the courtroom, to leave before she hears the next part.

‘I am satisfied that the Convention is in force between Australia and the United States of America, the application was filed within one year after the children’s retention in Australia, the children are under sixteen, the children were habitual residents of the United States immediately before their retention in Australia, and the father had rights of custody in relation to the children. The father would have exercised those rights but for the retention of the children in Australia. I therefore find that the retention of the children by the mother in Australia was wrongful under regulation 16(1)(a).

‘The mother submits that the return of the children would expose them to a grave risk of physical or psychological harm under regulation 16(3)(b). The evidence falls short of establishing that threshold, however. The mother was quite compelling regarding her description of family violence. But that does not in and of itself give rise to the exception. The father has not been charged with any family violence. There is little corroborating evidence.

‘The mother argues that the children have settled into their new environment. However, fewer than twelve months have elapsed since the wrongful retention.

‘The conditions for the return of the children under the Convention are satisfied. Accordingly, I will make orders for the return of the children forthwith to the United States of America.’

They are being sent back. It slowly sinks into her skin, her fascia, her muscles, her organs, her bones. Everything fills with cold lead. Whatever air there was in this airless room is gone.

The judge is still talking, saying that the allegations of domestic violence are a matter for the US courts to deal with.

‘Similarly, there are services and supports in the United States which can be accessed by the mother.’

Clara holds Jacquie’s hand as the judge reads out the orders, and somehow Jacquie’s eyes are dry. Clara is crying enough for both of them.

Maisie and Isaac must return by the 30 June, at Brandon’s expense. If she would like to go with them, it will be at her own expense. The Australian Federal Police will remove their names from the Family Law Watchlist and will be provided with a sealed copy of these orders.

So she may follow the children back to the US, but the orders fail to mention that the moment she arrives, there she could be charged with a criminal offence. But what choice does she have? How could she let them go alone? All she can do in this world, all that matters, is keeping them safe.

Later, when the shock subsides, she will wonder if she would have done things differently had she known. It is so hard to say what if, if only. Had she returned when she was supposed to, would she have been trapped again? She would have never had these months here, the swims with Andi, watching Maisie and Isaac run free and feral, fearless, on her mum’s farm.

She ought to have kept better records. Reported Brandon to the authorities. Collected a trail of evidence. And yet.

She could not even think straight until she was away from him, away from his ability to make her question her own certainty, her instinct. Her knowing.




CHAPTER 30

THE HARDEST PART, the very worst part, is telling Maisie and Isaac. She drives straight back down south to pick them up from school, tears drying in tight patches on her cheeks. She stops once to empty her bladder at the Nowra Macca’s, but otherwise she is unconcerned with her speed, with her reckless driving. It feels good to be fucking reckless. What does she have left to lose?

Plenty, she reminds herself, pushing her fury down before collecting the kids from the school gates. God, just looking at them kills her. Maisie’s missing teeth, her messy ponytail, and Isaac’s dreamy expression, his infinitely kissable cheeks. They are the most beautiful things alive. Jacquie waits until they are piled into Suzie’s Subaru, with the windows cracked so they don’t smother in the smell of dog.

‘What did the judge say?’ Maisie asks, leaning between the front seats. The child who never forgets.

‘We have to go back,’ Jacquie says.

Maisie punches her seat, again and again and again. Isaac’s face crumples like a deflated balloon.

 ‘I’m coming with you,’ she says, her voice cracking. ‘There will be good things too. Daddy. Going back to see your old friends. Mexican from your favourite taqueria. Grandma and Grandpa.’

Maisie yells, a guttural sound, one Jacquie knows from deep in her own body.

‘I don’t wanna go.’ Isaac is digging his palms into his eyes.

‘Me neither, but we have to. We’ll do it together.’
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Suzie and Jacquie are talking in low voices as they fix dinner in the kitchen that evening, discussing whether to pull the kids out of school now or let them continue until they leave, when Isaac runs into the room in tears.

‘Maisie broke my Lego truck because she wanted the pieces.’

Maisie runs in and throws the pieces on the floor. ‘Here, you stupid crybaby.’

‘You’re the stupid, stupid.’ Isaac runs at Maisie.

Jacquie steps in front of him and fists pummel the backs of her legs.

‘Hey, hey. Calm down.’

Suzie bends down to pick up the pieces.

‘Both of you come with me.’ Jacquie holds her hand out and Suzie drops the pieces into her palm. ‘Show me what happened in the room.’

Maisie runs off down the hallway and slams the door of the bathroom but Isaac leads her into the bedroom and explains how Maisie called his truck babyish and broke it because she said she needed the pieces. They sit down on the floor.

She knows that none of this is about Lego or trucks, but she doesn’t know how to say this to Isaac. ‘I think Maisie is sad, and sometimes it’s hard to separate sadness from anger.’

 ‘I’m sad too.’ Isaac crawls into her lap.

His breath on her shoulder is warm, his head heavy on her collarbone. She doesn’t have the right words for anything anymore. She hopes that just this is enough.

After a few minutes, she tells him to build his truck again while she goes to talk to Maisie.

‘Is she going to be in trouble?’

Jacquie shakes her head. ‘Not today. It’s not a normal day—I think you understand that too.’

Isaac nods solemnly.

Through the bathroom door, Jacquie can hear Maisie sobbing so hard she cannot catch her breath.

‘Try to slow your breathing, Maise. Slow in for five, slow out.’

She is trying.

Jacquie turns the knob but it is locked. ‘Can you let me in? You’re not in trouble.’

‘I … don’t want … to go,’ Maisie says between hiccups.

Jacquie slides down the shut door to sit on the floor.

‘I know.’

Maisie blows her nose. There is the sound of the tap running; she must be washing her face, that fierce face, her frowning brow, her jutting chin. The lock clicks. Jacquie stands up and Maisie’s face is pressed into her stomach. Maisie’s hands still damp, her hair hot and her ears bright red.

‘Hey hey hey. I’m sorry. I wish it wasn’t this way.’

And Maisie’s words are muffled, but she feels them through her flesh.

‘I’m scared.’

‘I’ll keep you safe,’ Jacquie says.

Maisie looks up, eyes puffy and nose still streaming. ‘But Mum. I’m scared for you.’
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Later Clara asks why Jacquie doesn’t appeal and she tells Clara it’s because Elaine was honest about it. Like a good lawyer. That they could buy some time, but that it would also cost more and more money, and that there weren’t really grounds, because the judge hadn’t made a mistake or ignored any of the evidence they presented.

Clara says she will come to the airport, to say goodbye. Jacquie wishes that she wouldn’t, that no one would, because it will all be too hard. She would like to wear a permanent wetsuit, now that she has set them on this course. She would like to be muffled from all the pain of departure. The fear of what will happen when she arrives.

Maisie takes wool from the alpacas. Isaac wants to bring the bike, but she promises him that they will get one like it in Arlington, so he can continue his riding. It is a physical ache, how much she wants to stay.

She has one last swim in the creek on her own. The creek remembers her, leads her down the banks, stones pressing into the soles of her feet. It pulls Jacquie into amber waters, icy cold now in winter, the shock such that her stomach clenches with it. The creek swirls around her skin, fingers and toes numbing. When she surfaces, coming out to the bank gasping, the cold air feels suddenly warm. She wraps herself in a threadbare towel. The breeze picks up and shakes loose the leaves of the high ceiling of trees, and they float down to rest on the surface of the water, to be carried downstream. If she could only be swept along too, effortless and away. Instead she feels like a trapped branch, worn by relentless pressure and rush.
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Andi comes to help clear a tree which has fallen, blocking part of the road in. She’s on the chainsaw—not the electric one of Suzie’s, but the proper one—and they both have on earmuffs which barely dull the high whine.

