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			For Ber and Di

		

	
		
			
				Little kids, little problems.

				Big kids, big problems.

				History will be kind to me for I intend to write it.

				Quote Falsely and Often Attributed to Winston Churchill

			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			About Winston Churchill

			The epigraph on this page references the famous Winston Churchill quote “History will be kind to me for I intend to write it.” According to the International Churchill Society, this is a misquotation, and what Churchill actually said was this: “For my part, I consider that it will be found much better by all parties to leave the past to history, especially as I propose to write that history myself.” I used the more succinct quote because I prefer it and was brought up by my father to “never spoil a good story with the facts.” Dad was no doubt influenced by another famous quote, “Never let the truth get in the way of a good story,” attributed to Mark Twain, although there is no conclusive evidence that Twain ever said it, which very much proves his point.

			About the HBO Series

			After Big Little Lies was published, it was adapted into a successful HBO series, which moved the story from Sydney to California. There was a lot more money, glamour, and sex in the series than in the book. Inevitably, there were changes, and some characters, like Madeline’s son, Fred, disappeared entirely. Big Little Truths is a sequel to the book, not the series. It follows the book’s narrative. We are in Pirriwee, not Monterey; Fred exists; and Madeline never had an affair.

			It would be disingenuous, however, to pretend the adaptation hasn’t had an impact on this novel. For example, the character of Renata has only a relatively minor role in the first book, but Laura Dern played that role with such magnificence that I had no choice but to give her more prominence in Big Little Truths.

			Similarly, Celeste’s mother-in-law was played so deliciously by the extraordinary Meryl Streep in the second season of Big Little Lies that this book had to feature Mary-Louise, albeit an Australian version of her. I will be forever grateful for all the incredibly talented people involved with bringing Big Little Lies to the screen.

			That said, if you have never seen the series or read Big Little Lies, or if you read it so long ago you can’t remember much, you’re fine. Big Little Truths is a sequel (my first ever sequel), but it also works as a stand-alone novel.

			Okay, I’ll stop talking now.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			9:22 a.m., D-Day

			It was a soft-breezed spring morning on the Pirriwee Peninsula north of Sydney. Bright yellow native wattle lined the winding coastal road. Jacarandas blossomed lush-purple against a cloudless blue sky. Chicks warbled adorably in their nests. A protective magpie, alert to potential predators, swooped like a missile at the helmeted head of an innocent cyclist.

			The morning rush was still underway at the beloved beachside café Blue Blues, but the beach itself was quiet. A small dog pelted across the flat, firm sand, followed by its guilty owner, leash in hand. Surf conditions were “clean and peaky.” The main swell was from the east.

			A handful of gray-haired surfers sat astride bobbing boards, shielding their eyes to watch a pod of dolphins leap and dive like a line of music across the horizon. Just past the point, unseen by the surfers, a whale ferried her rambunctious firstborn calf through the coastal waters of the “Humpback Highway.”

			At Pirriwee’s beachfront park, a circle of new mothers sat cross-legged on picnic blankets, cradling tiny babies and speaking plaintively of sleep schedules, while a nearby tai chi class of senior citizens painted invisible rainbows in the air, smiled at the babies, and remembered their own.

			Then: a sudden discordant flash of noise and movement.

			Footsteps pounded like galloping racehorses.

			The new mothers clasped their babies close as a pack of teenagers ran through the park.

			Not really a pack. They were not wolves, and there were only six of them: three girls and three boys. It just seemed like more. Their legs were so long. Their emotions so seemingly outsized. They bolted down the concrete steps and onto the beach, where they collapsed on the sand, shrieking as if they’d reached safety or crossed an invisible finish line. They were empty-handed except for one boy, who hugged a laptop to his chest. One of them burst into tears, or laughter. It was hard to tell. It seemed possible they were drunk.

			The high school where these students were enrolled, and where they should have been at that time, was a ten-minute walk uphill from the beach. Students were pouring noisily out of classrooms like concertgoers attempting to leave a venue. They clogged the hallways and stairwells. It was “Tech-Free Tuesday,” so everyone was being discreet about their device usage.

			Mrs. Lottie Wang, Pirriwee High’s administrator and executive assistant to the principal, sat at the reception desk sorting the mail.

			She opened a large yellow envelope addressed in black marker to the school principal, Dr. Ferdinand Seawright, whom she could hear in the adjoining office, talking loudly to himself as he sat at his desktop computer, which apparently did not fall within the category of “technology.”

			This was Dr. Seawright’s first year at the school and Lottie had yet to adjust to his habit of speaking aloud as he typed, as if he were dictating the words to himself.

			“Once again…my patience…wears thin,” he said.

			Mine too, she thought.

			“Parents should…be aware…this behavior is not condoned…is prohibited by the Pirriwee High School Code of Conduct,” he said.

			Lottie sighed.

			The yellow envelope contained a white Styrofoam box, a little smaller than a mobile phone box.

			She used the point of a pair of scissors to break through the tape holding the two interlocking halves together and pulled them apart.

			“Ew!” She recoiled.

			A realistic-looking replica of a man’s finger, complete with a few black hairs and a nicely filed fingernail, was nestled in a rectangular cutout cavity in the bottom half of the box. How unnecessary and unpleasant and bad for the environment! The things companies did to get attention with their direct marketing promotions!

			She looked for the accompanying letter, which she expected would say something “clever” like, Point your students in a different direction.

			Anna Kennard, Head of Science, appeared at Lottie’s desk. “I’m sorry to keep bugging you, Lottie, but I really need to know about the roster for—” She stopped. “What’s that you’ve got?”

			Lottie smiled up at her. “Oh, it’s just some promotional thing. It almost looks real, doesn’t it?”

			“May I see it?”

			Lottie handed her the bottom half of the box. Anna tipped it upside down and the finger fell free. It had been tightly cling-wrapped and sealed smooth like a school sandwich.

			Anna carefully loosened and unraveled the cling wrap. She gave it a little shake. The finger rolled slowly onto its side.

			Anna took a pen from the container on the reception desk marked Clean Pens, held it cap down, like a scalpel, and tentatively prodded the finger.

			It was soft, mottled, with splashes of dried blood below the knuckle.

			“That’s a human finger,” declared Anna, and she pulled her blouse up to cover her nose. “Smells.”

			“No.” Lottie pushed her chair back, away from the desk. “It can’t be.”

			“No doubt at all,” said Anna. “It’s a real finger.”

			Lottie shrieked. She stood and swayed on the spot. “I feel sick.” She had low blood pressure.

			“Sit down,” said Anna reasonably.

			“What’s going on?” Dr. Seawright emerged from his office just in time to catch Lottie under the armpits. Anna rushed to the other side of the desk and they carefully laid her on the floor. Dr. Seawright averted his eyes as Anna pulled Lottie’s skirt over her knees.

			There was a discreet deep cough, and they looked up to see a whiskery fifteen-year-old holding a red behavior-monitoring card.

			“Come back later, Ruben,” said Dr. Seawright. “Mrs. Wang is not well.”

			He assumed the gormless expression on Ruben’s face related to the sight of Mrs. Wang’s knees. Anna Kennard was unaware that Ruben had witnessed her prodding of the human finger and therefore did not request his discretion, not that he would have given it. He was a gregarious child. His father was a distinguished public radio broadcaster, and so Ruben knew how to deliver breaking news without sensationalism or embellishment.

			It needed none.

			Within the hour, the entire school community was aware that someone had sent the principal a severed finger. Any doubts about the veracity of Ruben’s story disappeared when a police car was seen driving into the visitors’ parking area.

			Phones across the Pirriwee Peninsula vibrated ecstatically with the ping-ping-ping of parent WhatsApp group notifications. These were caring, involved, hands-on parents, many of whom could have sent their children to private high schools but chose not to for worthy ideological reasons and were therefore entitled to VIP treatment for not spending the money they could so easily have afforded to spend. All they asked was transparency. If a severed finger had been sent to the school, they should be informed without delay.

			Their children, meanwhile, were euphoric about this ghoulish interruption to their day, although some experienced nausea, and the theater kids, who felt things deeply, wept and fainted, or did their best to faint.

			It was one of those days from their childhood every student would remember: that sunny spring day when somebody gave their school principal the finger.
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			Safe Space Student Counseling Session Transcript

			Conducted by Brenda Moors-Charles

			Private and Confidential

			Hello! Good morning! Welcome! Thank you for being here! My name is Brenda Moors-Charles. A mouthful, I know, so please do call me Brenda! I’m from Safe Space Student Counseling and I want you to know this truly is a “safe space.” Don’t keep it G-rated for me! Everything we discuss will be kept confidential. Now, I know you’ve all spoken to the police about what happened last week—

			Josh: D-Day.

			I’m sorry—D-Day?

			Ziggy: We were calling it D-Day because of Winston Churchill. We chose him for our history documentary because he really fitted the “misunderstood historical figure” theme. On the one hand, he defeated Hitler, but—

			Amabella: If we’d stuck with Winston, we wouldn’t be here today, would we?

			Ziggy: Obviously not.

			Max: I never saw it.

			You never saw what?

			Max: The finger. Ruben got to see it.

			Well. That’s—so before we discuss the, ah…the body part…if we could back up? Maybe start way back at the beginning? I understand your parents were—

			Chloe: Please don’t blame our parents for any of this. They knew nothing about anything.

			Skye: Especially don’t blame Chloe’s parents.

			Amabella: All our parents have been very distracted this year. They’ve had a lot on their minds. Their jobs, their tax bills, their appliances, their divorces, their eyelids—

			Sorry, did you say eyelids?

			Amabella: I think maybe they droop? Which is a problem? Also, there has been a lot of menopause going around.

			Skye: Which causes “brain fog.” Because your estrogen levels drop. Whereas our estrogen—

			Amabella: —and there have been some tragedies. RIP, Nana, for example.

			I’m so sorry for your—

			Amabella: Oh, don’t worry, Brenda, I’m not grieving. She was my least favorite grandparent.

			Skye: There have been some milestone birthdays too, so I guess all the parents have been thinking about their mortality, you know, what is the point of my actual life, that kind of thing.

			Chloe: They take ages to recover from parties. Their hangovers are so dramatic.

			Skye: It’s because their bodies can’t metabolize alcohol anymore. Poor things.

			Well, yes, it can be hard for us, but let’s start at the beginning—

			Ziggy: So that would be Chloe’s mum’s fiftieth birthday party.

			Chloe: It feels like centuries ago.

			Skye: It was, like, eight months ago, but it feels like years.

			Amabella: It’s been a turbulent time, Brenda.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Madeline

			
			On the morning of her fiftieth birthday, Madeline Martha Mackenzie woke to raised, querulous voices and snapped to attention like an elite soldier. She sat up in bed, tossed back the covers in one swift movement, and swung her feet to the floor, ready to launch herself into the familial fray. She would determine who was right or wrong, who needed to apologize, clean it up, or give it back.

			But her fifty-year-old left shoulder had other ideas.

			The pain was so astonishing, she fell backward as if she’d been shot. Her head slammed into her orthopedic pillow. Oh, calamity.

			She had never heard the term “frozen shoulder” until her recent diagnosis.

			“It doesn’t sound real,” she’d said to the physiotherapist, who had explained it might take up to a year before her shoulder “thawed.” She was seated on the examination table, while he—muscular, young, unfrozen—sat on a low wheeled stool that allowed him to scoot back and forth between her and his other patient, an elderly man doing rehab after a knee replacement.

			“It’s real, all right, very common among middle-aged women,” he said without looking at her, busy scribbling notes on his clipboard, crossing her off his list, content with everything about himself: his youth, his hair, his hormone levels, his plans for Friday night. “My mother had it a couple of years ago. She’s good now.”

			This was a new, unwelcome phenomenon. Younger people kept bringing up their mothers as if it were a way to connect with her, as if she were the same age as their mother, which even if she was, she didn’t need to know. She had originally planned to also tell him about the cruel throbbing pain in her left big toe, but now she didn’t bother. He might have recommended a comfortable brand of ugly sensible shoe worn by his mother. He might even have used that word.

			“That’s a bunion,” said Renata at Pilates last Tuesday night.

			“It is not,” said Madeline as she gingerly moved into plank position. She hadn’t yet known about her frozen shoulder. She thought the pain in her shoulder was yet another symptom of middle age that would disappear on its own, to be replaced by something else. All these minor ailments turned out to be nothing, unless they didn’t, and then you were reprimanded for not having had them checked out earlier. Her whole body protested against the plank. A cacophony of pain: her shoulder moaned, her toe screamed, her stomach muscles said, Not this again, it doesn’t even work.

			“My mother has them,” said Renata, her plank as rigid as her opinions. “So does Oprah. You’re in good company.”

			“I do not have a bunion,” said Madeline. She pressed her forearms into the floor and watched the varnished gold floorboards of the gym blur. No pain, no gain, but for goodness sake, she had actual tears in her eyes.

			“Our feet spread as we age,” said Renata.

			“My feet are not spreading,” said Madeline.

			“It happens. My mother’s feet doubled in width,” said Renata.

			“I have slender fucking feet,” said Madeline.

			“Stop it, you two,” begged Celeste, planking on the other side of Madeline. “Don’t make me laugh. My pelvic floor can’t handle it.”

			“Nothing funny about bunions,” said Renata grimly. “They’re incurable.”

			“Turmeric tea might help with the inflammation,” said Bonnie, in her regular spot, next to Celeste, closest to the open window. “I’ll bring some next week.”

			Bonnie had spoken in her normal dreamy voice, as if she were lying flat on her back on a beach towel rather than planking, because she was a yoga teacher, and she did Pilates only to catch up with her friends. They forgave her for her abdominal muscles, in the same way that they nobly looked past her inability to speak badly of anyone. Bonnie was lovely and Madeline loved loving her. She wasn’t even faking it. People who loved their ex-husband’s young second wives were emotionally intelligent.

			Obviously, she couldn’t spend too much time with her. There were limits.

			“Only twenty more seconds,” said their instructor. “The record for the longest plank held by a woman is over four hours! You can do hard things, ladies!”

			An endless second passed as the ladies did hard things.

			“Squeezy Time,” commented Renata.

			“Squeezy time?” asked Celeste.

			“I think that’s what my pelvic floor app is called,” said Renata. “You’ve got to look after your pelvic health. I’ll send you the link.”

			Celeste’s plank had buckled at that point, permitting Madeline to give up hers as well.

			Jane, on the other side of Renata, had laughed and sworn but managed to hold hers for an impressive few more seconds because she was still in her free-and-easy thirties.

			Sometimes it felt like Jane and Bonnie had done it on purpose: cleverly rationed time and stashed away all those extra years to use at their leisure.

			Celeste, who was older than Madeline, wore her age like a gorgeous gossamer-thin wrap suitable for an outdoor wedding in Fiji. Madeline, on the other hand, wore hers like a chattering monkey with its hairy little limbs wrapped around her neck.

			Renata was the same age as Celeste, but she refused to wear her age at all. She railed against it like poor customer service.

			The physiotherapist had told Madeline she could still do Pilates and Beach Boot Camp, and in fact she should do both because exercise was important for her frozen shoulder. She just had to work within her “pain limits.” He also said that she shouldn’t try anything new. “Over-forty-year-olds trying out a new sport have a one hundred percent chance of injury,” he declared.

			“Well, that can’t be true,” protested Madeline, but he was already scooting athletically off on his stool to talk to the elderly man.

			Now she watched the sunlight wash across her bedroom ceiling and whimpered. She had never believed in suffering in silence. She remembered that little rat of an obstetrician who suggested she “calm down” when she was giving birth to Abigail. This level of pain was outrageous, cruel, truly unkind, it was…starting to abate. Just like a labor pain, actually, except no one would hand over a terrifying, exquisite baby at the end of it.

			She lifted her head from the pillow. No more raised voices. Whatever it was, Ed had it sorted. There had been no need for her to jump to attention. It was just old muscle memory from when the children were little and there were so many more people in the house (just two more people, but they were such loud people) and she’d felt truly essential. Ed and Chloe were probably arguing over the preparation of her birthday breakfast. Please, not pancakes. Her dress for tonight’s party was formfitting and she wanted to look great in the photos. Ed had got so skinny lately. Was he secretly taking weight-loss medication? It seemed like only a few months ago he’d patted his stomach and said, “Might need to lose a few kilos,” and then he just did. That’s all a man had to do: decide to lose weight.

			Maybe Ed had had to drag Chloe out of bed: Get up, it’s your mother’s birthday! He was not coping well with the volatility of Chloe’s moods. One day their daughter was a gorgeous giggly curly-haired sprite in pink silk pajamas, lighting up their lives, introducing them to new music, new language, new ways of thinking, and the next a glowering, hunch-shouldered skulking figure in her brother’s old black hoodie, mistreated and misunderstood, sentenced to live in this cruelly understocked house for a crime she had not committed. “Why is there never any food in this house?” Their definitions of “food” differed. “Why are you both so mean?” Their definitions of “mean” also differed. The murderous expressions that clouded her beautiful face were funny, but you must never, ever laugh. Never make direct eye contact with a premenstrual teenager. This was not Madeline’s first rodeo. Still, her younger daughter was giving her a run for her money.

			“What have I done?” Madeline sometimes asked, pitifully, knowing it was the wrong thing to say even as she said it. The ideal parent of a teenager had no feelings or personality, never sang, danced (oh my God, obviously), sneezed, laughed, spoke too loudly in public, accidentally left their phone light on (What’s wrong with you, Mum? Turn it off!), or made embarrassing self-deprecating try-hard jokes about how embarrassing they were to their offspring.

			“Oh my God, Mum, would you stop? It’s not all about you!”

			The last time Chloe had said that, Madeline was ironing her school uniform and naturally Madeline pointed this out, with some passion. Apparently this proved Chloe’s point, because Chloe didn’t care if her uniform was crumpled: Madeline was ironing Chloe’s uniform only because she wanted to look like a good mother.

			Teenage offspring knew their parents’ weak spots. “You’re not as funny as you think you are, Dad,” Chloe said to Ed.

			“Oh, of course you’re as funny as you think you are, darling,” comforted Madeline when poor Ed seemed a little stunned by his daughter’s contempt, and she reminded him what Abigail had been like at the same age. She wondered if Ed was thinner-skinned now he was older (and literally thinner!), or if Chloe had more power to hurt his feelings because she was his biological daughter rather than his stepdaughter and his expectations of respect and unconditional love were therefore higher.

			Perhaps Madeline had become more sensitive too. She did feel strangely fragile at times, and that was not a word she would have ever used to describe herself.

			Or perhaps it was just that the dynamics between the three of them had changed now Chloe was the only child left in the house.

			“Can you two please just look at something other than me?” Chloe had said at dinner last night.

			Madeline and Ed had exchanged rueful smiles. They’d never had a relationship without a child in the mix. Abigail had come on their honeymoon. Nathan was meant to look after his daughter, but something had come up. Of course it had. Her ex-husband had been reliably unreliable back then.

			Madeline thought, What happens when Chloe is gone too and it’s just me and Ed? It will be so quiet! Possibly boring? Will it be great? Will we reignite our passion? Sure. That feels likely. Or will we have nothing to talk about? Will we get a divorce because I can’t stand the sound of that dry cough?

			The lingering head cold was not Ed’s fault. A dry cough did not make someone less lovable. It’s just that she would love him more when it was finally gone.

			Her phone buzzed on the nightstand and she carefully reached for it. It was her sweet middle child, Fred.

			Happy 50th Mum. Love U. Hope tonite is fun!

			He was living his best life, studying “supply chain management” at an American college. He appeared weirdly enthralled by this surely uninspiring subject. He’d remembered her birthday! Well. Possibly he had. More likely, Ed had messaged him: Text your mum, mate. Her phone buzzed again with a picture of something fleshy and pale that for a terrifying second appeared pornographic (had he accidentally sexted his mother?) but which thankfully turned out to be a close-up of a piece of cooked chicken breast captioned: This cooked enough?

			She expanded the picture with her fingertips for a closer look. It looked fine, but she texted back:

			Give it a minute more.

			She’d rather he ate overcooked chicken than got sick with salmonella on the other side of the world.

			She kept the phone on her chest in anticipation of the next birthday text and tilted her head to see the morning sky outside the window. She was pleased to see it was blue and cloudless, like the sky of a childhood memory. It had been an unpleasantly sticky, sweaty summer. For weeks, she’d been waking up to oppressive gray skies and the sensation of being on the verge of some unspecified but catastrophic event. Was that just a permanent feeling she had to endure now? Because of technology? The twenty-four-hour news cycle? Perimenopause?

			“You peri?” asked Samantha Fisher cheerily in the line for coffee at Blue Blues the other day, and for some reason Madeline heard Perry and her stomach lurched at the sound of his name.

			She was embarrassed by that dramatic stomach lurch. Celeste’s husband had been dead for ten years and Madeline had no right to be traumatized by his memory.

			Of course she was “peri.” Nearly every woman she knew was battling their hormones in some way, and menopause was openly discussed in the media these days, like, a lot, which was great but also kind of…invasive? She sometimes felt like saying, Shhh, that’s enough now, we don’t want the men to hear, it’s not…pretty.

			Certainly everyone agreed it was just wonderful to simultaneously be dealing with hormonal changes, disdainful teenagers, and elderly parents. Why was being a woman so dreadful? Just because Eve gave Adam the apple? The man was probably hungry. The woman was always in charge of organizing the fucking snacks.

			Her mother had told her that menopause was nothing to get worked up about and that when she herself was in her fifties, her periods just got lighter and lighter and then finally faded away altogether, like a delicate sunset. Madeline had been looking forward to her own sunset, but the opposite was happening. Her periods were now like natural disasters, so unacceptably heavy she could not leave the house on the second day. “Flooding,” said Dr. Cushman with a sympathetic wince. “If it keeps happening, we can look at medication. Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask, have you been to Croatia?” It had kept happening, but she hadn’t got around to booking a follow-up appointment with Dr. Cushman. It was just something else to do. Another thing to tick off on the endless life maintenance list: fix the frozen shoulder, smooth out the fine lines, get on top of the operatic periods, get your teeth cleaned. If only you could trade in your body like an old car that was costing more money in repairs than it was worth.

			Well. She was not going to waste her fiftieth birthday thinking about Perry Freaking White or peri-freaking-menopause. Tonight was going to be wonderful. Wasn’t it? Did a secret part of her wish she was just staying home on the couch watching a movie? What the hell? No! She loved parties. She was a party girl!

			She was not used to this second-guessing of herself. But lately she secretly felt like she was losing her nerve for…what? For life? For everything: from tight parking spots to software updates. Supposedly you cared less about what people thought the older you got, but Madeline wondered if she’d had more confidence at forty. She still behaved as if she were famously feisty Madeline, but sometimes she woke in the night with a pounding heart, replaying everything she’d said that day and questioning her every decision.

			“I just love your confidence, Madeline,” her “boss” often said. (Something condescending about her tone. As if she were complimenting an aunt’s pretty blouse at a family event.)

			Madeline worked three days a week in the events department of the Pirriwee Pacific Hotel. She loved it! Well. She quite liked it. As the senior events manager, she managed corporate events like breakfast meetings and product launches, as well as the smaller weekday weddings. Those were mostly second weddings, which were much nicer and more relaxed than first weddings. The director of events, her Gen Z “boss” (a year younger than Abigail and therefore secretly referred to as “The Child”), handled the more glamorous affairs. Madeline didn’t mind “reporting” to someone so young. Not at all! It was fine! The Child was a sweet, intelligent young woman, but just occasionally Madeline experienced a warm flush of humiliation, when, for example, The Child double-checked Madeline’s work. She had to keep reminding herself that this was what she wanted: a part-time job that was stimulating but not all-consuming. She hadn’t worked in a normal nine-to-five full-time job since before Abigail was born. She’d always hustled. She liked that word. It made her bitsy career feel like an edgy, cool choice. Her favorite job had been working at the local theater, but it had closed down, of course. Everything good closed down in the end.

			She didn’t want or need The Child’s job. Sometimes she saw mothers on television dramas earnestly discussing how they needed “more” in their lives, and she’d think, Are you kidding? Less! I need less! Please give me less.

			She carefully wriggled back up to a seated position and propped a pillow behind her against the headboard, ready for Ed and Chloe to present her breakfast. She smoothed her hair.

			While she waited, she used two fingers to massage under her left armpit as per the recommendation of the physiotherapist, who said his mother diligently did these massages and kept her pain under control. Good for her!

			Her phone buzzed with happy birthday messages and she turned it over on her lap so she could watch the names. She would read the messages later.

			Nathan. Her nostrils did not flare at the sight of her ex-husband’s name. She was so mature now she was fifty.

			Perfect Boyfriend. That’s how she had Abigail’s boyfriend saved in her phone. Her nostrils flared ever so slightly. Creepily texting his girlfriend’s mother a happy birthday message before his girlfriend had got around to it! She couldn’t admit her dislike to anyone because the man was universally adored. It would be akin to saying she didn’t like Blue Blues. (She loved Blue Blues and sometimes imagined herself lying in front of a bulldozer to save it.) (There were no plans for redevelopment. She just enjoyed visualizing potential conflict.)

			Abigail and Perfect Boyfriend were both twenty-five, with double degrees, well-paid corporate jobs, financial plans, and the glorious self-assuredness of recent Oscar winners. They’d moved in together after just three months and there was nothing to worry about, nothing at all, it was true love. Madeline needed to stop watching true crime documentaries. Obviously, she would never stop watching them—she loved them so much—but they were skewing her view of the world. Every handsome, charming man was surely not destined to be a murderer.

			More messages:

			Darling Jane.

			Darling Celeste.

			Her gym. Her dermatologist. Abigail. Yes, about time, sweet daughter of mine. The Child. A request to rate and review her recent experience renewing her health insurance. Nothing from her mother yet, which was odd: twinge of worry. Madeline would find an excuse to call her if a message didn’t pop up soon. Bonnie. Renata. It’s not a bunion, Renata. Her message was accompanied by a strange, slightly mean GIF, which came across as aggressive, not funny. Poor Renata sometimes tried too hard when it came to their friendship, like she couldn’t believe she got to be Madeline’s friend. Exactly, Renata. Stay grateful. Melody. She paused and frowned: Who the hell is Melody? Oh, wait. That woman who joined Beach Boot Camp last week. New to the area, had a job teaching history at the high school. Chloe would probably take her class. She must have heard Madeline talk about her upcoming fiftieth, taken note of the date, and looked her up on the Boot Camp WhatsApp group. Thoughtful! She was trying to break in, letting Madeline know, I am up for friendship. Madeline would do exactly the same thing if she moved to a new area. She would consider Melody’s application favorably.

			She could hear Ed and Chloe walking down the hallway. The clatter of cutlery on a plate. It smelled like pancakes and she was suddenly ravenous. She would eat them all. Spanx was invented for a reason. They were singing “Happy Birthday,” out of synch. Chloe laughed and said, “Start again.” She was in a good mood. Her younger daughter in a good mood could course-correct the worst day. Madeline grinned. She was about to adjust the strap of her nightgown when her fingertips froze.

			What

			The

			Actual

			Fuck

			Is

			That?

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Jane

			
			Happy 50th Madeline!!

			No. Delete, delete. The number fifty looked offensive. Jane didn’t want to remind her friend of their sixteen-year age gap. Most of the time she felt like they were the same age. When Madeline said, as she often did, “You’re taking so long to turn forty!” Jane always felt like she should apologize for the delay.

			Droplets of salt water dripped onto the screen of her phone as she deleted her text. She slung her ponytail over her shoulder and squeezed it out onto the sand.

			She and Ziggy had swum the bay together and Ziggy had run up to collect their breakfast from the café while Jane plonked herself on her towel to text Madeline.

			It was a thirty-minute swim. A good workout. Longer when the swell was up. It was their Saturday-morning ritual when the weather and the water were warm enough, the best part of Jane’s week. Ziggy finished ahead of her now. She suspected he might even be deliberately swimming slower so she didn’t get too far behind. He was nearly sixteen, taller and stronger than her, which was a peculiar feeling, because her instinct was to protect him even as she asked him to open jars, which he loved to do: the oh-so-casual “not a problem, Mum” manly expression on his boyish face as he handed it back to her. Recently, as they crossed Pirriwee Road together on the bend, a car came around the corner much too fast, and Ziggy’s arm shot sideways to shield her. She didn’t really like that. Her arm should have shot in front of his body! But he saw the car before she did.

			“Mum?” said Ziggy.

			She looked up. He was bare-chested, still dripping wet, arms full of their breakfast. He’d just gone striding up to Blue Blues without even bothering to towel himself off. She smiled up at her exquisite man-child. Broad-shouldered but still baby-faced, especially after a haircut. Tiny whiskers on his chin, a stuffed toy on his bed.

			He was looking at her intently, but she’d learned that meant he was examining his reflection in her sunglasses. Celeste said it had taken her a while to catch on to the fact that Max’s loving glances were not meant for her but for his own image.

			Ziggy didn’t have Max’s self-confidence. He described himself as “mid at best,” and each time Jane protested, “You’re not mid, you’re beautiful,” Ziggy said, “You’re just saying that because you’re my mother.” She’d thought that self-loathing was reserved for teenage girls, but apparently not. All the mothers said the same thing. These days, it was the boys spending hours at the gym, obsessing over their quads, their pecs, their biceps and triceps, following rigid “eating plans” that involved “bulking up,” where they ate far too much, almost to the point of being sick, and then “shedding,” where they ate far too little. They were all obsessed with protein and zero sugar Coke. Fruit and vegetables, sadly, were still not of interest. Men on the internet told their sons what to think and what to eat. Jane had to make a deliberate effort to detach herself from Ziggy’s diet, because she was pretty sure the remnants of her long-ago eating disorder were still smoldering away in her psyche.

			“Just let me text Madeline for her birthday,” she said.

			She quickly tapped:

			HAVE A FAB DAY BEAUTIFUL BIRTHDAY GIRL, SEE YOU AT THE PARTY, LET ME KNOW IF YOU NEED ANYTHING. SORRY FOR SHOUTING. STARTED IN CAPS AND CAN’T STOP XXXXXXXXXXX

			She put down the phone and held up her hands for her long black, her spinach and kale juice, and her halloumi wrap. Ziggy had a smoothie and a bacon-and-egg roll with extra bacon. Tom timed their breakfast order perfectly so it was ready and waiting the moment they finished their swim. Free! This was the advantage of being married to the owner of Blue Blues, a fact that still aroused envy. Wait, you’re married to Tom? THE Tom? So you get your coffee for free? It wasn’t actually free, of course. Jane did the books. She knew exactly how much that halloumi cost. It was kind of cute and childlike how so many women in high-paying jobs or married to high-earning men truly coveted a free tab at Blue Blues. And of course there was Tom himself. Everyone was in love with her husband. He could have an affair at the snap of his fingers. But he would never do that. Never. She sighed.

			So do you actually want him to have an affair?

			No, of course not! What sort of question is that?

			Well. That was a weird little conversation to pop up in her head.

			Once, when she and her friends all got tipsy together, they’d somehow stumbled upon the fact that Renata had only one voice in her head. The rest of them all said they berated themselves or praised themselves, tried to talk themselves into or out of something. They all agreed they needed to improve their “self-talk” and be kinder to themselves, but Renata was baffled by the concept.

			“But there’s only me,” she said. “I just do what I choose to do. There’s no going back and forth. How would I talk to me?”

			“You are a unique specimen, Renata Klein,” said Madeline, and Renata seemed so pleased.

			Ziggy sat companionably on the towel next to Jane as they unwrapped their breakfast.

			“Good swim,” said Jane.

			“Great swim,” said Ziggy.

			Jane bit into her wrap: amazing as always. The cost of the good halloumi was worth it.

			She and Ziggy both lifted their hands to wave at Stu Fisher, who was heading down to the water with his board under his arm. He belonged to the circle of parents Jane had known since their children were in kindergarten together, although their kids had never been friends.

			“Oh, you know what, I was talking to Stu the other day and he was telling me how his nephew—” Jane watched Ziggy grimace, lift up the top bun of his bacon-and-egg roll, and fastidiously remove a few tiny curls of carrot that Tom had tried to sneak in there. “Oh my God, Ziggy, one tiny bit of carrot isn’t going to kill you.” Ziggy grinned as he dropped the carrot onto the sand. “Anyway, his nephew’s doing a gap year at the moment and Stu was showing me these amazing photos he’d sent of this nightclub in Berlin with all these different floors. People stay there all night. It was called Berg-something. I wrote it down.”

			There was a pause.

			“Wow,” said Ziggy, with his mouth full.

			“You could go there when you do your gap year.”

			“I could,” said Ziggy flatly. “If I do a gap year. Maybe I won’t do one.”

			“Oh,” said Jane. “Well, sure. Gap years are not compulsory.”

			“Good to know.”

			She looked sideways at him. “You okay?”

			“Why wouldn’t I be?”

			She shouldn’t have mentioned the Berlin nightclub. Nobody wanted to go to a nightclub recommended by their mother. It was just that she sometimes felt oddly panicky about all the choices that would soon be available to Ziggy. It wasn’t so much concern he’d make the wrong choices but whether he’d even be aware those choices were available. He was smart but dreamy, and occasionally he’d say something so innocently stupid, she’d be overcome with the weight of her responsibility. She didn’t know what the kid didn’t know! Madeline said that Fred had submitted the initial application for an international student scholarship to Georgia State University without even telling his parents. She couldn’t imagine Ziggy doing that. Had he even heard of Georgia?

			“You know, Fred got a scholarship—” she began.

			“Mum,” said Ziggy. “I know. You told me before.”

			“Yes, of course,” said Jane. She paused. She knew she was about to be annoying, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. “Georgia is in the South—”

			“Whatever, Mum, I don’t care about Georgia!”

			His aggravation radiated from him like a fever.

			She remembered her own teenage years, and how she’d perceived her parents to be essentially irrelevant, occasionally bothersome, shadowy background figures in her life. She wanted to say, But I’m still relevant, Ziggy!

			Well, a little teen grumpiness was nothing to get worked up about. Ziggy was a good kid. Last year, there had been a scandal at the high school. A group of boys had been “rating” girls on social media. Celeste had told Jane that when she heard about it, her immediate thought had been: Please, please, not my boys.

			And then Celeste had gone on a little rant, enunciating her words a little more clearly than she normally did, almost as if she were preparing a preemptive legal defense for her boys. Celeste pointed out that social media had been invented when Mark Zuckerberg and his friends created a “hot or not” website at Harvard, and that schoolkids had always done that kind of thing even before the world went online. She said that when she and her friends were fifteen, they had an exercise book where they gave one- to five-star ratings to boys based on their looks.

			(Sometimes Jane heard the faintest whisper of a judgmental thought: Celeste is too soft on those boys.)

			Fortunately, the twins were not involved, because it had been revealed that one category on the scandalous site was “not-even-rapeable.” Celeste’s defense would surely have faltered at that distressing revelation.

			It hadn’t even occurred to Jane to worry that Ziggy had been involved, not because she thought she was such an amazing parent but because she didn’t think it would be his style. He was still such a kid. He would turn sixteen on the second day of the school term in February. He didn’t want a party, thank God. Parties were stressful.

			Jane’s first kiss had been at a sixteenth birthday party, with the birthday boy himself, in his laundry, up against the washing machine. His name was TJ, and he’d also kissed one of her friends on the same night in the same laundry (fair enough, it was his birthday), and all she and her friend could talk about afterward was TJ’s mum’s bra sitting on top of the dryer. They had never seen such an enormous bra. By the end of the night, someone had hung it from a light fixture.

			Jane wondered for the first time if poor TJ’s mother had come downstairs the morning after the party, garbage bag in hand, ready to start cleaning up, and discovered her good bra hanging from the ceiling. She kept doing this lately: replaying all her teen memories, and then suddenly flipping to the perspectives of the adults. What did TJ’s mother do for a living? Did she know her son kissed at least two girls in her laundry that night?

			Jane knew Ziggy liked girls, but she was sure he’d never kissed one. That was the thing with this age. All those children sitting in the same classrooms at wildly different stages of development. Deep-voiced giants playing handball against high-voiced pip-squeaks.

			Madeline said Chloe’s friends used the term “body count” when referring to sexual partners, and Jane had been so shocked. “You mean some of them have already had multiple sexual partners?”

			“Best not to think about it,” said Madeline. “I mean, who knows if they’re actually telling the truth.”

			Jane had read that you should talk to your teenage sons about sensitive matters when they were in the car, but the last time she had tried to talk to Ziggy about sex, he’d put his hands over his ears, closed his eyes, and chanted, “Bro, make it stop, make it stop.” So she’d stopped. Tom said he’d had a few (brief, terse, but fine) conversations with Ziggy about sex and he would keep checking in. She’d been relieved, because supposedly you were meant to be “honest” and what were her honest thoughts about sex? Sex is beautiful. Sex is ugly. Sex is boring. Sex is terrifying. Sex is nothing. Sex is everything. I don’t want to talk to you about sex because you are my little boy and the thought of you having sex makes me feel very, very strange.

			She changed the subject. “You looking forward to tonight?”

			“What’s tonight?”

			“Ziggy. Madeline’s party. Remember? She wants you to be there.”

			“Why?”

			“Well, I think she just wants you kids to hang out. It’s been a while, and you all used to be such good friends. You and Chloe and the twins—”

			“The twins are not my friends.”

			“Okay,” said Jane carefully. “But they are your brothers.” An infinitesimal pause containing infinite shame. “Your half brothers.”

			“I know they’re my brothers. Mary-Louise keeps texting me,” said Ziggy gloomily. “She keeps saying, ‘I need to see you and your brothers!’ Didn’t we see her, like, last week?”

			Jane thought. “I guess it’s been a few months.”

			“She won’t be there tonight, will she?”

			“Mary-Louise? No. Definitely not.”

			Mary-Louise was a mildly unpleasant obligation, like the dentist. Jane facilitated Ziggy’s interactions with her even though her feelings about Mary-Louise were inevitably complicated. She was Ziggy’s biological grandmother, and she’d loved Ziggy ever since she’d discovered his existence when he was five. Mary-Louise’s feelings about Jane were probably complicated too. She was polite to Jane. Not icy. But definitely chilly, as if Jane had wronged her in some way and Mary-Louise had chosen to rise above it.

			“How dare she be chilly!” Madeline often said, but Jane thought she might actually find it harder if Mary-Louise were warm and kind. That would be confusing. Their relationship felt appropriate under the circumstances. But she enjoyed Madeline’s outrage on her behalf.

			“I actually met Madeline on her fortieth birthday,” she told Ziggy. “Ten years ago today. We’d only just moved here, and we were driving to your kindergarten orientation. Do you remember?”

			“Nope,” said Ziggy.

			“She tripped over on the road. You told me to stop.”

			“I don’t remember it, Mum.”

			Well, it was a long time ago. She had blank spots too. For example, just the other day she was chatting with Madeline and trying to remember the name of that peculiar mother who’d based her entire identity on her friendship with Renata. “Harper! How could you forget Harper!” cried Madeline. “You got in a fight with her in the sandbox! She was the one who started that terrible petition when everyone thought Ziggy was the kindergarten bully.”