She’s cutting the branches and Jacquie is dragging them off the road, into the verge. They’re both wearing work gloves.

Andi finishes the final branch and cuts the chainsaw, the silence as deafening as the noise was. She sets down the saw and pulls off her earmuffs.

‘You ready to wrangle this beast?’

The trunk is big and heavy, but with both of them pushing, they can roll it to the side of the road. They’re panting when they’re done, sweat is mixing with the sawdust and dirt and stinging their eyes.

‘Do you have to go back?’ Andi asks, wiping the perspiration off her face with a forearm.

‘They’re not expecting me till dinner.’

‘I mean back to him.’

Jacquie sits, heavy on the trunk, the wet bark crumbling beneath her. She takes off her gloves and folds them into one another.

‘I don’t. I mean, they can’t order it. But I can’t send them alone.’

‘Sorry. I know it’s not easy.’

She’s standing awkwardly now in front of Jacquie, hands shoved into pockets, and Jacquie wants, more than anything, to pull Andi towards her. To feel the bony knock of Andi’s knees against her own, the softer curve of her thighs. How strange to want a body so similar to hers after a lifetime of different desire. She’s dizzy with it, overcome.

‘I’d never let them go alone.’

Andi sits down beside her, pressing her knee against Jacquie’s, and there is electricity crackling between them. A flock of yellow-tailed black cockatoos flies overhead; their plangent calls could be her own.

‘Do you know when you might be able to come back?’

Andi isn’t looking at her but out into the trees. She has a smear of dirt on her cheek which would taste like iron.

‘No—it’s all such a mess. I wish I didn’t have to. I’ll miss you.’ Her voice is cracking like ice in liquid, and when Andi looks at her, Jacquie’s chest hurts.

The forest creaks and sighs in a breeze, the canopy above them brushing the cloudless sky.

‘That was nice, the other day, our kiss,’ Andi says, gazing up at the leaves. ‘But it also makes things hard. To know you’re going.’

‘I know. If you’d rather just leave it at that, I won’t—’

‘That’s not what I meant. I mean that would be the sensible thing, but—against my better judgement—it’s not how I feel.’

Jacquie has never had such certainty in her body. A gravitational pull, a drawing close. She is too soft, too animal, too alive to resist.

She puts her mouth on the skin of Andi’s cheek, to taste the forest there. Andi turns, finding Jacquie’s mouth with her own, and it is softness, tree sap, the bush silent now around them. Jacquie’s hand in Andi’s hair, the bone at the back of her skull, the thin nape of her neck. Her hand on the thigh of Jacquie’s jeans, along the inside seam. Andi sits on her then, straddling her, and they keep kissing, her weight and heat, hands, hips. There is nothing in the world she desires more than this. A ray of sun comes through the canopy.

Life is so strange in how it gives you terror and great beauty side by side. A life one thing becoming another.

Inside Andi’s top, her skin is the softest thing Jacquie has ever touched. Andi kisses down her collarbone to the buttons of Jacquie’s shirt. She wriggles it off, and the bra beneath it, and, standing then, Andi does the same. Soon they are entirely naked and their fingers, tongues inside each other. Jacquie has been so nervous thinking of this moment. Does she know how to touch a woman? But on her knees in the fallen leaves she holds Andi’s hipbones, tasting her, tongue finding folds. She’s forgotten to think. There is quiver. Caught breath. Salt skin.

She knows there is a woman somewhere who would be better for Andi than her. Who would not come with this baggage: children, angry husband, the requirement to be in another country. But she can’t help it, she still wants to be the one for her, the one she wakes up beside in the mornings, the sky turning shade by shade to lightness. The one who brings her a cup of tea with just a splash of milk, and hangs her socks, tenderly, on the line.

How long has passed? An hour? A day?

They dress, shivering, as the wind picks up from the south-east, making the trees roar.

‘Hold still,’ she says, and they brush the leaves and dirt from one another’s skin.

They hold each other and kiss again.

The strangest part: she was never nervous.

Her body knew what her mind refused to hear.
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The airport is quiet. Suzie and Rolf wait with them at the ticket counter. There is a woman from the Department of Family and Community Services. She has their passports, which she hands over once she has checked their tickets. The police have removed their names from the watchlist, she says. Jacquie wonders if this woman is going to come to the gate, to watch them board the plane, but she just chats to the ticketing agent. She will probably get a call when they have boarded.

They wait for Clara outside of immigration. She’s just finding parking, she texts. Give her five minutes.

Then she’s there, all flushed cheeks and windblown hair, with tight hugs and promises to visit in America. ‘After this baby.’ Her eyes crinkle with a smile.

‘Congratulations. I thought it was Mike’s food finally sticking.’

‘Something else stuck,’ she says.

Jacquie groans.

‘Where’s the baby?’ Isaac asks.

‘In her belly, dummy, she’s pregnant,’ Maisie says, and Jacquie tells her to be nice. Jacquie doesn’t say what she is thinking: prepare yourself for a love that does not sleep. To never stop watching for precipices, wherever they are, whatever they are made of. Instead, they make Clara promise to send photos, and then the three of them give Rolf and Suzie their last hugs and kisses. Rolf’s pale blue eyes are moist, and her mum … Mum. Oh, Mum. Suzie’s sandalwood smell, her frail soft cheek. Jacquie is trying to hold back tears but it is useless to try. It is good that Suzie has Rolf with her, she thinks as she walks off, holding Maisie and Isaac’s hands firmly in hers. The floor is so shiny and white, the signs all pointing one way, but it is the wrong way, that much she knows. Suzie’s precipice is here; her own is coming.

‘Where to?’ the customs agent asks through the perspex screen, flipping open their passports.

‘The United States,’ Jacquie says.

The agent scans the passports then waves them through.




CHAPTER 31

‘I’M CALLING FROM the Dallas Fort Worth Airport Police. We have a Mrs Jacqueline Cassel and your two children here off a flight from Sydney, Australia, the result of a civil return order. I’m required to ask, Mr Cassel, if you would like to press criminal charges against your wife, Mrs Cassel, under the International Parental Kidnapping Crime Act?’

She hears Brandon sigh and she hears the sleepless nights she’s caused him, the utter frustration, the longing for their children.

He clears his throat. ‘No,’ he says. ‘I’ll deal with her myself.’

The air in the small room is cold. Bert says something she doesn’t understand—there’s a ringing in her ears. He hangs up.

She’s not going to prison, but this might be worse.
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The airport police officers hand back their passports, apologising for the inconvenience and delay. Bert has two miniature-sized bags of M&Ms he gives to Maisie and Isaac as they leave. Just what a hungry child needs, artificial colouring and chocolate, Jacquie does not say. She is suddenly keenly aware that they have baggage to claim and recheck and another flight to catch. A flight she does not want to catch. A place she does not want to return to. On autopilot now, she gets them through to the next gate and buys Maisie and Isaac slices of pizza from a kiosk; somehow she is still able to look after them, in spite of everything else. She has serviettes for their greasy fingers afterwards and has used the airport wi-fi to download movies on their iPads for the two-and-a-half-hour flight to Washington DC.

This is the thing about children: when you are looking after their needs you can forget your own. You can almost cease to matter and there is something comforting in that. Her fear is usurped by simple necessity—bathroom breaks and hunger and boarding in the right order. The boarding pass and the right snacks and the gum to chew if their ears hurt on take-off or landing.

At Reagan National Airport, Brandon meets them at the baggage claim. Her reaction is unexpected. It feels different here from how it felt on her home soil. How can you miss someone you fear? Like this. She gives him a brief, tight hug which surprises him. ‘Oh,’ he says. His body is more familiar than her own. His dark hair, his tall lean figure, the glasses which reflect light.