			Jane had remembered the petition, but she couldn’t even remember Harper’s face, just her Renata obsession, and she thought Madeline was probably misremembering the part about an argument in a sandbox. It was far more likely Madeline had been the one to argue with Harper, not Jane. Two years after the petition, Harper had moved her kids to another school and thus disappeared from Jane’s consciousness. (And Harper had lost touch with Renata! How did she continue to exist?) Sometimes when Jane thought of Ziggy’s first year at school, it was like somebody else had been his mother. A weird messed-up girl with a bad hairstyle.

			“You were so cute,” she said to Ziggy.

			“Mum. I didn’t, like, die, I’m still right here,” said Ziggy. He crammed the last of his roll into his mouth and said, without making eye contact, “Is Amabella going to Madeline’s party?”

			“Yes,” said Jane.

			“Okay,” said Ziggy. He leaped to his feet in one fluid movement, brushed sand off his knees, and shrugged on his T-shirt. “I’ll go to the party.” He looked down at her. “I’m going to run back.”

			“Oh,” said Jane. She looked at her half-eaten wrap. Normally they walked back together. “I’ll see you—”

			But he was already gone, jogging quickly and easily across the sand, tossing his rubbish in the bin as he ran past it.

			Amabella. Renata’s daughter was no longer the shy, tiny girl she’d been when Jane first met her but a long-legged, charismatic teenager who looked about ten years older than Ziggy. Please don’t have a crush on Amabella, Ziggy. If Amabella was in the market for a boyfriend, she wouldn’t be looking Ziggy’s way. A shared childhood interest in Star Wars wouldn’t cut it.

			History never repeats. Wasn’t that the name of a song her dad liked? But it did. It could. Jane might have a blank spot in her memory when it came to Harper, but she hadn’t forgotten the time Amabella handed out those pink envelopes in the playground. One for everyone except Ziggy. Jane had long since forgiven Renata; of course she had. The five of them—Jane, Celeste, Madeline, Renata, and Bonnie—were now a close-knit group bound together forever by the events of that year. When Jane looked at old photos, she almost blushed. She couldn’t believe how serious she and her friends had all been about the social dynamics of kindergarten. Those tiny adorable children didn’t have addictive phones or social media. Their playdates had to be organized for them!

			Now it was serious.

			It seemed like once you became a parent, you could never relax, not for a moment, not for the rest of your life, because there was always too much to lose. The stakes just got higher and higher and you had less and less control.

			She looked out at the ocean and watched Stu Fisher get wiped out by a tiny wave.

			Virtually a ripple.
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			Could I quickly interrupt? I’m just trying to understand the dynamics at play here. I gather you’re all connected outside of school?

			Skye: We’ve all been close friends since childhood.

			Oh, that’s very—

			Max: Fake news. I literally didn’t see you for all of last year.

			Josh: What the—we all go to the same high school!

			Max: Never saw her. All of last year. Never saw her once.

			Josh: I saw her.

			Skye: Thank you, Josh. We’re all in separate friend groups, Brenda. I’ll explain. The twins are sporty and cool, Chloe is popular and well-known, Ziggy flies under the radar, I’m kind of nerdy but not in a bad way, and Amabella defies definition.

			Max: You’re cooler than Ziggy, Skye. I mean, look what happened to him when he tried to get out from under the radar.

			Ziggy: Fuck off, Max. Oh my God, I sincerely apologize, Brenda, I forgot you were here.

			That’s perfectly fine. Please speak freely!

			Chloe: I’m not “popular and well-known.” What does that even mean, Skye?

			Amabella: You should probably also know that Skye and Chloe share a half sister, and the twins and Ziggy are half brothers. I am not connected to any of these people by blood or marriage. Thankfully.

			Ziggy: The point is, we reconnected at Chloe’s mum’s birthday party.

			Chloe: Which was exactly what my mother wanted. She’s a master manipulator.

			Ziggy: It was the weekend before school went back.

			Skye: Yes, that’s right. I remember everyone was wondering how the new principal would change the school culture.

			Max: Nobody was wondering that, Brenda.

		

	
		
			
				From the Office of Dr. Ferdinand Seawright

				For the Attention of All Pirriwee High School Students and Parents

				Dear Students and Parents,

				I trust you’re enjoying the last few weeks of the summer holidays and looking forward to the commencement of the new school year! Personally, I can’t wait to sink my teeth into the chewy challenges awaiting me as your new school principal!

				I “shadowed” my predecessor last year and I won’t “gild the lily.” Certain behaviors must cease! Please be aware that wading, swimming, fishing, surfing, and snorkeling in the Ponder Fountain is strictly prohibited. This monument was bequeathed to us by a beloved local resident, Mrs. Patty Ponder. Let’s respect her legacy.

				I know many parents are troubled by the pernicious impact of screen time on our young people. I’m thrilled to be launching an exciting new initiative: “Tech-Free Tuesdays.” More to come!

				I will also take this opportunity to welcome new staff member Ms. Melody Montclair. Ms. Montclair comes to us with many years of experience teaching history and has a particular interest in “feminist historiography.” One word: Wow! How wonderful for our young ladies.

				Yours respectfully,

				Dr. Ferdinand Seawright, BEd (Hons), DEd MEd (EdMgt), DEdPsych

			

		

	
		
			Year 10 Parents WhatsApp Group

			Welcome, Year 10 Parents! For those who don’t know me, I’m Thea, proud mum of Violet C, and I’ll be moderating the Parents WhatsApp Group. Let’s keep our interactions relevant and respectful! The school year begins next Wednesday.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Celeste

			
			“Have you boys ever tried to surf in the Ponder Fountain? Or…snorkel?”

			Celeste lay on the couch in the living room, reading the first communication from the new school principal on her phone. She really needed to get up and get herself ready for Madeline’s party.

			No answer. She lifted her chin. Max lay on the opposite couch, earbuds in, looking at his phone. Josh lay flat on his back on the floor, in between them, doing the same thing. The only parts of them that moved were their thumbs on their screens and their enormous sandy feet. The “pernicious impact of screen time” indeed: all three of them on screens at the same time, but it was a Saturday, and it was nearly the end of the summer holidays. She would be a better mother when the boys were back at school.

			“Boys?” She raised her voice, and each of them lifted their head and removed a single earbud, their movements in synch. She and Perry had been given all sorts of advice about telling their identical twins apart—paint one of their toenails, dress them in different colors—but she could tell them apart when they were just three weeks old. Max was Max and Josh was Josh.

			“Have you seen this email from your new school principal? He says something about surfing in the school fountain?”

			The boys looked at each other and chuckled: deep, knowing chuckles.

			“That would be impossible, Mum,” said Max, straight-faced.

			She was still adjusting to their recently acquired deep voices. She would be at home, reading her book, secure in the knowledge it was just her and the kids, and be startled by the rumble of strange men in her home.

			Celeste lifted a hand. “Don’t tell me! I don’t want to know.”

			Well, they obviously hadn’t got caught. No dreaded phone call from the school. There had been a stressful period of mild delinquency when the boys turned thirteen. Her heart used to sink each time she saw the school’s number on her phone. If they had gone to the exclusive private school they were meant to attend, the one their father had enrolled them at within an hour of their birth, they would have been promptly expelled. It was like they’d set up a roster to ensure one of them was always in trouble. It had reminded her of when they were babies and it seemed they took turns to sleep so as to ensure she never did.

			The bad behavior stopped, without intervention, while she was still reading up on the appropriate methods to handle it and wondering if she needed to take them back to counseling, which she really had not wanted to do. She wanted the three of them to just be.

			In the years after their father died, there had been so much talk, so much expensive therapy. All those complicated feelings dissected and honored. She’d finally said, “No more.” The boys had sports to play and lives to live and then a pandemic to endure. They were good. She was good. More than good. She was over it, over him. Healed. Cured. Fixed. She was enjoying this stage of parenting. It was actually maybe her favorite so far. Often she found herself experiencing piercing moments of joy that she did not have to reach for or make herself recognize. They were just there for her. “What are you smiling at?” Max had said the other day and she’d said, “I just ate the best kiwifruit I’ve ever had in my life.” He’d patted her shoulder and said, “Happy for you, Mum.”

			“I don’t know why you’d surf in a fountain when there is a perfectly good beach just minutes away,” she said pointlessly, because both boys were lost in their phones once more, although grins lingered on their faces from the memories of whatever hijinks had taken place last year in that damned fountain.

			They were gorgeous.

			Sometimes she wished Perry could be here for just this one moment, just long enough for her to exchange glances of shared wonder with him, the way they had all those years ago when the ultrasound technician pointed out “Baby A and Baby B.” The technician was young and excited. It was her first set of twins. “Two babies,” she’d said, nodding to herself, eyes on the screen, one hand on the mouse. “Two heartbeats.”

			Celeste’s phone buzzed with a text from Jane:

			Sunk your teeth into any chewy challenges lately?

			This was the universe tactfully reminding her that at the time she and Perry were marveling over those two heartbeats, a young woman Celeste had never met was already pregnant with Perry’s baby: the son he never knew existed.

			Celeste applied a laughing face to Jane’s text.

			The doorbell rang.

			“That’s not for either of you, is it?” she asked. “Because we’re going to the party, remember?”

			The boys ignored her. She sighed. It must be a delivery. She threw her phone on the couch and stood, poking Josh in the stomach with her toe. He curled up his long, tanned, hairy legs, like a mollusk, like the curled-up, tiny-fisted baby he’d once been, and grinned up at her.

			She opened the front door and the polite smile she had prepared for the delivery person disappeared.

			“Mary-Louise! Is everything okay?”

			“Yes, of course, why would you say that? What’s wrong with me?”

			Celeste’s mother-in-law smoothed her hair and ran a thumb over her teeth as if to check for lipstick, although she never wore lipstick. She was dressed immaculately and conservatively in white pants and a floral-patterned collared blouse, like a wealthy ex-nun.

			Perry’s mother had once been an extraneous person in Celeste’s life. Not even significant enough to be an irritant. She’d channeled all necessary communications through her adored son. It sometimes felt like she hadn’t really existed before Perry’s death. For example, Celeste had no particular memories of her being around when the boys were babies, although Mary-Louise had plenty. Celeste could recall only her own mother helping out.

			This feeling was amplified by the fact that when she first knew Mary-Louise, she knew her as Jean. However, a week after Perry’s father died, she’d said to Celeste, “In future, I would prefer it if you called me by my first name.” Celeste had been taken aback. She’d never known that her mother-in-law’s name was Mary-Louise Jean and it was only Perry’s father who’d called her Jean. But Celeste had adjusted easily enough to the new name, which probably indicated how very little she’d used the old one.

			“No, no, Mary-Louise, you look lovely. You always look lovely. I’m just surprised to see you.”

			So many of their conversations went like this, where Celeste inadvertently gave offense and then had to walk herself back. It was better than the dreadful time after Perry died when Mary-Louise questioned her every parenting choice, but Celeste still exhaled each time she said goodbye.

			“Why would you be surprised to see me?”

			“Well,” said Celeste. “I wasn’t…I don’t think I was, was I…expecting you?”

			Her mother-in-law didn’t “drop in.” She planned everything well in advance. All appointments and social activities were fastidiously written in a faux leather diary in the manner of a 1950s secretary keeping the calendar of an important man. No abbreviations. All addresses written in full, including postcodes.

			Mary-Louise was busy pulling a bottle of wine from her tote bag. She finally extracted it and handed it to Celeste as if that explained everything. “The man told me this was very good for the price. It’s a New Zealand pinot.”

			“Oh, thank you. That’s—well.” Celeste took the wine and opened the door wider, as Mary-Louise was clearly behaving like an expected dinner guest. Had Celeste forgotten Madeline’s party and double-booked? Surely not. She and the boys had seen Mary-Louise only last week, and they normally saw each other about once a month. That seemed fair.

			“Come in, come in. So is this an impromptu visit?”

			She closed the door, and Mary-Louise leaned forward and bizarrely poked Celeste in the shoulder, in a manner similar to the way Celeste had just poked Josh with her toe. “Your hair is—goodness!” She fluttered her hands around her own head. “Indescribable.”

			Celeste had been swimming that morning and had let her hair dry naturally, so it was a tangled, crazy mess. The boys called her Witch-Mum when her hair dried like this. She wore a faded sundress. No bra. No makeup, of course. She rarely wore makeup these days. Madeline said she now dressed like a humanities student from the nineties, but she normally made herself look respectable when she was seeing her mother-in-law. In all the time they’d known each other, Mary-Louise would never have witnessed her looking like this.

			As Mary-Louise took her in from head to toe, an emotion flashed across her face that resembled genuine distress, or even panic. Gosh, Celeste didn’t look that bad, did she? Was Mary-Louise wondering how this ramshackle woman could possibly take care of her precious grandsons? Mary-Louise tolerated Celeste so she could see the boys. She adored the twins, and they kind of adored her back, or at least they did for short bursts of time. Celeste could see their knees starting to jiggle as they lost patience with questions like, “And tell me, what are you studying in English this year?”

			“I was in the area, Celeste,” said Mary-Louise slowly and carefully. It was really quite extraordinary how a certain type of older woman could still make Celeste—an educated, professional woman in her fifties—feel like an idiot. Mary-Louise lived “in the area.” Two years ago, she had announced that she was moving to an apartment on the peninsula to be closer to her three grandsons. At the time, Celeste had been horrified, wondering just how often they would be required to socialize, but their unspoken monthly schedule had remained the same.

			“I hope it’s not inconvenient,” said Mary-Louise. “I’m trying to be more spontaneous. It was my New Year’s resolution.”

			“Really?” said Celeste. “That was your New Year’s resolution?” It wasn’t so much the use of the word “spontaneous,” it was that Mary-Louise would resolve to change her behavior in any way. Celeste thought Mary-Louise’s entire belief system and personality had been carved in stone back in the eighties.

			Mary-Louise sniffed delicately. She always did the same dainty sniff whenever she entered Celeste’s home, presumably because she did not appreciate the scent of salt water, surf wax, and damp wetsuits.

			Celeste liked it. It smelled like freedom to her.

			There was another knock on the door.

			“That will be my driver,” said Mary-Louise, as if this were obvious but she would patiently point it out anyway.

			“Your driver?”

			“Yes, my car is being serviced, so I came in a taxi, and then when I tried to pay, there was a problem with my credit card.”

			She’d come in a taxi. Mary-Louise did not approve of taxis. She believed them to be unsafe and self-indulgent. Also, she’d said she was “in the area.” It didn’t make sense. “So you want me to go pay the taxi driver?”

			“I will obviously pay you back, Celeste. I repay my debts.”

			“No, sorry, I didn’t mean…of course, I’m very happy to pay.”

			But Mary-Louise was no longer listening because Max had wandered into the hallway and was allowing himself to be hugged adoringly by his grandmother, as if he were a celebrity being hugged by a superfan.

			Celeste grabbed her purse and went to pay the fare.

			“Is that your mother?” the driver said as she tapped her card against his machine.

			“Mother-in-law,” she said, and she instantly saw her own mother’s soft, worried face. Celeste’s mother had died when the boys were seven, anxious about her place in the world until the very end. If there was an afterlife, Celeste hoped it was one where her mother was no longer intimidated by people who she perceived to be smarter or better dressed or wealthier. She was probably the reason why Mary-Louise could still make Celeste feel inferior. Thanks for that, Mum.

			“Make sure she hasn’t fallen for a scam,” said the taxi driver. “She tried three different cards. That’s what happened to my mother.”

			“Thanks,” said Celeste, but it was impossible that Mary-Louise was being scammed. She was suspicious of everyone, and kept her finances in perfect order.

			Celeste went back inside to find Mary-Louise sitting at the kitchen island with the boys. Josh was at the sink filling the kettle with the water running too fast, so it was splashing everywhere. Max was in the pantry calling out the names of teas. “Peppermint? Chamomile? French Earl Grey? Black peppercorns? Nah, only joking, Grandma, that’s not tea! English breakfast?”

			“They’re making me a cup of tea,” said Mary-Louise. “It’s quite a production.” She winked at Celeste, or that’s what it looked like, but it seemed more likely she had something in her eye. She was not a woman who winked. “English breakfast, please, Josh.”

			“Max,” Max corrected her as he emerged from the pantry with the box of tea bags.

			“Sorry, of course, Max.” Mary-Louise gave a tiny, peevish shake of her head and Celeste stared. Perry used to do that exact same thing when he—so rarely—was caught out in a mistake. The boys had inherited the same gesture. It used to make Celeste laugh when they were learning to walk, both boys disgustedly shaking their heads like miniature grumpy old men each time they fell on their bottoms. But this was the first time she’d seen Mary-Louise do it. It made her feel fondly toward Mary-Louise, as if the fact that she shared a mannerism with the boys meant Celeste was related to her not just by marriage and good manners but by blood.

			The feeling would probably pass.

			Max brought over the cup of tea and placed it carefully in front of his grandmother, but as she lifted it to her lips, Josh asked, “How are your allergies, Grandma?”

			This had been the main topic of conversation the last time she’d been over for dinner. Mary-Louise had been suffering unacceptably itchy eyes, the skin on her wrists was inflamed, blah-blah, must be caused by some kind of new pollutant, she blamed the government.

			“Josh! How thoughtful of you to remember!” Mary-Louise put down her cup. She was thrilled. Josh discreetly gave Max the finger, while forgetting to listen to his grandmother’s answer.

			“I’m much better, thank you, Josh. I went to see my GP, who is actually a very dear old friend, and she prescribed me a new medication which knocked it on the head! Thank you so much for remembering.”

			“How is your tea, Grandma?” Max rallied.

			“It’s perfect, Max!”

			Celeste looked at the time. She needed to be in the shower right now. “So, Mary-Louise, I’m sorry, but—”

			Mary-Louise spoke over her. “How is your work, Celeste?”

			She asked this every time they met even though she seemed to have no interest in the answer. Celeste was not practicing law and didn’t think she ever would again. She worked for a legal publishing company analyzing case law. She had to go into the office only one day a week. It was pleasantly stimulating, flexible, and relatively stress-free. Perfect.

			“Busy,” said Celeste. This was the way everyone described their work and it was all Mary-Louise required.

			Duty done, Mary-Louise moved on to more important matters. “And where’s Ziggy today?” She looked around expectantly, as if he might pop into the room at any moment.

			Celeste’s boys raised their eyebrows at each other, and then as usual, Max spoke on behalf of them both. “Uh, you know he doesn’t live here, Grandma.”

			“Well, of course I do know that,” said Mary-Louise. “But he is your brother, so—”

			“Grandma,” said Max. “You know he’s not our real brother. He’s our half brother.”

			Mary-Louise grimaced. Max had reminded her that her three grandsons had mothers. They weren’t just clones of her precious dead son.

			“You should still have a relationship with Ziggy.”

			“They do,” said Celeste at the same time as Max said, “If I had a relationship with Ziggy, that would technically be incest, Grandma.”

			“Max,” sighed Celeste. “Come on.”

			But Mary-Louise didn’t notice the inappropriate comment, or chose not to notice it.

			“We say hi to him at school,” said Josh. “That’s enough.”

			“He doesn’t surf,” said Max, as if that settled the matter.

			“It’s tricky as they’ve got older. They play different sports, they’re in different friend groups,” said Celeste. She stopped herself. She’d said all this to Mary-Louise before, many times. She did not need to justify her decisions, or Jane’s decisions. The boys were growing up, leading their own lives, and the last time she and Jane had tried to get them all together, the boys just sat there on their phones anyway, without saying a word to each other. Her boys said Ziggy was “boring.” Ziggy probably said the same thing about the twins.

			“And tell me, boys, has your brother got his driver’s license too?” asked Mary-Louise. She picked up a magnetic L-plate from the countertop and waved it in an oddly flirtatious manner, as if she were the belle of the ball waving her fan at her handsome paramours.

			“Dunno,” said Max without interest.