He kneels, arms open, and enfolds Maisie and Isaac. They hug him, keeping their eyes on Jacquie. They have two suitcases, as much as they brought over, but as she collects them off the baggage carousel he says, ‘Is that all?’

‘Yup.’ She is coursing with adrenaline. Terrified of what all this means. She points to the larger of the two bags. ‘This one has their stuff.’

He grabs it by the handle. ‘The car is in short term,’ he says. ‘Where are you staying?’

She looks towards the bubblers then, where Clarissa is waiting—Jacquie had texted from Dallas Fort Worth—and Brandon follows her gaze. Maisie and Isaac run over to give her a hug too.

‘With Clarissa.’

‘Fine. As long as I have the kids.’

‘I’ll come in the morning.’

‘What time? You need to schedule it in. We have places to be.’

Clarissa is chattering to the kids; thank god she’s here to defuse things. She will be peppering them with questions, giving Brandon and Jacquie a minute to talk without being overheard.

‘Can I come at nine? We need to talk. We have to get a custody plan in place.’

Brandon shakes his head slowly. He is smiling, but it is not a kind smile. His eyes are cold.

‘You don’t get it, do you, Jacquie? You lost access to them when you abducted them. I emailed it to you last week—an order from the Virginia Family Court. In your absence, I’ve been granted full custody. You can see them when I decide you can see them.’

She tells him he can’t keep the children from her.

Brandon starts to walk towards the sliding glass doors which will let him out into the night.

‘C’mon, Maisie, Isaac, let’s go get the car,’ he calls, then turns back to Jacquie. ‘Listen to yourself. It’s exactly what you’ve done to me. I’ll send you a message when we have time to see you.’

Her face crumples, her suitcase alone in the middle of the baggage claim hall. Maisie and Isaac are huddled beside Clarissa but look between their mum and dad.

‘Come on, guys, I’ve got presents for you at home,’ Brandon says.

Maisie and Isaac run to Jacquie. They grab her hands. ‘C’mon, Mum.’ Maisie’s face is bright red.

 ‘Oh, sweetie. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?’

Fuck, these tears. They need to stop. Isaac wraps himself around her knees, holding tight. ‘Mummy, I’ll stay with you!’ He’s crying into her thighs. She lifts him, his legs wrap around her waist like tentacles.

‘Dad!’ Maisie stomps towards him, dragging her backpack behind her. ‘Why isn’t Mum coming with us?’

He raises his hands in the air. ‘Her call, Maisie. She wants to stay with Clarissa.’

Maisie turns back to Jacquie. She stamps her foot. ‘Mummy. You have to come. We have to stick together.’

Jacquie looks at Clarissa, who is frowning and biting her lip. Strangers walk past staring, pretending not to. The woman at the baggage desk is picking up the phone, probably calling security. Isaac is hiccupping into her clavicle.

‘I could come stay with you,’ Clarissa offers. ‘Get my sister to feed the cats.’

‘What the fuck?’ Brandon says.

‘No, that’s okay, Clarissa. I’ll be fine. If you could drop me off, I’ll stay with the kids. We’ll stick together.’

Clarissa gives her a worried look, but what else can Jacquie do?

Jacquie sets Isaac down gently, and Clarissa takes his hand.

Brandon follows her as she goes to get her suitcase.

‘Just tonight,’ he hisses. ‘To avoid a scene. Tomorrow you are out of my house.’

‘The children need me,’ she says.

‘Yeah, well, you should have thought about that before.’

Outside the air is warm and humid, the familiar Arlington summer soup. Cicadas scream in the trees behind the black hulk of the parking garage.

 ‘Ride with Daddy,’ she says to Maisie and Isaac, looking pointedly at Brandon. ‘I’ll ride with Clarissa. I promise I will be right behind you.’

‘You’d better be,’ Maisie says.

Maisie takes Isaac’s hand and pulls him away before he can wrap himself around Jacquie’s legs again. Her face is furious.

Clarissa gives Jacquie a tight hug, her big jumble of keys pressing into her back. ‘Oh, babe. Babe. We will talk in the car. If you’re more than five minutes behind Maisie I think she’ll send the National Guard.’
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How does life change so completely in a matter of months, but the place you left behind remain the same? Clarissa’s crappy old car with CD cases strewn across the floor, paperwork in the passenger seat, still smelling like fruity vapes.

‘All your students are asking about you.’ She throws papers onto the back seat. ‘I know it’s the last thing on your mind, but the job is yours again the minute you want it.’

‘I’m going to need money, so yes, please. But first I have to call a lawyer tomorrow. Is there legal aid here? Brandon’s been awarded full custody and I have to see if I can appeal it.’

‘I’ve got all the numbers and websites.’ Clarissa is looking over her shoulder, reversing out of the car spot. ‘But first, tell me what the hell happened. Did you know when you left that you were going to stay?’
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The question people ask when you reveal domestic violence is why you didn’t leave earlier. Why you let him get away with it.

I would have left him, other women say, the very first time he threw something. The first time he threatened me. The first time he raised a hand in anger. The first time he gave me a bruise.

She used to think the same way. It’s a sick comparison, and in some ways inept, but it is like running. You jog five minutes the first day, and it hurts, and you think: I’ll never do that again. But the next day you can do ten. The next day fifteen. And soon you’re running five kilometres. Ten. Fifteen. What you can put up with will surprise you. What seems horrible in the beginning is horrible at the end, but you have changed. Your ability to detach has changed.

The fear is what never goes, though: the sickness in the pit of your stomach, the dread at the change in pitch in his voice. Will you be able to talk him back from the edge today?

She doesn’t bother with details, filling Clarissa in. The small acts of shrinking which accumulate. She doesn’t explain the reasons why she flinched, the reasons she was afraid to turn her back on him in a room. The details seem ghoulish now, like listing her own failures. How could she have let this happen? Because it was always there. Because he loved her, he was loving too, he was also a good husband, a good man. He was both things. Terribly good, and terrible.

She cannot say the exact moment that he changed, because he did not change. He had always been this way. She was the one who changed: she saw what life could be like without him.

Let’s say the first time it happens you are shocked. Certain that you will leave him. You are wound tight with adrenaline and fury. You lock him out of the flat, and even when he rings, you refuse to speak to him. You pack a bag. He is waiting beside the car, where he breaks down in tears. He cannot live without you. You have never seen him weep, and slowly your rage simmers down to pity. It is easier to avoid the shame of telling others. When you do forgive him (didn’t you provoke him, after all?) things seem better than before. Like the creek after a flood: your love is washed clean.

Let’s say the second, third, fourth time it is easier to see how culpable you have been. Things have been so good for so long. They will be good again. You just have to watch your sharp tongue/your scatty mind/your slovenly nature.

Let’s say that the fifth time is when you learn to leave your body. So you lose count then of how many, of what and when. Most often the sensation is of floating: a deep, blue, bottomless pool. Only when you cannot catch your breath do you realise how close you have come to drowning.

Only when you surface do you see it in his fear.




CHAPTER 32

DRIVING THROUGH THE streets around their house (his house), Jacquie can smell the sweet peas and lilacs. The trees are thick with leaves. The imagined inferno never happened. The lawns they pass in the dark are perfectly edged, each the same uniform shade of fertilised green. The cul-de-sac is quiet except for the crickets, the sprinklers at the neighbours’ pulsing. It is dark except for the sensor lights on their house, still the biggest house on the street. The flower beds are mulched, the hedges are trimmed, there is a fresh coat of paint on the fence. From the outside, everything looks perfect. What has Brandon told the rest of the cul-de-sac? The parents from the bus stop? How has he explained their long absence?

Clarissa parks on the street and helps lift Jacquie’s suitcase from the boot of the car.

‘Do you feel safe here?’

‘He has a gun.’

‘Fuck. Do you think Maisie and Isaac are safe?’

She has always felt that she was the one who kept them safe. If she’s not there, will he use them to get to her?

‘Sorry, that’s a hard question to answer,’ Clarissa says.

‘I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore.’

‘I’m coming in for now, okay?’

Jacquie nods.

‘Remember, the courts sent you back here, but you are still protected by the criminal justice system. You can still report him if he threatens you or the kids with violence.’

She braces herself, tightening her muscles. She still has the key in her bag, but she presses the doorbell. She waits to be let inside.
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The kids are in their bedrooms, tucked up tight in their beds. After Brandon has visited them to say goodnight, and Jacquie has said goodnight and promised she will be here in the morning, the three adults sit across from each other at the dining room table.

‘I’m not a mediator,’ Clarissa says, ‘but in the best interest of your children, I really think you guys should get one.’

Brandon stands up and goes to the whisky cabinet, pouring a few fingers for himself, not offering. ‘No one—’ he starts and Jacquie cuts him off.

‘No one asked you before I kept them in Australia, I know that. It was the wrong way to go about it. I made a mistake. Please don’t punish them for my mistake.’

‘The only person I’m punishing is you,’ Brandon says, slamming the bottle down on the cabinet.

‘That’s not true,’ Clarissa says. ‘You saw them in the airport today. They need to know they have both of you available to them. They need to know they can see their mom. This isn’t about getting even anymore, Brandon. She’s brought them back. She could have appealed, but she didn’t.’

‘She didn’t appeal because she would have lost again, and because she didn’t have the money.’

He’s not wrong.

‘What is your ideal custody arrangement?’ Jacquie asks. ‘They do need me. They’re just little. I need them. The reason I followed them here is because we need each other. And before you say you needed them too, just remember that we were all scared of you these past years. You hurt me and you frightened them. So as much as you can blame me for going about it the wrong way, you can’t blame me for wanting to get away.’

‘My ideal custody arrangement is what I have. Full custody. You can see them when I agree to it.’

Clarissa stands up. She says she doesn’t think they’re getting anywhere tonight.

‘I’m going to go home. I’ll be here in the morning to pick you up, Jacquie.’

She walks Clarissa out to her car.

‘It’s a shock for you both,’ Clarissa says, opening her car door.

Jacquie kicks her heels into the soft lawn, hearing the grass rip at the roots.

‘But you can get a court-ordered mediator. That might be the thing to ask for as part of your appeal. You can file a request to modify existing orders. You could even file an emergency request. You should call in the morning.’

‘I will,’ Jacquie says. ‘I don’t know how to thank you for everything.’

‘Then don’t. Call me anytime. Middle of the night, doesn’t matter. Text me when you wake up, okay? I’ll be sending the cops if you don’t.’

Jacquie agrees and watches her drive away.

There are clouds obscuring the stars. Little flashes of lightning bugs. The smell of cut grass, which conjures Andi, the click and whirr of a sprinkler system turning on. Before them, there must have been a small house here, a single-storey bungalow with a basement and a large tree-filled yard. A swing set, an old garden shed with rakes and shovels rusting with age and bags of potting soil covered with cobwebs. Before them there were families who all shared a single bathroom and waited their turn to brush their teeth or use the toilet in the mornings. Closets crammed with winter coats and boots, kitchens crowded when two people shared the space. There was a water heater that thumped and groaned and ran out of hot water after three showers. Floorboards that creaked and sighed, and steep stairs leading down into a basement which always smelled a little damp, like cold concrete.

Before them, a demolition team tore down the brick walls and jackhammered the old foundations. Before them, a team of contractors and day labourers put up the balloon framing and nailed it into place. They hung the drywall and laid flooring, wiring, insulation. They plumbed a space off every bedroom, framed a double-storey entryway, and installed columns at the front that were hollow, never designed to bear any weight.

The blinds and curtains of neighbours shift. She feels them watching. It is time she goes back inside, to what was once home.
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Down in the basement, Jacquie puts sheets in the guest bedroom. She feels safer down here than in the upstairs guest suite. Further away, yet closed in. She wonders what Brandon has done with her clothes—if they are all still in the closets upstairs. Are her books still piled on the bedside table? Her vibrator in the drawer beneath? He would know of its existence, she knows he goes through all her things, but he never saw her use it. She did sometimes after he left for work in the morning: that small act of resistance, the pleasure she could give herself.

The shower runs hot in the basement; it’s in the same room as the washer and dryer. The diamond ring and the wedding band are still on her left hand, on her ring finger. She’s thought of taking them off, but she’s afraid she might lose them. She washes off the aeroplane and brushes her teeth, turning off the lights to climb between the sheets.

Her eyes have just closed when the door creaks at the top of the stairs. Her heart beats in her ears, behind her eyes. Is he coming down?

‘Hello?’ She holds her phone, ready to text Clarissa.

Footsteps on the carpeted stairs, but they are light, small. Two sets. Her pulse calms. She turns on the table lamp. Maisie and Isaac stand at the doorway to her room, rubbing their eyes.

‘Isaac can’t sleep,’ Maisie whispers. ‘He wants you.’

‘Come in, both of you monkeys.’

The bedframe creaks as they climb in either side. She switches off the lamp and lies on her back, her arms around their small bodies.

‘We have to stick together,’ Maisie whispers.

Jacquie tells them the truth then, that Daddy and Mummy will have to live apart. But that she will always be around. They will see her. No matter what, she will always be around.

‘Until you’re grown up and no longer want me around.’

‘I’ll always want you around, Mummy,’ Isaac whispers. She feels the wet thumb he’s been sucking against her cheek.

‘Well,’ Maisie says. ‘At least for the next ten years.’

Jacquie kisses her firm, frowning cheek. ‘It’s up to you, my love. But I’ll always be here when you want me.’

They each fall asleep, but she is awake for hours. Listening to the sounds of a house sleeping, the aircon switching on and off, the hum of the basement freezer. The gurgle of pipes in the ceiling above. Wind rattling the high basement windows. Is she telling them the truth? Is it fair to promise this?
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When she wakes in the morning, the children are already upstairs; she hears their high chirpy voices. There is a sticky feeling between her legs. Fuck. Her period has come. Leaping out of the sheets, she pulls them back and yes, there is fresh red blood. Straight through her pyjama shorts to the mattress pad. A grown woman, flooded with that old embarrassment and shame. Why didn’t she know this was coming? How many sheets has she stained in her life?

Brandon will be furious if he sees, another reason to hate her, and she quickly strips the sheets and mattress pad and soaks them all in a bucket of cold water. Hopefully the blood is fresh enough to come off in the wash. She’s filled with self-loathing as the stains turn the water pink. There is blood smeared on the inside of her thighs. She finds tampons in her suitcase, strips off and puts her pyjama shorts in the bucket with the sheets. The shower washes away the blood, but not the embarrassment.

Why does it always seep out of her, this messiness, this shame?

What everyone else manages to keep tidy and hidden follows her wherever she goes.

Out of the shower, running the comb through her hair, she hears another voice upstairs and her stomach sinks even lower. Janet. She is peppering the kids with questions. About Suzie, the farm, whether or not they’ve been going to school. If only she could hide out in the basement, but she’s going to have to face Janet sooner or later. Might as well rip off the band-aid.

They’re all in the kitchen and dining room. Janet is putting frozen waffles in the toaster. Brandon’s sitting next to Maisie at the dining room table with coffee. Isaac is across from them, eating a big bowl of Cheerios.

Janet doesn’t smile. She’s so good at faking happiness that this is a shock in itself.

‘Janet.’ She dives straight in. ‘I’m sorry for making you worry about the kids.’