			“No, because Ziggy is not sixteen yet,” said Celeste. The twins had been born prematurely, so even though Jane was pregnant before her, Ziggy was younger. “And the boys don’t have their actual licenses yet, just their learner’s permits. They can’t get their licenses until they’re seventeen, thank God.”

			She’d taken them both out for their first drives and it had been stressful, especially with Max, who abounded with misplaced confidence. She’d had to yell, “BRAKE, BRAKE, BRAKE!”

			She changed the subject. “Tonight is my friend Madeline’s fiftieth birthday party, so—”

			“Oh, yes, I remember Madeline,” said Mary-Louise acidly. Then she brightened. “I could babysit the boys while you’re out!”

			“Grandma, uh, you know, we don’t need babysitters anymore.” Josh spoke delicately, as if to protect her dignity.

			“I mean, think about it, Grandma,” explained Max. At sixteen, he already excelled at mansplaining. “If someone broke into the house, who would take on the attacker? Not you.” He looked at his brother. “Not Josh, obviously.” He banged his chest with his fist. “Me! I’d take him down.”

			Max had recently become obsessed with scenarios like this and seemed to truly believe his newly acquired muscles gave him superhero abilities. If Celeste ever dared to say “Be careful,” he would go on a rant about how he didn’t need to be careful. She, as a woman, was the one who needed to be careful, she was the one who shouldn’t walk alone in the dark, whereas he, sixteen-year-old Max, was perfectly safe. “I didn’t realize you’d joined the SAS, Max,” Celeste would say, wondering if this was the first sign that the manosphere had got to him, while Josh said, “Watch him run if anyone ever pulled a knife.”

			“Yeah, obviously,” said Max, which Celeste was relieved to hear.

			“Your father once ran after a pickpocket in Rome and got a young girl’s purse back!” said Mary-Louise. “You probably take after him, Max.”

			It was true. It had happened on one of the first holidays Celeste and Perry ever took together, back in the golden days, in the time before. Mary-Louise told the story as if she’d been the one to witness this remarkable event, not Celeste. She probably preferred to pretend it had been her and her beloved son in Rome.

			“Did he punch him?” asked Max. “Did he punch the guy in the nose?” He demonstrated a Hollywood scene of a hero grabbing someone by the shirtfront and hitting them, elbow back, over and over. Celeste briefly closed her eyes. It sometimes felt like this was Max’s dream: a valid excuse to hit someone.

			Now Max made a sound like a race car roaring to life, or a wrestler intimidating his opponent. It was hard to know exactly what the sound was meant to convey. The first time he’d done it, she’d thought there was something wrong with him. His fists were clenched by his sides, his face going red as if the Incredible Hulk were about to burst forth from his body.

			“Fred used to do something similar,” Madeline had told her. “I think it’s like a surge of testosterone. Don’t worry, he’ll grow out of it. They grow out of everything eventually.”

			“Max,” said Celeste. “Please.”

			“Goodness,” said Mary-Louise. “That’s quite a loud noise.”

			“Shut up, loser,” said Josh.

			“Josh,” said Celeste. He didn’t seem to need to roar like his brother. He’d always been more self-contained and secretive. When they were babies, Max roared with fury when he was hungry, while Josh whimpered.

			“You boys look so much like your father,” said Mary-Louise. “Do you remember how he’d carry you both at the same time, one under each arm, like footballs? He was so strong!”

			Of course they didn’t remember this, but they knew it, because one of the framed photos that Celeste had on the sideboard was of Perry doing exactly this, in their old kitchen, with the fancy marble countertop she didn’t miss.

			“Do you know what he could bench press?” asked Max, interested. “Last week I benched—”

			“I don’t remember anything about my father,” said Josh coldly. “Not a single thing.”

			Mary-Louise gasped. “Josh! Why would you say that? You know that’s not true! We can go through the photo albums right now!”

			“I remember the photos, Grandma,” said Josh. “I just don’t remember him.”

			Celeste didn’t know if it was true, but it was something Josh had been claiming for some time now. It was just the first time he’d said it in front of his grandmother.

			Mary-Louise, like the boys, knew about Perry’s abuse. Celeste had told his grief-stricken family everything after he died, or nearly everything, including that she’d been planning to leave him, and of course, the fact of Ziggy’s existence. She hadn’t wanted them to hear it from the police or anyone else. It was impossible to tell if they were shocked, because they were already in shock. She remembered their dull puffy eyes and slack, doughy faces, and her guilt, as if she was betraying Perry by telling them. Nothing had felt quite real at that time. (Many times she had laughed inappropriately.) Nobody tried to deny it, which was interesting, and Mary-Louise asked only one question: “But he never hurt the boys, did he?” And that was it. Weeks and months and years passed, the boys grew up, and Celeste wanted her children to hear positive stories about their father, and so in Mary-Louise’s presence they all behaved as if Perry had been a wonderful father who they lost in a terrible accident. Not a lie. Just not the whole truth.

			“Well, that’s just…” Mary-Louise shook her head. “We need to fix that.”

			“We can’t fix it, my brain doesn’t have enough gigabytes,” said Josh.

			“You don’t need gigabytes to remember your father,” said Mary-Louise.

			“Don’t worry about it, Grandma, he’s just got a shit memory,” said Max. “I remember lots about Dad.”

			“Don’t swear,” said Celeste automatically. You remember lots, do you, darling boy? What do you remember, Max? Just the good times? Or do you remember the bad times, too?

			“The boys are coming to Madeline’s party,” said Celeste. Madeline had made such a point of asking if all the kids could be there. “Actually, Ziggy will be there too…they’ll catch up.”

			“Ziggy will be there!” said Mary-Louise. “I haven’t seen him for so long. Perhaps I could come too. What do you think? That Madeline is a very social type of person, isn’t she? She wouldn’t mind.”

			Celeste opened her mouth, ready to talk about “limited numbers” and “seating plans,” but her eye was caught by Mary-Louise’s blouse. It had tiny white pearl buttons. She’d misbuttoned them so the bottom of her blouse did not line up.

			It could happen to anyone. But not to Mary-Louise.

			And why did her credit cards not work?

			“I’ll call Madeline,” said Celeste. “I’m sure you’ll be very welcome.”
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			Josh: Our grandmother came with us to Madeline’s fiftieth. She wasn’t invited. She just said, “I’ll come too!” and Mum went, Oh, okay then, sure, if you want, Mary-Louise, you can come, even though nobody knows you.

			Max: Mum asked Madeline if Grandma could come. It wasn’t a big deal.

			Josh: It was weird.

			Max: You’re weird.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Madeline

			
			“Of course she can come!” Madeline shouted into her phone over the roar of the hair dryer, watching her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Her hair billowed as if she were in front of a wind machine.

			She had, in a fit of expensive vanity, booked a hair and makeup artist to come to the house before her party. Now she was in her dressing gown sitting on a dining room chair in her bathroom while “Dee” (she wrote it as just the letter D), a gum-chewing young woman in overalls, wearing no makeup at all, languidly spun her huge round hairbrush, pulling and clipping chunks of hair, probably creating a middle-aged hairstyle with too much volume because she thought Madeline was just another middle-aged woman, when in fact she was Madeline.

			Dee had done Renata’s hair and makeup for her famous Divorce Party last year, and she’d looked fabulous in her Just Divorced tiara while a neon-lit sign flashed the empowering message I Do, I Did, I Done and everyone danced to Taylor singing “We Are Never Ever Getting Back Together.” (Divorce parties were all the rage on the peninsula. Madeline had attended three last year. She’d bought multiple I never liked him anyway, congratulations on your divorce mugs to have on hand as gifts.)

			But Madeline regretted booking the hair and makeup artist now because she was too jittery to sit still and she could have done the job herself in a tenth of the time, but she had become so foolishly fixated on the idea that she should look amazing at her party, as if it were her last ever opportunity, as if she had something to prove to herself and the world. Look what I did with the leafy green vegetables and the protein with every meal, the cardio and the creams, the good sleep hygiene and constant hydration. This! This right here is the result of my hard work! Shower me with compliments, tell me I couldn’t possibly be fifty, tell me I’ve still got it! Because when the clock strikes midnight, I might lose it all.

			I might die.

			It was nothing to worry about.

			She wasn’t even thinking about it!

			She was thinking about it all the time. It buzzed like tinnitus. It was nothing. If not for her stupid frozen shoulder and the stupid physio telling her to do the stupid massage, she would never have discovered that stupid lump in her breast and it would not therefore exist. Lump. What a vile word. Was it throbbing right now? Or was that just the throb of her terror?

			“I would never normally ask,” Celeste spoke in a maddeningly low voice, so Madeline had to press the phone hard against her ear, “but I don’t know what to do with her, where to put her! I can’t leave her here alone. There’s something not right.”

			It felt like an overreaction to Madeline. So Mary-Louise had turned up unexpectedly with her blouse incorrectly buttoned? And her credit card didn’t work? Madeline’s card was regularly declined! But it wasn’t like Celeste had a history of overreactions. If anything, she had a history of underreactions.

			“It’s fine,” said Madeline. “We’ll stash her away in a corner somewhere with the other troublesome senior citizens.”

			Dee directed the dryer at the top of Madeline’s head. It felt like her scalp was being blowtorched. She raised her voice over the sound of the hair dryer. “My mother and your mother-in-law can have a passive-aggressive face-off!” (Madeline’s mother still hadn’t sent a birthday message. Madeline hoped she wasn’t having trouble with her phone again. Any kind of technology issue sent her mother into a spiral. Why couldn’t things just work the way they were meant to work? Why was everything so complicated? How should she know her Apple password?)

			Celeste laughed. “Well, thank you. I promise I’ll keep her away from you.” She paused. “Is everything okay?”

			The desire to tell Celeste about the lump was momentarily overwhelming, but obviously she wasn’t going to make personal medical revelations within earshot of this gum-chewing young woman, and she’d made a decision in the shower this morning to tell no one, not even Ed. He would tell her not to worry and then he would worry, and once the words left her mouth, the night would forever be defined by her possible cancer diagnosis. It was definitely nothing.

			Also, the dress she was wearing tonight made her cleavage look spectacular, and she wanted everyone to look at her tonight and think: Wow. Not: Possibly malignant. She wanted Ed to make inappropriate raunchy remarks and cop a feel. He’d been distracted lately; grumpy because of this man-cold he couldn’t shake and maybe worried about something at work? Or having an affair with some young thing and the sniffle wasn’t a cold but evidence of a hip new cocaine habit. Ha-ha.

			“Where have you been?” she’d asked the other day, and he’d snapped, “Have I got to account for my movements every second of the day?” He’d apologized later. He couldn’t be having an actual affair, could he? It wasn’t like he had money or power to offer a young ingénue. All he could offer was fatherly advice: Save twenty percent of your take-home pay. Not very sexy.

			“All good,” she said to Celeste. “I’ve outsourced everything. Nothing to do. Are the boys still coming?”

			“Darling, I wouldn’t dare turn up without them.”

			Madeline laughed. It was possible she’d become a little fixated on reconnecting the kids, now that they enjoyed too much control over their own social lives. These days, the mothers mostly got together without children or partners. “They see each other at school,” her friends said, but they didn’t. Not really! They shared some classes, but they all had their own friend groups, and Madeline remembered the elaborate caste system of high school.

			“Skye is with the Hamilton losers,” Chloe said once. “They sing Hamilton songs all day. That’s their entire identity: Hamilton.”

			“What group are you in?” Madeline had asked, and Chloe had said, coolly, “The popular group. Obviously.” Then she gave a rueful clarification: “Second tier.”

			But recently Madeline had asked if Skye was still in the Hamilton group and Chloe had said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mum, nobody is into Hamilton anymore.” So apparently Madeline had fabricated that entire conversation.

			“So Amabella is coming?” Chloe had asked when Madeline told her that she’d asked (ordered) her closest friends to bring their children to her fiftieth.

			“Yes, you’re kind of still friends, right? Don’t you follow her on social media?”

			“No,” said Chloe. “I followed her, but then I unfollowed her because she didn’t follow me back. I’m not her fan.”

			“No, well, of course you’re not her fan,” said Madeline. Once upon a time, she would have said to Renata, Why didn’t your daughter follow my daughter? But she was more evolved now and would not say a word.

			Well, she might say a tactful word if the opportunity arose.

			“The twins won’t come.” Chloe had lifted her chin as if to imply she didn’t care, which meant she did. Madeline got the impression that the twins—effortlessly good-looking and charismatic, just like their goddamned dead father—occupied a place at the top of the social hierarchy.

			“The twins will be there,” Madeline had promised. “Celeste will make them come.”

			Madeline’s true, selfish motive for reconnecting the kids was to give Chloe backup friends for use in an emergency. This age was the most fraught for girls and their friendships. (Not for boys. They were delightfully simple when it came to friendship.)

			Madeline sensed a potential mean-girl vibe in Chloe’s current social circle in spite of their “Oh my God!” extravagant compliments and perfume-scented hugs. They spent a lot of time and effort making TikTok videos of themselves suggestively lip-synching to sexually explicit lyrics, pouting, flipping their hair, turning side-on and looking back over their shoulders at the camera, hips jutted.

			They were just playing at being sexy; it was almost satirical the way they did it, except not quite, because their execution was too good, their makeup so flawless, their hair so smooth and glossy, their sexiness so distressingly…sexy.

			Once, when Chloe was in a chatty mood, she showed Madeline the TikTok account of a girl who was in the same year as her, who had over thirty thousand followers, although “that isn’t actually so amazing a number, Mum.” Madeline often gasped in the wrong places when Chloe told a story. (Thirty thousand!! Madeline had patted herself on the back when the hotel’s Instagram account “Events by the Sea!” had reached one thousand.)

			Madeline didn’t really understand why this girl had so many followers. To her, the TikToks looked identical to the ones Chloe and her friends did: the dancing in bedrooms, the hair flicking, the makeup, the fashion, the “transitions” when they were getting ready to go out, the “hauls” where they laid out gifts or purchases and held them up to the camera.

			“So, but wait, her account isn’t private?” checked Madeline. Should she tell the girl’s mother?

			“No, Mum, but that’s not the point, that’s not a big deal.”

			“But your account is—”

			Chloe rolled her eyes and sighed heavily and Madeline made herself stop talking because at any moment the laptop could be slammed shut and the tenuous line of communication between mother and daughter disconnected.

			“Her commenters are fully old men.” Chloe had turned the screen around so she could see:

			Let’s meet.

			Upskirt pic please?

			I’d say more but I’d get arrested.

			Do you date dads?

			I love your perky rack.

			Love all the underage girls on this app!

			I would like to get to know you.

			Chloe clicked on the commenters so Madeline could see their faces: their ordinary, middle-aged, I’m-your-local-accountant-or-real-estate-agent-or-pharmacist faces. Some of them gave their full names. Only a few looked particularly lecherous because of giant mustaches or hairy triple chins; most of them seemed unremarkable, except for the fact that they were commenting on a child’s videos. The girl wore her school uniform in many of them. They could find this sexy woman-child with a minimum of effort if they wanted.

			Chloe didn’t find the existence of these comments strange or even frightening. What she found strange, the point she was trying to make, which Madeline kept missing, was that the girl hadn’t deleted the comments, or blocked the commenters.

			“Don’t get hysterical, Mum, she’s not in danger, it’s just weird that she doesn’t delete them. It’s like she’s proud of them. Obviously, she doesn’t answer them.”

			Madeline, who considered herself a relatively techy early adopter—she’d been the first in her circle to get a flip phone, and she’d taught Nathan how to send his first ever text!—would always be the lumbering tourist in Chloe’s digital world. Chloe praised Madeline’s online marketing efforts the way Madeline had once praised Chloe’s first attempts to read. “That’s a great post, Mum, well done!”

			Celeste’s voice was now suddenly loud and clear in her ear. “Are you sure everything is okay with you? You sound tense.”

			“I’m fine! I’ll see you soon!” cried Madeline over the sound of the hair dryer. “Ready to par-tay!” She put her phone facedown on her lap and smiled cravenly up at the hair and makeup artist to atone for her screechy “par-tay.” Dee’s face remained impassive. She was probably thinking, How cringe is this woman? and Madeline thought, Fuck off, I’ve got cancer.

			It was probably nothing. But it could be something. Nothing. Something. Nothing. Something. Even if it was something, she would deal with it. Breast cancer was so common and treatable and curable these days. You weren’t even allowed to complain about it! You’d just go about your life with a cheerful headscarf! She knew the drill: lumpectomy or mastectomy, reconstruction, chemotherapy, radiotherapy, ongoing hormone therapy, possible infections, debilitating side effects, and then: as good as gold. Next, please.

			Unless you weren’t as good as gold. She thought briefly of Carol Quigley’s funeral. She hadn’t known or particularly liked Carol, but she hadn’t wished for her death; she’d just wished her to be a bit more accommodating when it came to scheduling the end-of-year Under 14 Division 2 football team dinner. (The funeral was devastatingly sad.)

			Madeline could not accommodate cancer in her schedule right now. Next year would be a much better year for it. She had too much going on at work, her mother was talking about selling the family home, and they had their big overseas trip to America in July to visit Fred. Abigail and Perfect Boyfriend were spending a week with them in Lake Tahoe. Madeline had found a house that looked like something in a movie. They were going to play board games without anyone storming off, they were going to do long hikes without complaints, they were going to toast marshmallows and see fireflies and play music while they cooked and danced and drank wine all at the same time. Madeline planned to closely observe Perfect Boyfriend and work out if all, or any, of her fears about him were justified.

			Could she get cancer treatment crossed off in the next six months? Probably not. Could she pretend she hadn’t noticed it and wait until after the Lake Tahoe trip? Surely the cancer wouldn’t spread and kill her between now and then?

			The lump would probably be gone tomorrow. Honestly, breast cancer didn’t feel like the sort of thing that would happen to her. It wasn’t in her family history. Her family were into high blood pressure, sudden heart attacks, and osteoporosis. She ate all those leafy green vegetables!

			She remembered someone telling her that the hormone treatment for breast cancer “crashed” you into menopause, so that would be the end of the apocalyptic periods, but then she would no longer have the option of HRT. She didn’t want breast cancer. She really, really didn’t. No thank you. Pass me by, please. Nobody wants it, you idiot, do you think Carol Quigley wanted it?

			Madeline couldn’t die. Chloe still needed her even if she thought she didn’t. She might start needing the validation of lecherous men on the internet, and Abigail was in a relationship with a man who was too good to be true and Madeline needed to be ready to yank her to safety, the way she should have done with Celeste except she never knew what Perry was doing to her friend behind closed doors. But Madeline was older and wiser now and she saw right through those charming good-looking types, and Abigail had looked pale and peaky the last time she saw her, so the controlling behavior had probably already begun. And were there actual jobs in supply chain management waiting for Fred when he finished his degree? Probably not! AI would take over all the supply chain jobs before he could get a foothold and then he’d just lie around smoking weed and online gambling all day, while Chloe derived all her income from OnlyFans, and, wait, if Madeline died, Ed might remarry. He’d grieve her for sure, but what if he got over her? What if people told him, Madeline would want you to be happy? She would not want him to be happy!

			Just as her panic and rage reached its zenith, the hair dryer abruptly went quiet and Madeline’s rapid breathing, in tandem with the dripping of the tap, sounded too loud in the bathroom. Her hair in the mirror was so big, she looked like Cher in the eighties.

			“Don’t worry, it will drop.” Dee expertly coiled the power cord around the hair dryer, then squirted something from a canister onto her hands. “Close your eyes.” She began to massage some kind of oil into Madeline’s face.

			“That smells good,” said Madeline. “Very calming.” Dee rubbed tiny circles at her temples. It seemed to release something in Madeline, and she began, unexpectedly, to cry.