‘I just don’t understand why you didn’t try to work it out here. I know how to manage Brandon—I’ve been managing Carl most of my life. I could have helped you.’

Jacquie doesn’t want Janet’s tips on how to placate angry men. She pours the last of the coffee into her mug and stirs in the cream.

The waffles pop up and Janet gingerly puts them on plates for Maisie and Brandon. Grabs the butter and syrup from the fridge and doesn’t look at Jacquie on her way back out to the dining room. ‘Waffles are up!’ Her fake cheer is back. ‘You sure you don’t want one, Isaac?’

‘Nope,’ Isaac says.

‘No, thank you,’ Janet chides.

Brandon looks tired. Jacquie kisses the kids’ tousled heads, then busies herself emptying the clean dishes from the dishwasher while they eat, and when they are done and off playing, she sits across from Brandon and Janet at the table.

‘Clarissa is picking me up at nine, so I will be out of your hair. I’m going to stay with her while I figure things out. Before I go, I just want to set a time when I can see the kids again. So they know, and we don’t have another airport scene.’

Brandon digs his knuckles into his eyes. He doesn’t want his mom to witness one of those scenes. Janet looks like she’s going to say something, but Brandon gives her a look.

‘Today Mom is taking the kids clothes shopping.’

Janet frowns. ‘They look like urchins.’

 ‘Tomorrow you can have them for three hours,’ Brandon says. ‘Pick them up at ten o’clock, okay?’

‘On the dot.’

She stands up, sculling the rest of her coffee. Now to explain to Maisie and Isaac.




CHAPTER 33

THE LAWYER SHE meets on Clarissa’s recommendation instructs Jacquie to file an ex parte request to change custody and visitation orders. She suggests that Jacquie apply for a protective order, to put the abuse on record. Finally, there is an application for divorce. She is with the lawyer for hours, and feels sick when she thinks of what it will cost. She needs to start working. Find a place to live, somewhere near their school. Get a car. It all feels overwhelming. There is so much to do, and she no longer has access to that which smooths your way, which makes things easier.

Money.

She twists the rings on her left hand.
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She drops Clarissa off at work the next morning and drives to the cul-de-sac in her friend’s car. She didn’t sleep last night without the children, without being able to check on them, without being able to see their chests rise and fall.

She is sweating driving there. Something feels off. Why did Brandon agree so easily? What is he doing? What was Janet going to say? She drives faster, running yellow lights. She needs to know that they are okay.

There’s something wrong.

The house is shut tight, the curtains drawn. Brandon parks in the garage so it is impossible to see whether his car is or isn’t here. No one is answering the door. She knocks and knocks—nothing. She tries the key. It doesn’t work. He’s changed the locks.

She walks around the side of the house, peering in windows, dialling Brandon on her phone. It goes straight to voicemail. She should never have left them. Why did she trust him for a second? She is imagining the worst things, the absolute worst things, and panicking, fully panicking.

‘Jacquie?’ It’s the next-door neighbour, Jenny, looking over her picket fence into the yard. ‘Honey, what’s going on? Did you get locked out?’

‘No. I’m just—I’m looking for Brandon. I was meant to pick up the kids.’

Jenny gives Jacquie a funny look, tilting her head.

‘He’s gone away for the week with his mom. He’s asked us to collect the mail.’

She’s going to throw up. She’s going to kill him. ‘Did he—’ She tries to sound normal. ‘Did he say where they were going?’

‘Let me call Dave and ask him. I’ll be right back.’

Jenny goes inside. Is she calling Brandon? Jacquie wonders how much she knows, how much the whole neighbourhood knows, running mum and government dad, the Catholic family: Ellen and John.

Jenny’s back in a hustle, looking flushed. ‘Dave says Brandon doesn’t want you to know. But, honey, I know what it’s like being a mom; you can’t not worry when your babies aren’t with you. I think they were talking about his parents’ yacht. But I do know that he only asked us to bring in the mail till next Tuesday.’

Of course he’s gone out on the yacht. He can’t resist giving her a taste of her own medicine.

She has not prayed since she was little, but she sits down in Clarissa’s car right then and there and prays to anyone listening that he brings Maisie and Isaac back safe. Afterwards, she leans into the nature strip and vomits until there is nothing left but the taste of bile.

And then she drives to the nearest jeweller and sells the fucking rings.
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It is the longest week of her life.

She calls the police, but they tell her that, given the custody order in place, Brandon has not done anything wrong. She tells them she is worried about the children’s safety. She mentions the preliminary protective order she is in the process of filing.

‘Since it’s not already on file, ma’am, we’ll have to wait until that comes across our desks.’

She calls everyone else she can think of. Brandon’s brother Jack tells her he’s sorry, but he doesn’t want to get in the middle of all this. She says she just wants to know that the kids are okay, that they are safe.

Jack texts her back later.


They’re safe.



He forwards a photo which Brandon must have sent him. The kids are both steering the yacht, grinning and grasping the polished timber wheel. Brandon must have taken the photo, as his shadow falls across them. She studies and studies it. They look fine, but what can looks tell you?

She has learned that appearances lie.

Clarissa tries to distract her with movies, Zumba classes, games of Scrabble. She starts teaching again: two classes, then three because one of the other teachers is sick. Her old students welcome her with hugs, sweets, they tell her stories from the months she’s been away. The new students smile shyly. But all the time she is clenching her fists. All the time she is counting the seconds until she sees her children again.
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One night, playing Scrabble, she tells Clarissa about Andi.

Clarissa is counting out new letters. She’s beating Jacquie by twenty points, but Jacquie has had the worst run of luck.

‘Is it possible to be married to a man, to spend your whole life as a heterosexual, and then in your thirties, fall for a woman out of the blue? Or do you think it’s a reaction to this?’

‘Oh, Jacquie.’

‘And what a mess too, right? Like right now. With this shit show going down. Could I have chosen a worse time?’

Fucking tears again. Clarissa passes the tissue box. She will have to buy Clarissa more tissues.

‘Of course it’s possible. There’s nothing wrong with you. Do you think something’s wrong with me?’

‘That’s not what I’m saying. I just thought I’d have known already. Like, when I was fourteen.’ She crumples the tissues and jams them in her pocket. ‘When did you know?’

‘Yeah, twelve. I was never going to be straight. It’s normal, though, I promise, for people’s sexuality to change. Especially women. We’re complex. Also, you’ve been through a lot.’

 ‘Don’t I know it.’

‘Just sit with it for now. It doesn’t mean you rush into anything or tell anyone you don’t want to tell. Just take the time you need to take, hey? But my god, there are tons of women who come out late in life—after kids, say.’

‘Actually?’

‘Yeah, I see them on the apps all the time. Like, when I forget to narrow my age range.’

‘Ouch!’

‘Cougars. But really. I’m proud of you for telling me. I remember what it feels like—the confusion. You can’t control what you desire. Believe me.’

Jacquie blows her nose.

‘Now take your turn. Stop trying to distract me from my game.’

She puts her tiles down, one by one. SINCERE with a double letter score. She adds the points.

‘I’m still ahead, even with your distraction tactics.’ Clarissa looks at her, serious now. ‘Whatever you do, don’t mention it to Brandon.’
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The day Maisie and Isaac are meant to return, Jacquie is parked in the cul-de-sac, waiting. She bought a used car off Facebook Marketplace—there are so many miles on it, but it runs—and in the back are the booster seats which she needs for the kids. She has been waiting since 6 am, and sometimes she sees the neighbours peering through their blinds, curtains pulled back. Jenny brought coffee earlier, but the rest of them are pretending she’s not here. The squirrels are watching her, though. They are alert to her stillness, her singular attention.