			“I’m so sorry,” said Madeline. “I’ve just…got a lot on my mind.” She didn’t know how to explain herself. I feel like I’m falling apart. As if everything is falling apart on me.

			“It’s okay, honey,” said Dee soothingly, as if she were the fifty-year-old and Madeline were twenty-something. “My mother is exactly the same when I do this for her. We’ll get the tears out of the way before the mascara.”

			For once, it didn’t annoy Madeline to be compared to someone’s mother. Instead she felt an unexpected kinship with Dee’s mother and to all the fifty-something women crying in bathrooms because of their hormones and sniffly husbands, their apocalyptic periods, their terror over the fates of their beautiful, cruel teenage children, their frozen shoulders, their bunions, their cancer cells silently dividing and multiplying, invisibly proliferating through bodies that were once so young and reliable.
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			Skye: Chloe’s mother looked amazing at that party. She kind of made me think of Katniss in The Hunger Games when her dress was on fire. It was like Madeline had a kind of fire in her soul.

			Chloe: My mother looked…what’s the right word? Preposterous.

			Amabella: You can’t be objective. She looked great. Like she was going to the Met Gala.

			Skye: My father was staring at Madeline all night. So, you know…that was kind of…uncomfortable.

			Chloe: Skye, we’ve talked about this. It’s like you have a fetish.

			Skye: Don’t you think about it whenever you see Abigail? Our half sister is evidence that your mum and my dad once…copulated.

			Chloe: Stop it, Skye. Seriously. You need help.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				Jane

			
			The dress code for Madeline’s fiftieth birthday almost went without saying, but she’d decreed it anyway on her invitation: Bling, Bling, and More, More Bling!

			Jane, who once would have recoiled at such an instruction, had dutifully ordered a shimmery silver minidress with a fringed hem online. It was the sort of dress worn by the woman in charge of flipping over the letters on a game show. It was not Jane’s sort of dress, it was Madeline’s sort of dress. It seemed much shorter than Jane remembered it being when she’d first tried it on. She’d just been pleased that the size was right and the fabric wasn’t scratchy.

			She put on her highest-heeled shoes and called out down the hallway to Ziggy, who was in the kitchen making himself two-minute noodles, “Can I use your mirror, Ziggy, please?”

			His wardrobe had the only full-length mirror in the house and she’d learned that permission must always be asked and granted before entering her son’s bedroom.

			He called something back that she couldn’t decipher but which sounded like assent. It sometimes seemed Ziggy no longer spoke English but instead chose to communicate through prehistoric mumbles and grunts. “I need subtitles to understand him,” Tom often complained.

			Jane went into Ziggy’s room, nostrils twitching at the thick scent of recently sprayed deodorant and teen boy. It always brought back faintly erotic memories of being in her first boyfriend’s bedroom, when she was a teenager herself, so that was…inappropriate. She tiptoed through dirty clothes, takeaway boxes containing the shriveled carcasses of French fries and half-eaten burgers, and a discarded once-wet towel that had dried into a stiff twisted replica of its former self. Ziggy! She snapped back to disgusted mother mode.

			She opened Ziggy’s wardrobe and examined herself in the stick-on mirror on the inside of the door. The mirror could have done with a clean. She posed with her hands on hips, hands off hips. She sighed, turned to the side, turned to the other side, tugged at her hemline.

			Not too bad, stomach looks flat but upper arms a bit flabby, oh, will we ever, ever be DONE with this—

			“Fuck it,” she said, and slammed the door shut so hard, an object fell from the top of the wardrobe, and she caught it with one hand.

			It was an empty white rum minibar bottle. She always found those miniature bottles to be cute and darling, but was it cute and darling that her fifteen-year-old son had one hidden on top of his wardrobe? She felt herself searching for the appropriate reaction. Such a tiny bottle. And just the one! He was nearly sixteen! She thought of the new school principal’s email this morning: Certain behaviors must cease! She needed a code of conduct. It was yet another of those moments as a mother where she didn’t seem to have the right instincts. Would a “normal” mother march straight to Ziggy with the tiny bottle held aloft? She so often felt like she was playacting the role of mother rather than actually being one. She would think about it. By “think about it,” she meant she would ask Celeste and Madeline. Celeste would analyze the issue like a lawyer. Consider this. Consider that. But Madeline would deliver an instant decisive judgment. Madeline’s certitude was comforting even when Jane disagreed. She somehow needed to hear what Madeline thought first before she could formulate her own opinion.

			Wait. She should ask Tom what he thought!

			Madeline was always telling her to make an effort to include Tom in parenting decisions, so he felt like he had equal footing, even if he technically didn’t. Like Jane, Madeline had been a single mother when she met Ed, and she said she’d been so used to being in charge when it came to making decisions about Abigail’s upbringing that she was always startled when Ed had an actual and sometimes even quite valid viewpoint.

			Jane concealed the bottle in the palm of her hand and walked down the hallway to the third room of their yet-to-be-renovated beach bungalow. (Eight-hundred-meter walk to the beach! Unlimited potential.) The room was so small that even the real estate agent conceded it could not qualify as a bedroom, but it was just big enough for a desk. Jane worked from home, so it was really hers, but Tom was often at her desktop computer at night ordering supplies and checking inventory for the café.

			She stood in the doorway watching him for a moment.

			He was ready for the party. She’d bought him a glittery bow tie for the night, which he was wearing with a white dress shirt. He’d rolled up the sleeves to reveal his tanned, tattooed forearms. He had the squint lines and sun-bleached long hair of a guy who surfed all year round. Once, after the Year 7 school musical, when prosecco was served to parched, desperate parents, two tipsy mothers came up to her and said, “Is it true you’re married to Tom? Tom Tom? We are in love with Tom.” It was like being married to a teen idol, except one for school mothers. “Back off, ladies,” said Jane coolly, and oh, the hilarity that ensued.

			He didn’t notice her. He was watching something on the computer with deep concentration and an expression of hungry, naked desire. A half smile. She could hear soft music. A woman’s voice. He was leaning forward toward the computer. She could not see his hands. Oh my God, she thought, he’s not, he would never, not at this time of night, with Ziggy just down the hall, on my work computer.

			She cleared her throat and he looked up. His hand flew to the mouse. There was just the faintest tinge of color on his face.

			“You ready?” he said. He looked her up and down. “You look so sexy.”

			“Do I?” said Jane. She walked in and tapped her fingers on the desk. “What were you just watching, babe?”

			He definitely looked red now. “Nothing. Just went down a rabbit hole.”

			“Tom! You can tell me. What was it?”

			“It’s embarrassing,” he said.

			“We’re adults,” she said, and she realized she wasn’t angry or disgusted, maybe a bit taken aback because of Ziggy, but she was interested, she was maybe even more than interested, so that was…interesting. Porn was not something they’d ever discussed. He took plotlines very seriously when they watched television series. It felt like something was about to happen, and apparently she wanted, or even needed, something to happen.

			Tom met her eyes and his own widened in understanding. “Are you kidding me? Jane! As if I would—with Ziggy down the hall. Jesus.”

			He clicked on the mouse. “It was this.”

			It was a YouTube video. The caption read: Excited Babies When Daddy Comes Home.

			She watched a toddler in flannelette pajamas bolt down a hallway toward a front door shrieking, “Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!” before leaping into a young father’s arms and burying her face in his neck.

			Jane looked at her husband’s face and her heart dropped. There was that look again. Not sexual desire but yearning, not for some particular kink but for a baby.

			“Big enough for a nursery,” he’d said when he first saw this room, at the same time she’d said, “Big enough for a home office.”

			It was like she’d just received terrible news, but it wasn’t terrible and it wasn’t even news. He’d always made it clear that he wanted to have a baby. She’d said, Yes, of course. How wonderful for a man to want to have a baby with you. They might even have two! But definitely one.

			She had meant it. She’d thought she’d be happy to give him a baby, at the right time, and she thought all the reasons she kept finding to put it off “until next year”—get Ziggy settled into high school, pay off more of the mortgage, at least start the house renovation—were valid. But seeing that expression on Tom’s face and how much he wanted a toddler to call him Daddy clarified how much she didn’t want a baby, not now, not ever.

			She could not share the overwhelming feeling of resistance she was experiencing because if she were to put it into words, those words would be so unjustified and cruel:

			You

			don’t

			get

			to do that

			to my body.

			Tom was not Perry. He was a beautiful, loving man who wanted to have a baby with her and she was reacting as if he wanted to hurt her.

			The face of another man flashed before her eyes. Oh for fuck’s sake, don’t think of him, Jane, stop it! She could remember his face so clearly, she could have picked him out in a lineup, although she was sure he was a very law-abiding, honorable man who would never be in a lineup. He would not remember Jane’s face because he’d never looked at it. He had feminine lips, a bulbous nose, and bushy auburn and gray eyebrows. They were probably fully gray by now, but back then they were a mix. Like garden beds. Like caterpillars. An involuntary shudder rippled through her. She’d never told the counselor or anyone about him, either. It was like she thought the point of counseling was to see how much she could not reveal.

			Tom saw her shudder. “Too cutesy for you?” he asked defensively.

			“No! They are cute! They’re so cute.”

			He examined her face and seemed to find something there he didn’t want to see, because his own face filled with resignation and despair, and he stood up and pushed the chair back under the desk.

			“We should make a move,” he said. “Madeline won’t want us to be late.”

			He didn’t look at her, touch her, or make a joke. He didn’t say, like he once would have, “I can’t wait to have our own,” or even, “When are we going to talk about this?”

			Oh, thought Jane. Something is happening.
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			Ziggy: My mother found an empty minibar bottle in my room just before Madeline’s party and she put it on the coffee table in front of me, without saying a word.

			Amabella: Power move. She probably read it in some parenting book. I can always tell when my mother is experimenting with a new parenting philosophy. Her optimism is kind of adorable.

			Max: Mum did that with a gummy once. She picked it up from the floor of my room and put it on my desk. I couldn’t tell if she knew what it was. So I said, “Thanks, Mum,” and ate it. She just laughed.

			Amabella: I feel like she wouldn’t have laughed if she knew you were eating an edible right in front of her, Max.

			Max: She might have. She has a weird sense of humor.

			Skye: I was once in a lesson about how alcohol is really bad for our developing brains and I counted seven kids secretly sipping tiny bottles of Fireball Cinnamon Whisky.

			Amabella: Situational irony.

			Skye: But you don’t need to worry, Brenda, our generation doesn’t drink much. That’s a known fact! We prioritize our health. We’re also nowhere near as promiscuous as previous generations. Oh, sorry, no judgment, Brenda! I mean, if you, in your past, made choices you regret—

			Chloe: Oh my God, Skye, stop talking.

			Well, that’s all very…So, listen, let’s get back on track. I wonder if we should return to—

			Josh: That kid selling the minibar bottles was expelled. You can buy drugs at school no problem at all, but a few teeny-tiny bottles of alcohol—call in the FBI!

			Max: He wasn’t very discreet. He told me once his strategy was “hiding in plain sight.” I said, “That doesn’t sound like a good strategy, mate.”

			Chloe: It’s okay, he’s got someone else at school selling them now. That’s an example of managing your supply chain. I know all about it from my brother. Supply chains are not as boring as you might think, Brenda.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan

			
			9:35 a.m., D-Day

			Pirriwee High School has received a severed human finger in the mail.

			The call came in as Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan was driving in a relatively leisurely fashion back from district headquarters. He was admiring a stunning jacaranda while simultaneously pondering the whereabouts of his trekking boots for next week’s much anticipated fly-fishing holiday in Thredbo. Was it possible the boots had ended up in a box of his ex’s stuff when they split two years ago? He was going to need new boots, dammit to hell.

			A severed human finger?

			It seemed very unlikely. Probably a prank. He could let a couple of general duties cops check it out, but as it happened he was only five minutes away from the school, and if it was real: well. The severing and sending of body parts was a trademark of organized crime.

			“Our community does not want that kind of thing,” the newly elected local MP had explained to Adrian when a recent daylight shooting in the area turned out to be gang-related.

			The underworld boss Bruce Tortinas, known to police but quiet over the last few years, had purchased a modern five-bedroom, two-bathroom home five minutes from Pirriwee Beach. Two months after the family moved in, he was shot in his driveway. He hadn’t been expected to live, but he did, and to date, nobody had been charged.

			“No community wants it,” Adrian had told the MP.

			“But it’s more acceptable…more understandable…in other areas, like the inner city,” she said, in the manner of someone setting firm boundaries. He didn’t bother trying to explain that underworld bosses liked the sea air just as much as other CEOs.

			He drove past the local primary school and remembered the high-profile investigation from early in his career. A hippie school mum had pushed a fellow parent to his death off a balcony after witnessing him hit his wife at a trivia night. She’d eventually confessed, but the other mothers had initially lied to protect their friend. The woman had been found guilty of involuntary manslaughter, and her community service sentence took into account the fact that the man was sitting on a tall barstool and the balustrade didn’t meet the minimum height requirement, which was disgraceful for a school building: There had been a lot of finger-pointing. Adrian had met his ex, a journalist writing about the case, because of that investigation. For many happy years, he’d believed that asking her out had been one of the best decisions of his life. Did the painful end of their relationship mean that he now had to reclassify that decision? Probably.

			He parked in one of the school visitor spots. There were dozens of bikes and scooters chained to a railing, and a line of sandy surfboards up against a wall. Lucky kids. Surfing before and after school. So wholesome. Then again, surfing culture could be tribal and violent. Maybe whatever this was began when someone dropped in on someone else’s wave.

			He followed the signs to the principal’s office, where he was greeted by two women and a man seated in a worried semicircle of office chairs just to the side of the reception desk. They all jumped to their feet.

			“Ah! Such a timely response from our men in blue!” cried the man: crisp white shirt, brightly patterned tie, dark-framed glasses, and the kind of intense personality that makes you want to take a step backward, although of course, Adrian held his ground. “Dr. Ferdinand Seawright.” The man shook Adrian’s hand as if congratulating him on winning an award.

			The older of the two women—trim, capable, reminded Adrian of his mother—said, “Not a medical doctor. Our school principal has a doctorate in education. I’m Lottie Wang, administrator and executive assistant to Dr. Seawright, and this is our Head of Science, Anna Kennard. She was the one who identified the finger as a…well, as an actual finger.”

			“With all my scientific powers of deduction.” Anna—attractive, wavy brown hair, around his age—smiled. “Here is the offending digit.” She stood to the side of the reception desk and held up her hands like a game show hostess displaying a prize. “We haven’t touched it since we realized it was real.”

			He took a step closer.

			It was clearly a real finger, a male finger, rolled on its side, looking abandoned and somehow despondent. It seemed like an index finger, although he was not sure why he thought that. Perhaps it was because it appeared to be pointed at him, as if to say, Forget your fly-fishing holiday, mate.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				Celeste

			
			“Look.” Jane pulled Celeste by the elbow over to the window of the yacht club.

			She pointed at the six teenagers sitting together on the marina dock, exactly as Madeline had hoped.

			“What do you think they’re talking about?” asked Jane as they studied their children. “Us?”

			“They’re not interested in us,” said Celeste. “They’re probably not even talking. They’re probably just sitting there looking at their phones.”

			“It looks like they’re talking,” said Jane. “They’ve actually got their heads up.”

			Neon lights flickered purple and blue across her face. Madeline had not held back when it came to decorating the yacht club function room. It was like being in a genie’s bottle. LED light-up helium balloons bobbed about the ceiling. Everywhere Celeste looked, there were explosions of metallic color.

			“How delightfully understated,” Mary-Louise had chuckled as they walked into the party beneath a massive archway of purple balloons, and Celeste had regretted bringing her, but Mary-Louise had not hung about. “Don’t worry about me! I don’t need babysitting!” She’d put on a deep voice in a rather good imitation of her grandson’s earlier comment, and while Celeste was in the process of looking for Madeline’s mother to keep her company, she said, “Ooh, there’s someone of my vintage,” and headed off in the direction of a distinguished-looking gray-haired man who Celeste recognized as Ed’s father. Or possibly Nathan’s father. Madeline loved both her current and former fathers-in-law.

			“Do you think they’re drinking?” asked Jane, her gaze still fixed on the teenagers. There was something going on with Jane and Tom. Celeste had seen it as soon as they’d arrived: the fixed smiles of a couple pretending to be fine in a social setting and immediately separating to opposite sides of the room.

			“Probably,” said Celeste. She’d pretended not to see Chloe brazenly lugging an ice bucket with a bottle of champagne down the stairs of the yacht club. One bottle wouldn’t go far between them all.

			“I found a minibar bottle in Ziggy’s room tonight,” said Jane, “and I had no idea what to do.”

			“I think we turn a blind eye to moderate drinking, don’t we?” said Celeste.

			“Actually, I think we’re meant to say, NO ALCOHOL, IT’S ILLEGAL, IT DESTROYS YOUR PRECIOUS BRAIN CELLS.” Jane tapped a finger against Celeste’s forehead as she mock-shouted.

			“It’s the moderate drug-taking I worry about,” said Celeste, “but I can’t talk. My twenties—whoo! I want them to be safe, but I don’t want them to miss out on those crazy fun memories, you know what I mean?”

			“Kind of. There was not much—whoo!—in my twenties,” said Jane dryly.

			“No, I guess you were busy,” said Celeste. Jane was nineteen when she got pregnant with Ziggy. Correction: when my husband got her pregnant. Precision was a professional habit. Celeste constantly revised her legal commentary to ensure that no interpretation other than the correct one was possible. It was harder in real life. So many possible interpretations.

			They kept watching the kids. One of her boys stood up. She thought it was Max, but she couldn’t tell from this distance. He moved to the end of the dock and began doing push-ups. Okay, so definitely Max. She thought of those wonderful, wild drunken parties from her own teenage years, and the difficulty of resisting insistent boys, especially when you couldn’t decide if you wanted to resist. She remembered that roaring sound Max had made earlier this evening. Her giant lolloping sons. Her friends’ tiny fierce daughters. She remembered what had happened in kindergarten, when Max was secretly bullying Amabella, who was so terrified, she chose to accuse innocent Ziggy rather than tell the truth.

			“We should check on them in a minute,” she said. “Discreetly.”

			“You mean spy on them?” Jane gave her a sideways look. “You’re too tall to hide behind a hedge.”

			“Let’s just march right onto the dock, and say, ‘Hi, kids. What’s up? This party is lit, right?’ They love it when we try to speak their language.”

			“Ha-ha,” said Jane. “It’s unfair, but the boys are the ones…so we’re the ones, if something goes wrong, we have to take responsibility—” She stopped. Her hand against the window clenched into a fist.

			She didn’t look at Celeste. “It’s kind of ironic that we two got the sons, right?”

			“I know, but our boys are good boys—”

			“What are you two doing? Why do you look so serious?” Madeline appeared next to them, a feverish swaying mermaid in green sequins with glossy lips and shiny-gold eyelids. She saw them looking at the children. “Oh! See! They’re talking! Not hunched over their phones! Chloe is permanently stooped! I’m always saying shoulders back, shoulders back.” She put back her own shoulders to demonstrate and winced. “Ouch.”

			“Their generation has the worst posture ever.” Renata emerged from the crowd, carrying a glass of soda and lime. She’d abruptly stopped drinking last year and said she’d never drink again. She wore a metallic gold full-body catsuit with the unamused aplomb of a CEO wearing a perfectly tailored Armani pantsuit. “The algorithmic rabbit hole has them in its clutches.”

			“Amabella looks amazing,” said Celeste. That shy little girl who’d had trouble making eye contact now dressed like an eccentric, wildly successful young rock star and spoke in a low, sarcastic voice. Apparently she was into archery and knitting, and was very popular on social media. People did double takes when they saw her.