The shadows shift and change. The day gets hotter and the cicadas louder. Sometimes there is a breeze. Her thighs are patterned with the fabric of the seats. At half past ten, Brandon’s Merc enters the cul-de-sac. She opens the car door and steps out. She is standing in front of the driveway, blocking it, arms crossed over her chest. Brandon stops the car. Maisie and Isaac are in the back seat, and they are unbuckling, they are opening the doors and in her arms. They are here. Alive. Their cool bodies against her hot one, trembling.

‘Mummy.’ Isaac is hurting her, he is holding so tight. Even Maisie isn’t letting go.

Brandon rolls down the window, raises his sunnies. ‘How does it feel?’

She doesn’t answer. Never get between a mother and her babies.

‘Imagine six months of that.’

She won’t agree. He knows it is different. But in some ways, she also knows there’s a kernel of truth.

‘Come get your bags and unpack them,’ Brandon tells the kids. ‘Then you can go with your mom for three hours, just like I promised.’

The curtains and blinds in the houses of the cul-de-sac shift. A squirrel runs up the trunk of a tree.

She lets out the breath she has been holding all week.




CHAPTER 34

FEBRUARY 2023

SHE NO LONGER looks the wrong way stepping off the kerb. Maisie has both hands full controlling their beagle-mutt mix, Charlie, who is learning to walk on a lead. Isaac has his hands full with a shoebox; he’s drawn Ninjago figurines on the box and in it are twenty-six Ninjago-themed Valentine’s Day cards—one for every kid in his class. Maisie took hers in yesterday; she had all of hers done (and colour coded) a week early. She has their duffel bag for the weekend. At the bus stop, three families are already there. Binh and her mother Phuong, who live in the apartments across the street; a new Senegalese family with three children whose names Jacquie hasn’t learned yet; and Ms Mandy, who is the grandmother of kindergartener Jerome and keeps all of them in stitches with her stories of people she’s dressed down. You don’t mess with Ms Mandy.

Jacquie hands out fliers for the tax seminars at the neighbourhood centre. She has a new job as assistant director, doing community outreach instead of teaching. Helping Clarissa expand the centre for the growing number of people who need their services. Maisie and Isaac come straight from school to play ping-pong and pool and draw on the whiteboards. Clarissa helps them with their Spanish homework. She buys boxes of their favourite cookies: ginger cats from Trader Joe’s.

The big yellow bus appears down the street across from the car yard, near the laundromat and Bolivian bakery. Next stop is them. She hugs Maisie and Isaac tight. Maisie trades Charlie for the duffel bag.

‘I’ll see you Monday,’ Jacquie says. She pushes down the anxiety which always follows them leaving.

They both wave from the bus windows, their faces turning back. She watches until they are gone, wishing she could keep them.

Charlie howls, as he does every morning when they get on the bus, and the other parents laugh. It’s less funny when he does it in the apartment. He doesn’t like to be left, so she’s begun bringing him to work. There he curls up in a bed in the corner of the office most of the day.

‘I never thought I was a dog person,’ Clarissa said.

‘We all need a little loyalty now and again.’

Getting Charlie was acknowledgement that they’re here for the long haul.
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All year, the line between too little and too much has been filament-thin, but she is beginning to see it before it trips her.

When the children are with her, she cannot do enough for them. Are their favourite foods in the fridge? Is she reading enough bedtime stories? Do they have all the toys they need? Do they know how much she loves them? She is quickly exhausted.

Will you stop jumping on the beds, slamming the doors, leaving your dishes where the dog can reach them, bothering your sister when she’s trying to read, waking up your brother when you go to bed at night?

And then they are gone and every space holds the shadow of their small and perfect selves. She lifts a sock to breathe it in, longing even for the bottoms of their feet to remind her they were here, and soon they’ll be back again.
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They are set to go to court again about custody, as Brandon wants to amend the custody order. Her ex parte request to change the orders was approved and their shared custody amended to weekdays with her and weekends with Brandon, but he’s not happy with that. He’s made it clear there is no way they will return to Australia. This is where their life will be. She has accepted it. She has no choice.

More than the splitting of weeks, more than the bag Isaac and Maisie have to pack for the weekend with pyjamas, books, and teddy bears, more than the emptiness of her place on the weekends, what bothers her is the sense that she will always be tethered to him. He will always find ways to get to her because he knows the quickest line is through them. There is the sugar cereal he buys—Captain Crunch and Coco Pops—and the new toys and late nights and scary movies. There is the asthma attack Isaac had one weekend at Brandon’s where he ended up in hospital, and the time Maisie burned herself making Kraft mac and cheese on his stove. Brandon says these are all normal things, and they are, but it is the accumulation of them, the way they always seem to happen on his watch.

Charlie sniffs and sniffs in the long grass, lifting his short stumpy leg to pee on the trunk of an elm. He loves to kick up leaves with his back legs, making the kids laugh. He sleeps with Maisie; in fact, she says she can only fall asleep properly with him in her bed, and so comes back from weekends at Brandon’s with dark circles beneath her eyes. He will pick them up from school today and drop them off at school on Monday, and she will pick them up that afternoon.

She has, now, a protective order against him, so the school is a safe between-place to swap over. He is only allowed to send texts and emails, no phone calls, and only about the children. He’s not allowed to come to the apartment.

So far it has worked, though in the tone of his texts and his emails she senses a deep frustration simmering in him, like he is sitting on something, holding it back. She senses it from the silence. Pulling tight like a catapult before it lets go. The same electrical current before he exploded; a feeling in the air. A subterranean stream of fear. Things go missing from their bags, pages are torn from books. At the bottom of emails about school excursions and kids’ activities he pastes links to news stories about missing women. The child support is sent in dribs and drabs. Tiny deposits of one dollar, two dollars, that are constant. Incessant. They serve the purpose of reminding her that he is always there.

He is following the rules, for now. What catches her most by surprise is when she misses him: the way he could make her laugh until she nearly peed, the way his chin rested on the top of her head when they hugged. But the relief always wins. The slow ebbing of fear. Remembering all that she is without him: all she can become.

Sometimes she writes letters to him, though she would never send them.

Perhaps her words can carry away the silence, fill the spaces silence leaves, the words that feel like shame in her head but on the page transform. They start soft and uncertain, testing, filling gaps she never noticed were there. And then slowly they set. Like concrete. Perhaps they will be firm enough, one day, to walk upon.

She thinks of Andi still, and writes to her sometimes, though Jacquie’s last email has languished without a reply. It makes sense for Andi to move on; Jacquie is a hopeless proposition. But in her daydreams, she floats beyond the break off Washerwomans with Andi, watching dolphins leap in and out of a curved wall of water. She sits on a fallen log in the forest beside her, with the crackle of her energy, the taste of trees.

The closest thing to home was there in the steep-sided bush with Andi. Her hands on Jacquie’s hips. Andi’s mouth against hers. The pulse and ache of it, the culmination of so much longing. All the trees surrounding, the roots beneath, the sky between branches above. All the cars and roads and houses, all the objects held at bay. The call of black cockatoos above cracking the hull of her heart as her fingers beneath Andi’s shirt felt each knob of her spine, climbing them like a ladder. The side of Andi’s breast against her palm as Andi’s hands guided her head back to hers, her lips back to hers, their breath the same.

When she feels wonder, she thinks of Andi, who taught her that love can be careful and quiet and slow. Who showed her what it means to pay attention: will you look at that, she was always saying, an invitation to seeing, to loving the world even when it was hard. Jacquie tries to bring that capacity for wonder here, to a place that was always other, where she was always passing through. The way frost comes in spangles of white on a window. The glossy sheen of a frozen branch.