			“Well, I have nothing to do with how she dresses,” said Renata, but she couldn’t conceal her pleasure. Women were much better at taking compliments for their daughters than they were at taking them for themselves. “She tells me to stay out of her life. Sorry, they tell me to stay out of their life. Last week she told me she was nonbinary, but her brother tells me it was just a test to see my reaction. As if I couldn’t handle a change of sexual identity! I’d handle it better than her father, their father.”

			“Not sexual identity, gender identity,” Jane corrected her.

			“Oh, whatever the fuck,” said Renata, who had been clean-spoken when Celeste first met her but had embraced swearing with vigor the moment her ex-husband was sent to jail. She had begun calling herself a “prison bitch” to be amusing, and perhaps to distract herself from her fury at having to drive her children on a three-hour round trip once a week to visit their father so they could maintain a relationship. “Celeste, I need to warn you there is someone here with an uncanny resemblance to your former mother-in-law.”

			“It is Mary-Louise,” said Celeste. “I think technically she’s still my mother-in-law.”

			“But why is she here? You’re not looking after her, are you? That would be unconscionable after, well—everything.” It was a consequence of their shared histories that so many of their conversations featured potholes that had to be nimbly avoided. “You can’t be dealing with her aging frontal lobe and your kids’ underdeveloped frontal lobes all at the same time. It’s a recipe for disaster.”

			“Stop talking about frontal lobes! It’s my birthday and you all need to dance!” cried Madeline. “Dance! It’s my birthday! It’s Ed’s favorite song!”

			“We thought we should go check on the kids,” said Jane.

			“What? Don’t you dare! Leave them alone! They’re reconnecting!”

			We’ll go later, Celeste mouthed at Jane. Madeline was manic with excitement, as if there were a war on and the bombs were falling and the men were leaving for the front, and they had to live while they still could.

			“I think she’s taken a beta-blocker,” said Renata as they were dragged onto the dance floor.

			Celeste danced under a giant multicolored disco ball to “Come On Eileen,” which was a terrible song; the beat was too busy and the tempo changes made no sense. Celeste vaguely recalled learning that this song was “problematic”—possibly an exuberant ode to pedophilia? Ed was in the middle of the dance floor, arms ecstatically spiraling above his head, seemingly not at all concerned about finding the beat, hollering for “Eileen” to take off her red dress.

			Renata danced competently, as if her moves were pre-choreographed, while a sweaty man danced energetically and hopefully in front of her. Renata, like Celeste, was in her fifties and single. Unlike Celeste, she was actively, ferociously dating, as if urgently recruiting for a senior management position back in her corporate days. She was always trying to convince Celeste to keep her company in these dating endeavors, and last year she’d bulldozed her into attending a speed-dating event at this very venue. Renata wouldn’t wait for the bell, she’d bark, “Next!” whenever a man said something that displeased her, which meant Celeste had to keep rebuilding the esteem of each crushed, trembling-lipped man who sat down in front of her.

			Celeste didn’t know why Renata was in such a hurry to find a new man. Renata’s life was full. She still had the biggest job of all of them. She was a property developer—a successful one—who spent her time buying, renovating, and selling undervalued properties, clawing back all the wealth her awful ex had lost in the high-profile corporate collapse that had led to him spending a year at a minimum-security jail in the country. Renata’s greatest life regret was giving Geoff a second chance after his banal affair with the nanny. Renata said Geoff had had a great time in prison, networking with all the other white-collar criminals, and that the place reminded her of one of those Austrian health resorts where wealthy people spend a fortune to reduce their calories. Geoff came out of jail tanned and trim, and immediately procured a young girlfriend and consulting work.

			It felt like Renata’s reputation had been more tarnished by Geoff’s crimes than his own. She no longer served on boards. Ten years ago, she wore pencil skirts, pearls, and an air of wry superiority. Now she wore pantsuits, hard hats, and an air of grim resolve. She used to make a beeline for the dads at school events to “talk business.” Now she hated most men. It probably explained why her dating attempts were so unsuccessful.

			Jane danced closer to Celeste and shouted in her ear: “This music is so shit!”

			Which didn’t sound quite Jane-ish.

			“I know!” cried Celeste. “But it’s a classic one-hit wonder.”

			“Never heard of it!”

			“Seriously?”

			Jane pulled her off the dance floor as the song ended, grabbing two glasses of white wine from the tray of a passing waiter.

			“What’s going on with you and Tom?” asked Celeste.

			Jane made a rocking motion with her arms: the baby issue.

			“Oh, Jane, hurry up and give him a baby,” said Celeste. “I’ll take care of it for you.”

			She was only half joking. She was looking forward to enjoying someone else’s baby.

			Normally Jane would make a lighthearted remark in response, but this time she shook her head. “I don’t think I can do it.”

			“Really? But—” Celeste caught herself. It was not her business to say: But you promised Tom. (Madeline would say that loud enough for all of them.)

			She could understand Jane not wanting a baby. Their boys had only a couple of years of school left. Tantalizing freedom was on the horizon. Celeste often resented feeling like she was under the jurisdiction of her children’s school, as if she were still a student herself. On the other hand, she could also understand Tom wanting his own baby. The man was such a dad. What an awful dilemma.

			“Ladies and gentlemen!” boomed Stu over the PA. “I’ve been asked to stop the music!”

			“Not by me you haven’t, Stu!” shouted Madeline.

			But then Abigail’s boyfriend, tall, strong-jawed, wearing a long-sleeved white shirt and khaki chino shorts with a black sequined fedora tipped over one eye, walked onto the dance floor carrying a microphone. Celeste had met him only a couple of times and found him perfectly affable, with an especially attractive smile, a boy-band-member smile she could feel her teenage self automatically responding to, but Madeline always referred to him as Perfect Boyfriend in a way that made it clear it was not a compliment. He and Abigail had moved in together after only a few months of dating. “Much too fast,” Madeline had said.

			“This will only take a minute, Madeline, I promise!” Perfect Boyfriend smiled his heart-melting smile at Madeline, who held up her hands in not-quite-gracious defeat.

			Ed, breathless from the dancing, slung his arm around Madeline, as if to support her, although it looked more like Madeline was propping him up. Had he taken something? They both seemed high-strung tonight.

			“Abigail!” called out Perfect Boyfriend. “Could you come here for a moment?”

			“What’s this kid’s name again?” Celeste asked Jane.

			“Perfect Boyfriend,” answered Jane, her eyes on the young man.

			People began to call for Abigail. “Abigail!” “Where is she?” “Abby!”

			Suddenly she was propelled onto the dance floor, as if pushed. Madeline’s older daughter was twenty-five, peach-skinned and lush-haired. She wore a fifties-style dress, sleeveless, high-necked, which had a full skirt embroidered with rhinestones. She looked like her mother. She covered her face and peeked out between her fingers.

			Madeline’s ex-husband emerged from the crowd onto the side of the dance floor with the complacent expression of someone given advance warning of a surprise event. Celeste guessed that Perfect Boyfriend had called Nathan to ask for his daughter’s hand. I don’t really need your permission in this modern world, it’s completely up to Abigail, but as a lighthearted, mildly ironic sign of respect to both you and tradition, I shall pretend to ask for it!

			Perfect Boyfriend dropped to one knee. The party guests gasped on cue, even though everyone surely knew this was about to happen. Perhaps it was the middle-aged crowd imagining the feeling of their own fragile knees crashing to that hard floor.

			Jane elbowed Celeste. “What’s Madeline doing? Is she trying to find someone?”

			She and Celeste both looked at their friend, who was not looking at the young couple but was instead scanning the room, standing on tippy-toes and craning her neck while tugging on Ed’s arm.

			“Chloe?” suggested Celeste.

			“The kids are down on the dock,” said Jane.

			“Chloe won’t care,” said a voice from behind them. “But Skye will be so upset to miss seeing a proposal. I thought he’d leave it until later in the night.”

			It was Bonnie, Nathan’s second wife and Skye’s mother. She hadn’t changed in all the time Celeste had known her: a friend, a good friend, but still kind of unknowable. She wore a shapeless sandstone-colored tunic, no makeup, her hair in its customary long Rapunzel-like plait over her shoulder. Her one concession to the bling dress code was a purple glitter butterfly clip in her hair. It looked like children’s jewelry. It had probably once belonged to Skye.

			Perfect Boyfriend took off his hat and held it to his chest like a musical theater star. “Abigail, I’ve never shown you this before, but the day I met you, I sent my dad a text.”

			He pulled his phone out of his top pocket. “Do you want to read out what it says?”

			Where are her glasses? thought Celeste, but of course Abigail didn’t need reading glasses.

			Abigail looked at the phone and grinned bashfully. He held the microphone in front of her and she read the message out loud: “ ‘Dad. I’ve met the woman I’m going to marry.’ ”

			Celeste mentally added a proviso clause: Presuming that she wants to marry me.

			“Ahhhh,” sighed the crowd.

			“We are here today to celebrate your beautiful mother’s fiftieth birthday.” Perfect Boyfriend waved the microphone in Madeline’s direction.

			“Exactly,” said Celeste into her glass.

			“I want to spend the next fifty years, the next one hundred years, with her beautiful daughter!” This tenuous link to Madeline’s birthday had probably sounded fabulous in the kid’s head.

			“So you knew he was going to propose tonight?” Jane turned to Bonnie, and Celeste could tell she was trying to temper her reproving tone. Madeline should not have been blindsided by a proposal at her fiftieth birthday party.

			“Nathan promised me he would give Madeline a heads-up.” Bonnie’s eyes were on Abigail.

			“Well, you could have told her,” Jane pointed out.

			“Yes,” said Bonnie evenly, “I could have, but I made a pact a long time ago to never get between my husband and his ex-wife.”

			“Abigail, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” boomed Perfect Boyfriend, and he held out an open jewelry box.

			“Say no thank you,” said Bonnie, quietly but not under her breath, as if it were perfectly acceptable to incite the refusal of a public marriage proposal. “Just say it’s too soon, sweetheart.”

			Celeste and Jane, who were both taller than Bonnie, exchanged looks over her head. It was one thing for Madeline to have taken against Perfect Boyfriend, but if Bonnie wasn’t a fan, the kid must surely be a serial killer.

			For a moment, Abigail said nothing. Stomachs clenched with secondhand embarrassment, like that of a theater audience when an actor takes an excruciating moment too long to remember their line, but then she slowly nodded, hands crisscrossed over her mouth. It was fine! She was just in shock. She paused with her head bent over the open ring box, her hair falling just so, probably giving someone sufficient time to capture the perfect image for the perfect social media post.

			Perfect Boyfriend leaped to his feet, slid the perfectly sized ring onto Abigail’s finger, tenderly cupped her face, looked into her eyes, and then tipped back her head for a long, lingering, I-chased-you-to-the-airport-and-declared-my-love-at-the-departure-gate-style kiss.

			Applause erupted and Celeste cried out, “Woo-hoo!” more loudly than she’d intended, to make up for her uncharitable thoughts. Sweet Abigail looked so happy and Celeste was a cynical, bitter old hag. She lifted her glass high while patting her other free hand uselessly against her thigh. Nathan, in prime position, was the first to heartily shake Perfect Boyfriend’s hand, while Madeline embraced Abigail and then lifted her hand to exclaim over the ring. The woman could act.

			Bonnie said to Celeste and Jane, “I’d better go congratulate Abigail.”

			“Stepmother of the bride,” said Jane as the guests began to mill about again, and conversation rose once more.

			“Yes,” said Bonnie.

			“What’s wrong with him, Bonnie?” asked Celeste.

			“Absolutely nothing,” said Bonnie, as if that explained it. She sighed. “I don’t know. It’s just all happened so fast.” Her face changed. “Ah, Celeste, I did not expect to see your mother-in-law here tonight.”

			“Oh,” said Celeste. She turned to look. “Yes, I didn’t expect it either. Don’t worry, she won’t—oh, gosh.”

			She had been about to say that Mary-Louise would not come near Bonnie, but in fact she was heading right for them, deftly sidestepping people to reach them, her focus on the younger woman razor-sharp, and Bonnie appeared frozen, a deer in the headlights, apparently incapable of executing the tactic required for this kind of awkward social interaction, where you pretend to see someone you know on the other side of the room and make a run for it.

			It was not like this was the first time they’d been together in the same room. In the years following the inquest into Perry’s death, there had been several school events—end-of-year concerts, sports carnivals, assemblies—where both women were in attendance. Even when Mary-Louise’s grief was at her rawest, she had never said a word to Bonnie.

			“Celeste?” Bonnie clutched her arm.

			“Isn’t this fun! What a wonderful party!” Mary-Louise was upon them. At some point, she’d adjusted her crookedly buttoned blouse. “Hello, Jane. Hello, Bonnie! How are you both?”

			Before they could answer, Mary-Louise leaned forward and poked Bonnie in the center of her chest, just beneath her collarbone, the same way she’d poked Celeste in the shoulder earlier that night. Her tone was like hard candy: sweet and brittle. “Murdered anyone lately, Bonnie?”
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			Skye: So up until Madeline’s party, I did not know that my mother was responsible for the twins’ dad’s death. It was an awkward situation for me. I felt very uncomfortable.

			Sorry, you’re saying your mother was responsible for—

			Amabella: I’m sure you did know, Skye, but you forgot. We were in kindergarten when it happened and it’s not like it’s something people kept bringing up in conversation.

			Skye: I knew Josh and Max’s dad fell off the balcony at the school trivia night, but I did not know my own mother pushed him. I think I might have remembered that part.

			Well, I can certainly imagine that would be quite distressing—

			Josh: We found out things that night too.

			Ziggy: I don’t want to talk about that. Not relevant.

			Skye: It’s relevant because it drove a wedge between us and our parents. We thought, If you don’t tell us important stuff, we won’t tell you stuff.

			Ziggy: The reason I mentioned Madeline’s party was because that was the first time we saw him.

			Max: Oh yeah, that’s right. So, Brenda, we saw this man sitting in his car near the dock and he was just staring at us like a sick stalker.

			Josh: It was a green Volvo XC40.

			Ziggy: We could tell he was, like…way too interested in us.

			Amabella: We couldn’t.

			Max: The girls were relieved we were there.

			Chloe: Yeah, right. I literally beat you in a push-up challenge that night.

			Max: Because that’s the way you take on a predator: You challenge him to a push-up competition.

			Skye: I was kind of relieved the boys were there.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				Madeline

			
			The party had been going so well. Madeline was flying high on champagne, painkillers, and compliments. People used words like “amazing,” “stunning,” and “gorgeous.” She’d won her fiftieth birthday! It was absolutely not a competition, but if it had been, she’d have won.

			She looked far too good to have something as ugly as cancer. It seemed likely she’d imagined the lump; it was the sort of thing she sometimes did, embarrassing, but she hadn’t told a soul, so that was fine, and Ed was dancing to “Come On Eileen”! She adored him, and they wouldn’t divorce when there were no kids in the house, they would travel and have sex in the middle of the day, because she was so sexy even though she was fifty, her menstrual cycle was still perfectly regular, she could probably still get pregnant if she wanted—okay, maybe that was going a bit far and she certainly did not want to get pregnant, but her frozen shoulder felt fine, was probably cured, she was twirling her loose, limber arms every which way, and her feet didn’t hurt, and if she wanted to take up a new sport, she would not get injured, in fact she most likely would excel at it, and everyone had made such an effort to dress up for her, every sparkly accessory and glittery sequin was evidence of their love for her, and the kids were down on the dock getting to know each other again, probably getting just a tiny bit drunk on pilfered champagne (hopefully not high), but that was nice, that was fun, and then the music stopped, without her approval, not per the run sheet.

			At first she thought, with some trepidation, that Ed had (bravely, foolhardily!) arranged some kind of surprise: a toast, a gift, a This Is Your Life kind of slideshow? She was hoping Chloe had been involved to make sure only flattering photos were used.

			Then Perfect Boyfriend appeared.

			She knew, even before she saw her former husband’s smug smile and her current husband’s worried grimace, that her birthday party was being hijacked by a far-too-soon marriage proposal.

			“Is this what I think it is?” Ed draped a heavy arm around her shoulders. “You okay?”

			“I’m thrilled!” she hissed through a gritted-teeth smile. Ed chuckled.

			She wondered for a hopeful moment if Abigail had come to her senses and made a run for it, but no, there she was on the dance floor, so perfectly exquisite that Madeline accidentally exchanged a genuine smile with her ex-husband, because how could they not, just for one moment, marvel at the unlikelihood of two fundamentally incompatible people creating something so gorgeous?

			“Where’s Mum?” she asked Ed. Madeline’s mother loved Perfect Boyfriend and did not see his perfection as a possible red flag. (“You’re worried because he’s too perfect? What’s wrong with you?”) Madeline scanned the crowd of birthday guests circling the dance floor but couldn’t see her.

			“Where is my mother?” she said as Perfect Boyfriend went down on one athletic knee.

			“I don’t know,” said Ed. “I haven’t even said hello to her yet.”

			“I haven’t seen her either,” said Madeline. She recalled the absence of a birthday text from her mother this morning. Her mother was prompt with birthday texts and proud of her ability to use relevant emojis like balloons and champagne glasses. Madeline had meant to call her, but she’d been distracted by that repulsive lump.

			“She’s here, though? Right? She’s here? She must be here.”

			“Of course she’s here,” said Ed, but he was frowning and scanning the guests too.

			Madeline’s mother had just celebrated her eighty-third birthday. She was fit as a fiddle, sharp as a tack. Still living at home, on her own since Madeline’s stepdad died two years ago, still driving herself everywhere, no problem at all, except that whenever she arrived at her destination, she liked to talk through the experience at length: the unacceptable behavior of other drivers, the route options she had or hadn’t taken and the rationale behind those choices, the difficulty of finding a parking spot, and so on and so forth, and the person who had to hear all that was Madeline, nobody else would do, so why hadn’t Madeline seen her yet? This was all quite apart from the fact that her mother always arrived early and would have made a beeline for Madeline, to tell her that her lipstick was too red and the venue too dark and she hoped this wasn’t going to be one of those parties where there was nowhere to sit, and what was that unpleasant damp smell?

			Could someone have taken care of her mother and already seated her with the other over-seventies? But if not Ed, then who? Abigail or Chloe? Nathan? Her mother still loved Madeline’s ex-husband, only a fraction less than she loved Ed. That’s why Madeline didn’t trust her judgment when it came to Perfect Boyfriend. Well, it was too late now. Her mum was missing Perfect Boyfriend’s perfect proposal. Madeline smiled and clapped and kept her demeanor delighted.

			Perfect Boyfriend kissed Abigail. Proposing so soon was the very definition of love bombing. Next he’d be isolating her, tracking her, manipulating her, verbally attacking her, taking control of her finances: This was how it went with these seemingly perfect men, and Madeline might have missed it with her best friend, but she was going to be on it with her own daughter. This wedding was happening over her dead body—she just had to wait, bide her time, and the moment he erred, which he would, bang, she’d get Abigail out, keep her safe.

			“You know, I haven’t actually talked to my mother today,” she said to Ed. Her mind was a multilane highway. Hazards at every turn. “Is she even here?”

			“She must be here,” said Ed. “Where else would she be?”

			Had her mother died on Madeline’s birthday? That would be just like her. Her mother refused point-blank to wear one of those medical alert necklaces. She said she’d rather be dead, and Madeline understood because she felt the same about wearing sensible shoes. As soon as that thought crossed her mind, her stiletto-encased toes began to throb.

			“I’ll find your mother,” said Ed. “You go to Abigail.”

			She was the little mermaid walking on sharp stabbing knives as she hobbled across the dance floor, her smile and arms pulled wide (her frozen shoulder: Don’t do that, please).

			“Congratulations! Let me see the ring!”