But she knows it wasn’t fair to Andi, finding a way out through her. She came to mean so much more than that, all the walls crumbling, the closeness she glimpsed. How does a single body hold so much energy? She can almost feel it from here, across ocean and bedrock, in the glow of dying stars.
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Clarissa invites her to the queer book club at the library and the lesbian line dancing on the first Tuesday of every month. I’m not ready, Jacquie keeps saying. But on the apps, she has chatted to several different women. There is one now, Emily, who she’s met up with three times. The first time, they walked their dogs together. She has a golden retriever named Layla. For Charlie and Layla, it was love at first sight. Jacquie was more cautious. But their second and third dates reassured her. Emily is tall and blonde like her dog—nothing like Andi. Last weekend they walked their dogs on the Four Mile Run Trail and had beers at a brewery. Afterwards, Emily kissed Jacquie outside her apartment, a kiss that tasted of hops and the peppermint of Burt’s Bees, and Jacquie was so surprised, so pleased, she forgot to care who saw them.

As she turned back from the lobby door to watch Emily walk away, the broad-shouldered silhouette of her, a black Merc pulled away from the kerb. Too dark to see the numberplates, but she felt the hairs rise on the back of her neck. It’s okay, she told herself. It could have been anyone. But she had that same feeling she had at Clara’s house: a certainty it was him.

She texted Emily to say how much she enjoyed their kiss. Sending the message, she wondered if it were still possible for Brandon to access her messages. She was being paranoid, she decided. Emily’s reply—I don’t think it’s possible to enjoy it as much as I did—made her blush.

They agreed to ignore Valentine’s Day, but next weekend they are going see a movie. She has not had popcorn in years.




CHAPTER 35

ON SATURDAY SHE does the laundry and vacuums the apartment. She changes the sheets on the beds, lying on Maisie’s and Isaac’s first and burying her face in their pillows. She goes to the pool to swim laps, snapping the straps over her shoulders, the cap over her ears. The repetition of breath, kick, stroke. The sting of chlorine. Afterwards, in the shower, she lets herself cry a little, with all the other water running down her face.

Weekends move so slowly without them. She never thought she could feel anything other than relieved to spend a night alone. Remember when this is all you desired? Choosing her own show to watch on TV, her own dinner, and lying alone in the bed, sprawling her body in any direction she chooses. Only waking up when she wants to wake, not from the sounds or needs of someone else. But now she craves those disruptions. The noise and chaos. The life that they bring.

On the way home, wet hair bundled under a beanie, she stops at Trader Joe’s for groceries and buys a bottle of wine to go with the cheese and crackers she’ll have for dinner. At home she speaks for an hour on the phone with her mum. Trades texts with Maryanne, the only friend of Brandon’s who has stuck with her, who has become a friend of hers. Jacquie never knew before about her first marriage, at eighteen, the one she narrowly escaped. Maryanne invites her to brunch every month or so, and in the boot of her car there are always bags and bags of hand-me-downs for the kids and vouchers for things she says she cannot possibly use before they expire. Does it feel like charity? No, because she understands. Jacquie judged her too harshly in the beginning. Her life is vastly different now, but they have found common ground.

Emily calls at 5 pm and they have a long conversation about books and films—there is so much Jacquie doesn’t know about her. She can’t help but think of Andi sometimes, but they are so different it is almost impossible to compare them.

At 8 pm Maisie and Isaac call and tell her about their day. Brandon took them ice skating and they’re excited to talk about it. She’s glad—only a little jealous because she has never seen either of them skating on ice before. She imagines their bodies gliding. She wishes she’d seen them lacing up the rented skates: the weight of them on their feet, the wobbly ankles and the surprising hardness when you fall the first time. The scraping sound of the blade on the surface. She promises she will take them again soon.

Two glasses of wine down, and she’s in bed with a cup of tea and a Sarah Waters novel when there is a knock at the door. Charlie goes crazy barking. It’s 10 pm. She checks her phone, which is on silent, but there are no missed calls.

More knocking. The neighbours are going to complain if she can’t quieten Charlie. She grabs him by the collar, shuts him in her bedroom and goes to the door, looking through the peephole.

It’s Brandon, his face contorted.

‘What do you want?’ she says through the door. ‘You’re not meant to be here.’

‘It’s the kids.’ His voice is muffled. ‘Maisie and Isaac. Open up.’

‘One sec.’

She texts Clarissa.


Brandon is at the door.



Leaving the security chain on, she opens the door an inch.

‘They’ve gone missing.’ His eyes are all red, like he’s been crying. ‘I thought they’d come here.’

‘Shit. Shit. Since when? I just talked to them two hours ago.’

‘I know. I put them to bed after, but when I went to check on them later, they were gone.’

‘Did you check all the other rooms? In case they were hiding?’

‘They took their bags, Jacquie.’

‘Oh god. It’s so cold out. Have you called the police? Have you driven the streets? How would they get all the way here? Why wouldn’t you call me first?’

‘Let me in, and we can call. My first thought was that maybe you took them.’

She opens the chain, mind flicking through terrible scenarios. Cars hitting them in the dark, strangers abducting them off the street. Charlie howls from the bedroom as Brandon steps inside. The door clicks shut behind him.

‘We have to report them missing now.’

She opens her phone to dial, is walking to the kitchen to find her car keys, when he grabs the phone from her hand. His elbow around her throat. The smell of his breath; he’s been drinking.

 ‘You’re not calling anyone,’ he says. ‘The kids are fine.’

It is the strangest sensation. Relief and fear together. Something cold against the skin of her neck. She’s a trapped animal.

‘You make it too easy.’ His voice is as hard as she has ever heard it. He has been biding his time. He’s getting rid of her.

‘Clarissa knows you are here.’

He holds her phone up to her face, opens messages, then dictates a text.

Never mind, it’s all good. Talk tomorrow.

He walks her to the kitchen, the gun from the closet safe against her neck. All she sees is blood.

‘Paper and a pen,’ he says.

Her hands shake as she pulls the notepad and pen off the fridge door. She wants to be strong, to be brave, but already she’s crying.

‘You have to look after them. You can’t hurt them, ever.’

‘I don’t want to hurt them,’ he says.

‘Why?’ She wants to keep him talking. To stay alive as long as she can. All the things she hasn’t done float up like soap bubbles around her. All the things she will never see Maisie and Isaac do.

‘You hurt me.’ She sees the pain in how he winces with the words. ‘And you’re a dyke,’ he spits. ‘They can’t grow up around that.’

Of course it was him in the car.

‘They don’t even know. I don’t even know.’

What does it matter? He won’t let her live. He’s pushing her towards the kitchen table now. He wants her to write a note.

‘That woman with the dog. Emily. How long have you been fucking her? I can’t believe I ever trusted you.’

How does he know Emily’s name?

‘We’ve just been on a few dates. That was the first time we kissed. You shouldn’t be spying on me.’

When he doesn’t respond she tries a different tack. ‘I still love you, Brandon, believe it or not. I just can’t live under your control anymore. I can’t be what you want me to be.’

He holds the gun to her temple. In the window they are reflected; she wishes for neighbours who could see in instead of night sky. ‘Write the note.’

‘What do I say?’

‘How sorry you are that you couldn’t cope. How much you love your children. You have five minutes. No more questions. No more choices.’

He puts the gun down and who knows how but she writes. She writes and thinks of soft grey t-shirts in Sydney winters, of dolphins and dreams, of Maisie’s plaits sprouting soft curls and Isaac’s morning kisses.


I wish it didn’t come to this, but I can’t cope any longer. This is the last thing I want to do, especially to leave Maisie and Isaac, but I can’t think of another way to end this pain. I love them more than anything in the world. I hope they can always feel my love beside them. It will never fade.