			“Where’s Granny?” asked Abigail as Madeline admired the stunning antique emerald engagement ring that now captured and clawed her daughter’s perfectly manicured hand. (Once, Abigail had bitten her nails ragged and painted them black.)

			“Granny is here somewhere,” said Madeline, pretending to look around for her mother.

			Oh, calamity, calamity, calamity.

			She already knew she was about to leave her own party to face whatever needed to be faced. She wasn’t going to blow out the fifty candles on her red velvet birthday cake and she had not imagined that lump, it was still there, waiting for her, ready to punish her for being the sort of woman who forgot her own mother.

			She hadn’t won her fiftieth birthday at all. She’d lost, and she’d lost spectacularly.

			
				[image: ]
			

			Skye: I was devastated to miss our sister’s proposal. I blamed my mother. She knew it was going to happen and didn’t tell me! It was a pattern of behavior.

			Chloe: I didn’t care. Anyway, you didn’t miss it. Abigail posted it everywhere.

			Amabella: Why would you care? It was just your standard heteronormative marriage proposal.

			Chloe: The party ended straight after that, because my grandmother fell over in her bedroom the morning of Mum’s birthday and couldn’t get up. She lay on her bedroom floor all day waiting for someone to realize she was missing. My poor mum had to leave her own party. At the hospital, I said, Granny, couldn’t you have wriggled across the floor to your phone? And everyone yelled, CHLO-EEEE!!

			Skye: Didn’t she fracture her hip?

			Chloe: Still. I feel like she could have made more of an effort.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				Celeste

			
			“Well, that was a strange party, wasn’t it?” said Mary-Louise as Celeste drove her home from the yacht club. She spoke with the gossipy entitlement of an invited guest who has not behaved quite strangely herself.

			“Fancy forgetting your own mother!” Mary-Louise turned to look at the backseat, where the boys sat listening to music streamed silently from their phones into their earbuds. “You two wouldn’t forget your mother, would you?”

			Neither boy answered their grandmother. Max sang rap lyrics under his breath and tapped his hand against his leg. Josh stared vacantly out the window.

			“They can’t hear you,” said Celeste. Although sometimes they could. When it suited them.

			“Please stay, please stay, just enjoy yourselves, eat all the food, it’s paid for!” Madeline had insisted as she left her own party early, kissing people goodbye, grabbing at people’s hands as guests offered to help in any way they could with the warm sincerity that comes with knowing your offer is unlikely to be accepted.

			When Madeline couldn’t get her mother on the phone, she’d called a neighbor with a spare key. The neighbor found Iris on the floor, unable to move, and called an ambulance. Abigail’s Perfect Boyfriend, now her Perfect Fiancé, who was sober curious (of course he was) and had drunk nothing but ginger ale, offered to drive Abigail, Madeline, Ed, and Chloe to the hospital.

			The party continued for only a little while after the birthday girl’s exit. Stu gamely kept up the music, but there was a feeling that it was not quite appropriate to have too good a time without their host. Most people were leaving at the same time as Celeste.

			“Should I take you back to your place?” Celeste asked Mary-Louise.

			“Where else would you take me?”

			The nearest loony bin?

			“I wondered if you’d had enough to eat,” began Celeste.

			“We didn’t get enough to eat,” spoke up Max.

			Celeste glanced at her former mother-in-law. She seemed composed. Flushed and satisfied. Not drunk, which had been Celeste’s first thought when she’d made her “Murdered anyone lately?” comment.

			Bonnie had not responded to Mary-Louise in any way. Her face had become curiously empty, almost catatonic. Mary-Louise had shrugged and gone off to talk to someone else.

			“She’s losing her filter,” Jane had said. “My grandmother started telling everybody what she really thought. At her ninetieth birthday party, she suddenly told me she’d never liked my nose.”

			But Mary-Louise was much younger than ninety, and with their complicated shared history, they needed filters. It could get a lot more fraught than criticizing someone’s perfectly nice nose.

			“Speaking of food, that girl who brought the plate out for Madeline’s daughter,” said Mary-Louise. “That was Skye, Bonnie’s daughter, am I correct?”

			The teen get-together on the dock had ended when someone went to collect Chloe. Chloe had showed lukewarm interest in her sister’s engagement, and once she’d confirmed her grandmother wasn’t actively dying or actually dead, became fixated on the fact that she was starving and couldn’t get into the car to go to the hospital unless she first had something to eat.

			Celeste could see that Madeline was about to lose her mind, but Skye came running with a plate of spring rolls and pacified Madeline by explaining that it was probably just that Chloe’s blood sugar was running low.

			“Yes, Mary-Louise,” said Celeste evenly. “That was Bonnie’s daughter.”

			“Sweet little thing,” said Mary-Louise.

			“Please don’t.”

			“Please don’t what? I was just asking!” Mary-Louise lifted her hands.

			“She didn’t know,” said Josh from the backseat.

			“She didn’t know what?” asked Celeste.

			Max answered for him. “Skye didn’t know that it was her mum who, you know—what happened to Dad.”

			Max had never called Perry “Dad” when he was alive. He was too little. Perry had been “Daddy.” But it seemed like Max still had an evolving relationship with him.

			“She didn’t?” said Celeste. “Do you mean—Skye only found that out tonight?” She wondered if Bonnie had ever made a decision to keep this information from her daughter or if it had just happened, incrementally. One day I’ll tell her. Not yet. Not yet. And then it was something from the past, no longer that relevant, so how and why would you ever bring it up?

			“We found out stuff tonight too,” said Josh, “about our father.”

			Celeste felt chilly fingers caress her neck. It was the same chill she used to experience when Perry would make a casual remark that suggested she’d made a transgression, and sometimes he actually did caress her neck as he spoke. Except this was her sweet, guileless Josh and she had not transgressed. Still, she experienced that pointless “good girl” instinct to defend herself: I haven’t done anything wrong, I don’t deserve this.

			“Josh, Max, if there is anything you ever want to know about your father, you can ask me anytime!” Mary-Louise turned around in her seat to look at the boys.

			There was an awkward silence.

			What could they have found out tonight? Who had said what? Presumably it wasn’t the kind of information Mary-Louise liked to share with them. “Your father had a talent for maths!”

			The other day, Celeste had slipped getting out of the shower. The subsequent tender, purplish splotch on her thigh provoked the same rush of memory as an old photo. She thought, Oh, that’s right, bruises. That was once a thing in her life, watching their progress, the darkening, the fading, the forgetting.

			The boys knew so much. They knew about the physical abuse. Or they had known. They’d talked about it when they were little, because they had witnessed it, without her knowledge, but she hadn’t seen the need to keep talking about it. They knew that their father was also Ziggy’s father. They knew that meant he’d been unfaithful to their mother. They knew that Bonnie, Skye’s mother, had shoved their father after witnessing him hit Celeste. This caused him to fall off a balcony and die. Those were the shameful bullet points that summed up their shameful family history. What else was there to know?

			“There’s that car again,” said Josh suddenly as a green car overtook them.

			“Pervert,” said Max.

			“Don’t call your brother a pervert,” said Celeste so perfunctorily that Max didn’t even bother to respond.
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			Amabella: Before we saw the man in the green car, I said some things that I regret, about the boys. Well, about their father.

			Skye: Don’t beat yourself up. It was in response to toxic masculinity.

			Max: Yeah, but not our toxic masculinity! We’re not toxic. We’re just normal. We’re just living our lives, Brenda.

			Ziggy: We don’t need to tell Brenda any of that stuff.

			You can tell me anything!

			Josh: No, we can’t.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11

				Jane

			
			“Did you have fun tonight?” Jane asked Ziggy.

			They were back home, much earlier than expected, after Madeline’s party, and Ziggy was eating leftover Bolognese, because he “never had dinner” even though she’d seen him and the twins polishing off an entire platter of chicken satay sticks at the party.

			He grunted and shrugged, as if to say, How would I know if I had fun? I’m the last person you should be asking.

			She sat opposite him at the kitchen table with a glass of wine. She should be having a cup of tea—she’d had enough to drink at the party—but she’d felt rebellious. I can have another glass of wine if I want!

			Ziggy avoided her eyes and hunched over his meal as if it might be stolen at any moment. She thought of his grumpy behavior on the beach this morning and the minibar bottle in his room. So this was the day he became a teenager. She thought of all those life stages: teething, crawling, toddling, the terrible twos (oh, but he’d been so cute, not terrible at all), learning how to read, how to ride a bike (Tom taught him; she wouldn’t let go of the bike)…and now this. More at stake—mental health, drugs, and alcohol—less control.

			Come on, Jane. It’s just a little moodiness! Chill.

			She ran her fingertips over the varnished surface of their beautiful oak farmhouse table, a wedding gift from Tom’s parents. After her in-laws retired, they’d developed a passion for restoring antique furniture they bought at auction houses. Joseph took care of the structural repairs. Hannie did the refinishing and polishing. Jane loved this table so much; it was a daily reminder of her endlessly supportive in-laws and their wholesome hobby.

			Tom had gone straight to bed after the party. He’d said he was tired, and he’d kissed her good night and smiled as if there was nothing to be concerned about, but she knew that soon, very soon, he was going to bring up the baby issue, and it was going to be different from all the other times. It wasn’t going to be a casual “So when do you think you might go off the pill?” It was going to be “Enough is enough, yes or no, Jane?” She kind of hated him for his comfortable position up there on the moral high ground with his lovely furniture-restoring parents and perfectly reasonable request.

			Why could she not be a normal, grateful, ovulating woman sitting here at her oak table with the sounds of the sea in the distance?

			“You told me Mary-Louise wasn’t coming tonight,” said Ziggy suddenly. He sounded angry. Was it such a big deal that his grandmother had unexpectedly turned up at a party? His third grandmother. Tom’s mother. Her mother. Perry’s mother. Perhaps it was just one too many grandmothers for a teenage boy.

			“Sorry,” said Jane. “I didn’t know. But you were down on the dock for most of the night, weren’t you? You didn’t even have to talk to her, did you?”

			“No, Mum, I didn’t talk to her. Why would I want to talk to her?” He laughed. It was an ugly, distressing laugh. “Like, sure, let’s hang out, Mary-Louise! Tell me all those great memories about your great son! My amazing biological father!”

			She put down her glass of wine. He sounded aggressive and he suddenly looked so big and manlike. She did not respond well to aggressive big men.

			What in the world was this about?

			“Ziggy,” she said. “What’s going on?”

			“You never told me he raped you! You never told me that!”

			“Rape.” That ugly word, spoken like an insult, like something disgusting that she’d done, in this house, where she was safe and loved. The wine turned acidic in her mouth.

			She managed to keep her voice calm. “Ziggy. Who told you that?”

			He pushed his half-eaten Bolognese to one side. All the aggression was gone and tears spilled, and oh my God, she hadn’t seen him cry for so long. His face still crumpled up exactly the way it used to when he was tiny. He angrily wiped away the tears with the back of his hand, smearing tomato sauce onto his cheek.

			“Amabella,” he said. All those strange, confusing feelings about sex and then his crush tells him his father was a rapist.

			“But why in the world—”

			“We were talking about the boys who got into trouble for that rating thing last year. Max said those boys didn’t really mean they wanted to rape anyone. He said it was just a stupid way of saying those girls were, like, not that hot. Amabella went crazy.”

			Jane could see why Amabella “went crazy.”

			“Amabella said to Max: ‘Well, you would say that, wouldn’t you,’ and Max was like, ‘Um, what?’ And she said, ‘After what your dad did to Ziggy’s mum.’ ”

			Thanks, Amabella. She must have overheard things. Remembered. Stored them away.

			A long-ago therapist had instructed Jane, “Try to answer your son’s questions as truthfully and simply as possible. Don’t tell him more than he needs to know, but don’t prevaricate. He’ll sense if you’re being evasive.”

			How could she not prevaricate?

			“Well. Okay. So. It was not rape,” she said. Not technically. There was one therapist who kept talking about “your rape” in the same way she’d say “your coat” and Jane had refused to go back to her. She went to that hotel room to have consensual sex. She did not want to be called a rape victim.

			“But why would Amabella say that it was? And then I remembered something about the word ‘assault’—when I was a kid, I thought it had something to do with salt. Like he threw salt in your eyes. I was so stupid.”

			“No, you weren’t,” said Jane. “The reason you would have heard that word—”

			She exhaled slowly.

			“There was something. While we were…you know, when we were having sex, having consensual sex—” In a hotel room. Me and an older married man.

			Heat flooded her face, and then his.

			She breathed through it. “What happened was…he choked me.”

			“He tried to kill you?” Ziggy looked horrified. She was making it worse.

			“No.” But that’s how it had felt. That’s what she’d believed, at the time and in the nightmares that followed, and sometimes she still wondered now. “It’s called ‘autoerotic asphyxiation.’ ”

			But deep in her heart, she knew that Perry had wanted to hurt her; he wasn’t doing it to give her pleasure, he was doing it to give himself pleasure.

			Ziggy looked at her blankly. Just be honest. There was a whole world of porn awaiting him on his phone. Tom didn’t think he’d discovered it yet.

			“Some people like it. Some people get a rush from it. It’s quite…common, but it’s also dangerous.”

			“So I guess he just thought you’d like it?” He looked at her, hopeful.

			His darling face.

			“Maybe. But he didn’t ask me first, he just did it, and I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it at all. I found it terrifying.”

			“You didn’t consent,” he said solemnly.

			He knew all the rules of the game. High schoolers were taught to keep checking in to ensure they had enthusiastic consent. She’d heard women laughing about it. “He’d never get any action if I had to pretend to be enthusiastic about it.”

			“I did not consent. I told him I didn’t like it, I kept trying to…”

			You can’t speak when you can’t breathe, Ziggy. It’s like when you scream in your sleep and no words come out.

			“So that’s why it felt like…no, that’s why it was…an assault. Oh God, I wish you didn’t have to know about any of this, Ziggy.”

			She swallowed. There was that familiar blockage in her throat. She felt her hand go involuntarily to her neck and made herself place it back on the table.

			It had been a long time since she’d thought about it or dreamed about it, although phrases still sometimes leaped out at her from her phone: Nonfatal strangulation to become a stand-alone criminal offense. Online porn showing choking to be made illegal. Choking a risk factor for domestic homicide. She always scrolled on fast. Don’t stop, don’t look, don’t think.

			She did not tell Ziggy about the simultaneous stream of sadistic verbal abuse his father had poured into her ear, into her soul.

			Celeste had once told her that she thought her husband hated himself, and that his actions were like lancing a boil.

			There was no need for Ziggy to hear about his biological father’s cruelty. That had been the most terrifying part: his sudden switch in personality. From charming to cruel. If he’d kept up the charm, if he’d said, “Doesn’t this feel good, baby?” or something equally banal, could it have felt good? Or at least not as bad as it had felt? It was his words that had turned her “ordinary” assault into something else. Of course, it was before Me Too, before everyone pulled out old, ordinary memories and looked at them with fresh, horrified eyes.

			“But he stopped, right?” asked Ziggy. “When he realized you didn’t like it?”

			She saw that he was still trying to frame it as an unfortunate misunderstanding. When you’ve never experienced cruelty, it’s hard to believe it truly exists, no matter how many violent films you’ve seen.

			“Yes,” she said. Not really. He’d stopped when he wanted to stop. “He stopped.” Should she tell Ziggy about the bruises, not just on her neck but all over her body, that had lasted for so long she thought they might be permanent? No. Should she tell him that Perry was meant to use a condom but hadn’t, and there was now a label for men who did that? Should she tell him that Amabella was right, of course it was rape, but she never wanted it to be called that, because it started out as consensual and it resulted in his conception?

			Ziggy looked relieved, as if she’d fixed his problem, and wasn’t that what she wanted? To fix all her child’s problems? She’d always struggled to frame it correctly herself. Once, after the bruises had faded and before she knew she was pregnant, she’d tried to talk about it with the friend who was there that night at the bar, who saw her go off with Perry.

			“Oh, that happened to me once,” said the friend dismissively. “They just get the pressure wrong. But apart from that: fun, right? He was gorgeous.”

			Just a common misunderstanding; how embarrassing to be so traumatized by it. Snowflake.

			There was another friend who told her she should have called the police immediately. She was letting down other women by not making sure he faced criminal charges.

			Shame on top of shame.

			“So…he wasn’t…he wasn’t…that bad a man? Like, nobody is perfect, right?”

			“Well,” said Jane. “The thing is, I didn’t really know him, and you know, Ziggy, he was violent toward Celeste.”

			His face closed, and she understood that he did know that, but he’d filed it away as not applicable because it had not happened to his mother.

			“Should I tell Amabella what really happened?” he asked.

			“Well,” began Jane. Of course you should, Ziggy! That cool teen girl has the right to hear every sordid detail of my sex life! Invite her over so we can analyze it together!

			“So she knows I’m not…you know, the son of an actual rapist?” He picked up his fork again, ready to finish his Bolognese, appetite restored.

			Her heart broke for him.

			“It’s up to you, Ziggy,” she said. “If you really want to tell her, you can.”

			“Yeah, maybe I won’t,” he said. “It’s personal.” He finished his last mouthful of pasta and looked hopefully toward the stove. “Is there any more?”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12

				Celeste

			
			“Maybe he wasn’t a pervert. Maybe he was just an old dude sitting in his car enjoying the view while he ate his fish and chips,” said Josh.

			“With extra tartar sauce,” said Max.

			“Boom!” Josh flicked his fingers at his brother and they laughed dirty deep laughs.

			“What are you talking about?” asked Celeste, although she didn’t really want to know, because those particular laughs meant it was something inappropriate they’d seen online that wouldn’t make sense to her anyway. Oh, wait, tartar sauce. For God’s sake, boys were revolting.

			They’d dropped Mary-Louise home and the boys were eating microwaved supermarket curry chicken and rice at the kitchen island. She’d learned to keep the fridge stocked with it.

			“What did you mean when you said you found out stuff about your father tonight?” she asked as she scooped “deep sleep” magnesium powder into a glass of water.

			“Amabella was rage-baiting us,” said Max. Josh said nothing.

			“Why? What did she say?”

			“She was lying,” said Max. “She’s a liar.”

			Josh ate his last mouthful and pushed his plate away. “It doesn’t matter, Mum. Don’t stress.”

			Celeste’s phone beeped. It was Madeline giving an update on her mother. She would have surgery tomorrow or the next day, but she was comfortable for now and had stopped scowling at Madeline, although she obviously would never forgive her. Madeline was about to leave the hospital to go home.

			Celeste texted back:

			Welcome to your fifties hey? We’ll sing you happy birthday another time. I hope you get some sleep. Xx

			When she looked up from her phone, the boys had gone. Two plates dumped in the sink. Splashes of orange sauce all over the countertop. She sighed and went to find the Spray n’ Wipe.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13

				Madeline

			
			“What if I’d forgotten her until tomorrow?” said Madeline. “I only thought of Mum because of the stupid proposal!”

			“Something else would have made you think of her,” said Ed.

			They were in bed. Madeline could smell the unfamiliar scent of the products the makeup artist had used on her hair. Her mother had been lying on her bedroom floor while Madeline was having tiny false eyelashes glued to her eyelids.

			“What if she’d died?”

			“She’s going to be fine,” said Ed. He put his hand on her hip. “I’m sorry. I should have noticed she wasn’t there. You had so much else on your mind.”

			She could tell he was making an enormous effort to stay awake and comfort her.

			“Go to sleep.” She patted his hand.

			“Sorry,” he slurred. “So old. So tired.”

			“It’s okay,” she said. “Me too.”

			His breathing slowed.

			“Abigail…it will be a long engagement…don’t worry.” He knew all the worries that would be keeping Madeline up tonight and was heroically trying to fix every single one of them before he fell asleep. She loved him so much, and it was always a glorious relief when she remembered that and the irritation subsided. She’d made such a big deal about his dry cough! It was so convenient to be in love with your husband. Affairs sounded like logistical nightmares and divorces were time-consuming and expensive, not to mention distressing.