She thinks of her mum and Max, bush cubbies and the squelch of mud between bare toes, the night wind on her face in an old car, driving south. She wishes she could bury her face in Mum’s neck again, like when she was a little girl. She pushes the biro into the thin lined paper because it might just be the last imprint she leaves on this world.

Brandon frowns and looks at his watch: ‘Final minute.’ Like he’s running an exam; how did she not realise he might be capable of this?

Maybe she did and pushed it down, into the space that holds fear and memory.



Mum, Max, will you please look after my babies? I’m so sorry. I love you all.



She puts the pen down. He reads over her shoulder and she realises she should have written something unacceptable, she could have bought more time. She has squandered her entire life. He might have made her rewrite it. She thinks of how Clarissa turns her phone off every night because otherwise she is stuck scrolling through women she will never date, and thinks of Maisie and Isaac and the creases the pillows will leave on the soft skin of their cheeks. The frown between Maisie’s eyebrows, the dimple in Isaac’s left cheek.

She is crying and shaking and shutting her eyes. She hears the set of his teeth. The safety is off. A bang—

Not a gun but the door.

‘Open up! Police!’




CHAPTER 36

LATER, CLARISSA WILL tell her that she was feeling unwell, like she was coming down with something. She was going to text to let Jacquie know that she wouldn’t be coming in to work tomorrow, that Jacquie would need to open the classrooms so she could sleep in. Clarissa turned her phone off aeroplane mode at 10.07 pm and there was the message, from 10.01, that Brandon was at the door. And the message after, at 10.05, it’s all good, a phrase she had never once heard Jacquie use. It was the it’s, Clarissa said—an Australian might say all good, but only an American would say it’s all good.

She called 911 and reported a violent, armed home invader at Jacquie’s address. Clarissa knew better than to use words like domestic or husband, estranged or ex.

There were police at the door at 10.22. They were knocking when Clarissa showed up with a key moments later.

Brandon now the trapped animal, still holding the gun.




CHAPTER 37

BRANDON SOLD THE house to fund his legal defence. This time the Australian government was not going to pay. Until it was sold, she didn’t realise what a relief it would be. What it always was: a gilded cage.
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Janet and Carl are convinced that she framed Brandon. Proving his innocence is Janet’s new project, her latest charity case. Maisie and Isaac don’t know the truth of it yet. One day she will have to tell them, but for now, all they know was that he used his gun. That’s why he’s in jail. They both have counsellors they see at school. They draw pictures of Brandon, his large hands gripping the bars, his angry eyes. Isaac draws guns, so many guns. Jacquie has asked him not to, but she knows he still does, he just hides the pictures.

Her mum and Max came over for the trial. Suzie befriended all of the security guards at the courthouse, learning their names and the names and ages of their children, their pets. Max kept up a running commentary reminiscent of Judge Judy. Don’t spit on my cupcake and tell me it’s frosting, he’d whisper, in his best approximation of an American accent, and she had to repress tears of laughter.

She would like, now, to be done with courtrooms forever. Maisie and Isaac are down to one parent, though this would also have been the case if Brandon had managed to succeed with his plan. Here’s the thing, though. She does not doubt that he loved their children, loves them still. He sends them letters from prison. He takes the time to respond to their replies. He is perhaps a better father there than he ever was here. And she is relieved every single day that he is locked away. She tries not to think about the day he will be free. When it comes, she won’t be ready for it. Brandon is serving fourteen years in prison for attempted murder.
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Suzie and Max want them to return to Australia now that the trial is finished, but Jacquie will still need to apply for relocation orders. Janet fought hard for custody in the family court, but the judge only gave her and Carl one day a month. Jacquie drops Maisie and Isaac at the door of the Swiss chalet and picks them up eight hours later, their arms full of new clothes and toys. Jacquie could try to fight the ruling in order to return to Australia, but for now she is reluctant to move them again. They talk about it: the people and animals and places they miss, but she senses they are not ready. Maybe she is not either. Clarissa still needs her; the centre still needs her. Isaac and Maisie have friends here. She’s stopped dating for now—telling Emily the whole awful story when she broke things off with her—but there is something she keeps thinking about.

It is the future that rose like soap bubbles around her at the kitchen table. The life she is making here without Brandon.
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What she doesn’t have she finds everywhere. In the grocery store, the old woman who picks up her dropped list, returning it with gnarled hands, a beautiful smile. The crow that lands on the balcony railing, puffing its feathers, turning an eye to watch her. The folded pages of books under Maisie’s pillow. The nub of a sharpened-down pencil Isaac leaves on the kitchen table. The thin silver circle of a dime found on the street, ridged between her fingers, delicate as a charm. Your hands are never really empty.
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Late at night, when Maisie and Isaac are fast asleep, pillowcases creasing their cheeks, she opens the window. Outside, the night air is cold, crisp, with the sounds of cars, voices of others who cannot sleep. There is the smell of a neighbour smoking on his balcony. A couple arguing in Spanish on the street. A bus drives past. What does it feel like to drive a bus with only one or two passengers, late at night? All those empty seats.

This is what it feels like to sit at home, and dream, and think about a future so different from anything she ever imagined.

It is a beautiful thing, that possibility. The sense that this is not all there is; that there are seasons to life, and this is just one. The sense that she has been given another chance at life—like a gift—a shining fragile bubble of a thing.

She opens the window. She lets the world in.
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BOOK CLUB QUESTIONS


	What does Jacquie see in Brandon—why do you think she is attracted to him? Why does she marry him?

	What are some aspects of her childhood which have influenced what she seeks as an adult? Does she want a similar or different childhood for Maisie and Isaac?

	Brandon says at one point that it is his turn to live where he is from, to live near his family. Do you think this is fair?

	In Arlington, Jacquie’s work and her home life expose her to vastly different worlds. How does she bridge these divides? Does she seem comfortable with them? What are some examples?

	Does Jacquie seem settled in the USA? What about Maisie and Isaac? How similar or different would you say the cultures are?

	The two main settings of the novel, suburban Arlington and rural NSW, are very different. How does this affect their daily lives?

	Do you think that Jacquie planned to stay with the children in Australia when she left Arlington at Christmas? Do you think that she took Brandon’s passport intentionally or accidentally?

	Jacquie thinks about the phrase Portuguese word saudade when she is back on the South Coast of NSW—that feeling of longing and nostalgia. Do you think this is a common feeling in emigrants? Have you ever felt this way?

	Do you think that Suzie is a good mother? Do you think that Jacquie is a good mother? How are they different and similar?

	Why was Leaf important to Jacquie and Max? Do you think that discovering his death influences Jacquie’s decision to stay, or do you think she already knew she would? What role do you think Max plays in this decision?

	Is it wrong of Jacquie to keep the children away from Brandon, to keep them in Australia? Are her concerns about Brandon sufficient reason to stay in Australia?

	Do you think that it is fair that Brandon is able to use the Hague Convention on the Civil Aspects of Child Abduction to have the children returned? Were you surprised that the court did not give more consideration to the evidence of abuse?

	Does Jacquie’s changing sexuality surprise you? What do you think she sees in Andi?

	What do you think about the ending of Cul-de-Sac? How does it make you feel?






RESOURCES

Below is a list of resources for victims of gender-based violence involved, or at risk of becoming involved, in a Hague Convention Abduction case.

Australia

Her Hague Story

https://www.herhaguestory.com

New Zealand

New Zealand Hague Collective

info@haguecollective.co.nz

United States of America

The Narkis Golan International Child Abduction Initiative

https://sanctuaryforfamilies.org/ngi/

Hague Collective

https://haguecollective.org

United Kingdom

Hague Mothers

https://www.hague-mothers.org.uk

Brazil, Europe, Canada

Gambe

https://www.gambe.org

International

Global ARRK

https://www.globalarrk.org
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