			“You looked hot as fuck tonight, babe,” he said, his voice suddenly clear.

			She laughed out loud, and he chuckled too. Jane and Tom called each other “babe.” Ed and Madeline considered it a term of endearment reserved for a different generation, or celebrities, and they normally used it only in front of Chloe to annoy her, because she found it “disgusting.”

			“Seriously. You did. You really did.”

			And then he was asleep.

			She was so tired, but her heart raced as if she were right in the eye of a crisis. Was there some task or someone else that she’d forgotten? She tried to slow her breathing and allowed her fingertips to slide to her breast. Maybe the lump was gone. But no. It was still there, ugly and mean, like a witch’s boil. A reproach for her vanity, her negligence, and her excessive irritability. Fair enough, too.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 14

				Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan

			
			10:15 a.m., D-Day

			The bell rang for recess, and almost instantly there was laughter and shouting in the playground outside the principal’s office: sudden swells of excited sound, as if the students were all on a roller-coaster ride together.

			Adrian had made some calls, including one to the Organized Crime Squad, and he’d just received confirmation that a forensic investigator was on her way to the school.

			“Will you be able to fingerprint it?” asked the science teacher, who didn’t wear a wedding ring. Adrian noticed only because of his excellent observational skills, which were obviously essential for a career in law enforcement.

			“Oh, what an interesting question, Anna,” said the principal warmly.

			Perhaps it was because he was being assailed by the sounds and smells of high school that Adrian was aware of a long-dormant desire to behave and impress Dr. Ferdinand Seawright. He reminded himself that this earnest little man had just received a body part in the mail.

			“If they can get a good print,” said Adrian. “Although it’s only useful if there is a match in the database.”

			“Fingers crossed!” The school principal held up crossed fingers, and then immediately dropped them, seemingly embarrassed by the unfortunate reference to fingers. “But most importantly, let’s hope this unfortunate gentleman is found alive and well!”

			There was a moment of silence. Lottie, the secretary, gave her boss a consoling pat on the arm.

			The principal’s smile faded. “Is that not a possibility?”

			Adrian studied the three people in front of him. “Any thoughts on why the school would be receiving something like this?”

			“Absolutely not!” said Dr. Seawright. “I have never experienced anything like this in my thirty years as an educator!”

			“Any parents who are upset with the school?” asked Adrian.

			“Parents are always upset with the school,” said Anna dryly.

			“Oh, I have a thought!” said Lottie. “I wonder if it’s related to that predator. We did let the police know about him. It was back at the start of the school year.”

			“Would we really call him a predator?” asked Dr. Seawright. “I always assumed he was a local resident with poor social skills.”

			“Maybe it’s his finger!” said Lottie, and she looked positively thrilled by the prospect.

		

	
		
			Year 10 Parents WhatsApp Group

			Thanks, Thea, for setting up this group.

			Second that! Looking forward to the new school year.

			My pleasure! For anyone who missed it, here is the invitation for “An Evening with Dr. Seawright.”

			I’ll be there!

			Love to be there, but it’s my mother-in-law’s 80th birthday that night.

			I work late Fridays.

			You register your attendance via the link, no need to RSVP here.

			I’ll be there, but Jared can’t make it as he is traveling for work.

			Warning for parents of daughters! A man has been behaving suspiciously in the local area. He approached Tilly, asking what subjects she’ll be studying this year. We have contacted the police.

			Seems like an overreaction? What if it was just a dad making conversation?

			No. This was a random man approaching a vulnerable teenage girl. Tilly did not feel safe, described him as “sketchy-looking.”

			This is why I don’t talk to any female under the age of forty-five, you get labeled “sketchy.”

			So sorry you feel marginalized, Brett.

			Just mentioned this to Bella and she says some creep approached her too! Might have been the same guy? She never mentioned as she was “not worried” and he seemed “nice.”

			Maybe he IS nice?

			What day does school go back next week? And what day is band practice this year?

			It’s all in the newsletter, Deb!

			School goes back Tuesday, band practice is Wednesday, Deb!

			Thanks, Cecilia.

			No problem, Deb. x

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 15

				Jane

			
			Jane quietly shut the front door behind her. The streetlights had gone off, but the last remaining stars were still fading from the sky as she walked slowly through the neighborhood toward the beach. The birds chattered gently in anticipation of the new day. Hardly any cars were on the road, but she could hear the thump and beep of a rubbish truck in the next street. Ziggy had sorted the recycling and put their bins out last night without needing to be reminded or praised.

			The new school year had begun. Ziggy seemed to have settled back in well. It was Friday morning, which meant Beach Boot Camp, one of the multiple commitments that gave her week a solid-seeming framework, as if it had always been thus. Saturday-morning swim with Ziggy. Sunday-afternoon hike with Tom. Tuesday-evening Pilates. Nothing in particular on Wednesday or Thursday, although in truth she always did a grocery shop on Wednesday and called her parents on Thursday. She changed the sheets every second Friday. Sex was on a Saturday night or, failing that, Sunday morning. Sometimes they had wild midweek sex, and laughed at themselves for thinking that was wild. If you laughed at your suburban lifestyle, you weren’t suburban. Tom did all the cooking. Jane did all the cleaning. Ziggy did the dishwasher and the bins. Her closest friends—Madeline, Celeste, Renata, and Bonnie—all lived within a ten-minute radius. They could walk or cycle to each other’s homes.

			“You sure do see those people a lot,” remarked her brother once. “It’s like you live in a commune.” He was jealous.

			She wore shorts and a faded singlet, runners, her hair in a ponytail. She carried nothing but her fancy insulated water bottle, the plastic handle looped over one finger so it bumped against her leg. No need for keys or a phone. Tom or Ziggy would be up to let her in when she returned.

			Tom would head off to the café while she ate breakfast. Ziggy would kiss her goodbye before he walked to school. After he left, she would have a long shower, her music on loud, before heading into her home office. She’d been doing the accounts of some local businesses for over a decade now. She could do her job with her eyes closed. Not literally closed, but it didn’t require her full concentration. Her thoughts ran free as if she were doing nothing more mentally taxing than scrubbing a floor.

			She could hear the waves now and see the purplish sheen of the early-morning ocean through the two giant Norfolk pines on either side of the main stairs leading onto the beach.

			As usual, she glanced up at the northern pine, which was the one local surfers climbed to check out the surf conditions. Supposedly it was as easy as climbing a ladder, but it was forty meters high! Nobody up there. Once, she’d seen one of the twins at the very top. She couldn’t tell which one. Presumably Max. She’d snitched to his mother, but Celeste had said she knew and was more frightened about her boys taking drugs than climbing the pine tree, and then she’d asked if Jane had heard that someone was selling magic mushroom chocolates in the school canteen. “To students?” Jane had asked, aghast. But no, it was just to other parents on duty with her. They saw it as a public service. The chocolates came in white paper bags with lavender-colored ribbon. Thea nearly bought a bag because she thought it was lavender soap.

			“Morning. Am I late? Or are you early?”

			It was Poor Jonathan, walking his tiny dog. He lived across the street from Jane and normally ran into her as he was returning home and Jane was leaving the house.

			“I’m early,” said Jane.

			“Ah,” said Poor Jonathan. “You going to the thing tonight?”

			Poor Jonathan had once been ooh Jonathan, the good-looking stay-at-home dad with a very successful high-profile wife. Their children had been in the same school year since kindergarten, and back then, all the mothers were mildly obsessed with him, but they’d long since got over it, and now Jonathan suffered very badly from long COVID, and instead of flirting, the mothers offered him advice on supplements and worried about how fatigued he looked.

			“No,” she said. “You?”

			“Sadly, we can’t make it either. Something on.” He put air quotes around “Something on.”

			The high school had sent out an invitation for “An Evening with Dr. Seawright” featuring an arty black-and-white headshot of the new principal looking thoughtful and concerned, a finger to his chin. It would be a relaxed and informal night. Lively debate was encouraged.

			“Oh! How is Madeline’s mother?” Poor Jonathan asked, his dog straining at its leash.

			“She’s fine. Madeline said the surgery went well,” said Jane. “She has to stay in a rehab place for a couple of weeks, but then they think she should be able to go home.”

			“Give Madeline my love. Elderly parents can be…challenging.”

			“Oh yes,” said Jane with feeling, as if she knew all about this, when in fact her parents were only in their sixties, would be deeply offended to be called elderly, and still saw their job as to parent Jane rather than the other way around.

			She headed down the stairs and onto the beach. There were two early-morning joggers out, but there was no one down at the rock pool near the headland where she and her friends met for boot camp, not even their trainer, who got there first to set up witches’ hats and lay out equipment. Brody was a young, ripped Maori guy who drove a minivan with Brody’s Beach Boot Camp emblazoned on the side along with a picture of the rising sun. He trained all morning and then tried to be an artist in the afternoon. He worked them hard and you had to pay only if and when you turned up.

			Jane sat down on the cool sand and wrapped her arms around her knees. She hoped Madeline would make it today. She hadn’t seen her since the party, only talked to her on the phone. Madeline had told the story of her latest travails with her normal ebullience, imitating her mother, making Jane laugh, but there’d been a real strain in her voice that Jane hadn’t heard before. Madeline couldn’t forgive herself for having taken so long to notice her mother’s absence at the party, and her mother wasn’t rushing to let her only daughter off the hook. “We don’t really do forgiveness,” Madeline explained. “It doesn’t align with our values.” The worst part was that when Madeline realized her mother wasn’t at the party and couldn’t get her on the phone, she had called the only neighbor with a spare key, forgetting that her mother was embroiled in an argument with this seemingly mild-mannered man over the height of a hedge and he was therefore the last person in the whole world she would want rescuing her. She would have preferred to have died, actually, and she might as well be dead, because apparently it would take months for anyone to notice her absence. Iris was also furious that she’d missed seeing Perfect Boyfriend’s proposal. Meanwhile, Madeline’s brother, who lived in London and had been too busy to make it to his sister’s fiftieth birthday party, was demanding twice-daily updates on their mother’s health, while remaining too busy to actually visit or help in any useful way.

			“It’s kind of a lot,” Madeline had said, and her voice cracked on the word “lot,” but she said there was nothing Jane, or anyone else, could do to help. It was just one of those things.

			“So you’re Ziggy’s mother, right?”

			Jane turned to look at the newest member of Beach Boot Camp, who had plopped down beside her on the sand.

			Melody Montclair had joined the group a few weeks back. She was a striking red-haired woman in her early, maybe late, forties. Her features were all oversized. Depending on the angle, she could appear beautiful or ugly. It was somehow a European face, although she had no particular accent. She sounded on the edge of posh. She seemed fit and strong, but she said she “didn’t believe in” burpees.

			“Wait, can we just say we don’t believe in burpees?” Madeline had cried.

			“No,” Brody had said nervously. “You can’t.”

			When Melody had introduced herself to everyone as the new history teacher at Pirriwee High, there had been some discussion about whose kids would be likely to take her class and whether she was open to bribes for good marks (ha-ha, only joking), and sympathy was offered for the principal’s somewhat patronizing introduction in his email: a particular interest in “feminist historiography” and How wonderful for our young ladies.

			“Oh, hi,” said Jane. “Wow, you made an impression on Ziggy. He never says a word about school, but he told us all about his first history class. Something about mass hysteria and moral panics? And the French Revolution?”

			(Tom had clapped his hands and said, “The French Revolution? That’s a great revolution!” Ziggy had given his stepdad a sidelong quizzical look and Jane had thought, How can I deny this sweet man his own child?)

			Melody grinned sheepishly. “I do this topic about collective behavior throughout history.”

			Jane said, “Oh, that sounds…interesting.” It was a bit too early in the morning to be coming up with intelligent remarks about collective behavior. She hadn’t enjoyed history at school. She hadn’t trusted it. She used to wonder how those confident-sounding teachers really knew what had gone on in the past. Had they been there on the battlefields? No, they had not.

			“It is, I promise!” said Melody, and she unexpectedly elbowed Jane, as if they were old friends. “You must have had Ziggy when you were very young?”

			“Oh well, yes, pretty young.”

			“Does he have any siblings?”

			“No,” said Jane sharply, because Tom’s desire for a baby was top of mind. It was because of her embarrassment about her sharp tone that she corrected herself. “Technically, he has two half brothers.”

			“Technically?”

			Jane didn’t normally bring up Ziggy’s relationship with the twins. The grapevine was sufficiently efficient.

			“It’s sort of a complicated story.”

			Melody didn’t ask for the complicated story. She just nodded slowly and then said, “I don’t have any children myself.”

			Celeste arrived as she was speaking and said, “Well, you can have mine for free.” Then she caught herself, and said, “Sorry. That was a stupid—”

			“It’s fine.” Melody smiled up at her. “I’m absolutely child-free by choice.”

			“I have twin boys.” Celeste sat down on the sand next to them. “They don’t speak English anymore. They grunt. Or lately, they meow.”

			“Max and Josh, right?” asked Melody. “They’re in my history class. I’m sorry to tell you I’m responsible for the meowing. I told them about a case in the Middle Ages where these French nuns began meowing like cats. I think the kids are trying to start a meowing epidemic in the school. It’s like a social experiment. I think it was Chloe’s idea. Madeline’s daughter?”

			“That sounds like Chloe. I apologize in advance for my boys,” said Celeste as she lay back and stretched her hamstrings. “History was one of my favorite subjects, but those little philistines—”

			“Take after their father, do they?”

			Jane felt her stomach drop the way it always did whenever Perry came up. It was such a familiar sensation, it felt almost habitual. Did it actually still hurt? Or was it just a memory of a memory?

			Jane watched Celeste’s face because she must surely experience the same drop in her stomach, but she didn’t flinch. “He was a man who preferred to live in the present.” She swapped hamstrings and glanced over at Melody. “He died when they were five.”

			“I’m so sorry,” said Melody.

			Celeste and Jane avoided eye contact.

			“Here’s Madeline,” said Jane with relief. “That’s good.”

			Madeline walked slowly across the sand toward them, her head bowed over her phone.

			“How’s your frozen shoulder?” asked Jane, looking up at her.

			“Agony!” said Madeline brightly, putting one hand to her shoulder. “But exercise is the best thing for it—supposedly.” Her phone beeped. “For God’s sake, Abigail.” She looked at it, rolled her eyes, and pressed the phone to her chest. “Abigail has gone full Bridezilla. This, by the way, is the child who once told me marriage was a patriarchal construct, and she would never get married, and she was mortified her mother had done it not once but twice, and now she’s messaging at dawn to pin down a date to go shopping for wedding dresses, for which, by the way, you need an appointment at these bridal places and you pay for the privilege of trying on their dresses, and my mother wants to be there, but Abigail says we don’t have time to wait for Granny to be out of the hospital, Granny can FaceTime, and I don’t know if I want my mother there anyway, because she’s already telling me not to let her get a strapless gown and of course, Abigail wants strapless, and I mean, her collarbone is exquisite and—oh, hi, Melody, thank you so much for your birthday message. I’m sorry I didn’t answer, that day was a big day because my mother broke her hip, my daughter got engaged, and that was the same morning I found this fucking—” She caught herself. “Anyway, I’d better answer Abigail.”

			“That was the same morning you found this fucking what?” asked Celeste.

			“Oh nothing, forget it, where’s Brody?”

			“We’re all early,” said Jane.

			“What were you about to say? What did you find, Madeline?”

			Jane watched the two of them, aware that Celeste had picked up on something that Jane had missed. Madeline and Celeste looked at each other. They’d been friends for so long, since before Jane moved here, since the twins and Chloe were toddlers.

			“It’s nothing,” said Madeline. “It’s probably nothing. I’m sure it’s nothing. I just haven’t had time to get it checked out, with Mum and her hip, and then when I finally rang to get an appointment with Dr. Cushman, she’s swanning about in Croatia.”

			“What haven’t you had time to get checked out?” Celeste was on her feet.

			Madeline slid her hand inside her T-shirt against her breast and smiled fiercely. “It’s nothing!”

			
				[image: ]
			

			Ziggy: The first time we met Ms. Montclair, she walked into the classroom and stood at the front without saying a word for about five minutes.

			Amabella: I assumed it was your standard “I’m Just Going to Stand Here Until You Stop Talking” technique.

			Skye: And then she started meowing.

			Sorry, did you say meowing?

			Skye: Like a cat! I kept my face like this. Totally blank. But supportive? Trying to convey respect.

			Josh: I assumed she was a furry. I was trying to get Pippa’s attention, because she was a furry in Year 7. Pippa says it was a joke, but you had to bring in a can of tuna to join her friend group.

			Max: So she committed to the joke, and she liked tuna, so what?

			Josh: You’re just embarrassed because the first girl you kissed wore a tail.

			Ziggy: Anyway, then Chloe meowed back at Ms. Montclair.

			Chloe: I could tell that’s what she wanted.

		

	
		
			
				From the Office of Dr. Ferdinand Seawright

				For the Attention of All Pirriwee High School Students and Parents

				Subject: “Meowing”

				It appears a “meowing epidemic” is sweeping our school! I understand that the genesis of this “social experiment” was a history class where students discussed a fascinating case of mass hysteria in a medieval convent. Ms. Montclair tells me it ended only when authorities threatened to whip the meowing nuns! While I do, of course, applaud the passion for history, this behavior must stop. Students who continue to meow will face serious consequences.

				Yours respectfully,

				Dr. Ferdinand Seawright, BEd (Hons), DEd MEd (EdMgt), DEdPsych

			

		

	
		
			Year 10 Parents WhatsApp Group

			Did Dr. Seawright just threaten to WHIP our kids? Or am I reading too much into it?

			Worth it for the meowing to end.

			But to threaten violence? Words matter.

			Meoooowwww.

			Oh my God, somebody whip Stu.

			You offering, Jen?

			Let’s keep it clean, folks, this is a pubic forum.

			HA HA HA HA HA HA

			*PUBLIC* forum!!

			What time is athletics training tomorrow?

			7:30 a.m.

			Thanks, Cecilia!

			No problem, Deb! xx

			Great news! Oliver’s backpack found safe and sound!

			What a relief for you, Liz!

			Anyone else having trouble with this biology assignment? Question 6 makes no sense?

			I’ve emailed the biology teacher for clarification.

			The meowing hasn’t ended here.

			Not here either.

			Ignore question 6 on biology assignment—it’s a mistake.

			FFS I spent hours on that last night after Pippa went to bed!

			Not happy with the meowing, but Ms. Montclair (new history teacher) is a breath of fresh air!

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 16

				Celeste

			
			Celeste stood at the window of the small, dimly lit Indian restaurant, studying the view of a half-empty car park below, perplexed as to why her mother-in-law would have chosen this place for her seventy-fifth birthday lunch. Tikka Your Fancy was on the other side of Sydney, over an hour’s drive from Pirriwee, in a grim concrete-shrouded industrial estate, and the three waiters who’d greeted Celeste and the twins were far too pleased to see them. Mary-Louise didn’t enjoy puns or “spicy” food and she normally insisted on a table with a “pleasant outlook.” The only outlook here was a neighboring car dealer’s grinning red inflatable tube man frantically waving a long skinny arm. Celeste waved back.

			“Hi, Celeste.”

			It was her dead husband’s voice, so deep and clear, so natural and real, as if he’d never left, of course he’d never left, how could he leave, as if it had all been a mistake, a mix-up, a dreadful dream.

			The world spun. It was just like when she rolled over in bed one night and experienced “benign paroxysmal positional vertigo” and thought she must have a brain tumor or some other life-threatening illness. She’d cried at the medical center because she was a single mother and it was therefore impossible for her to die, and the doctor had laughed kindly and said it was just loose particles of calcium in the inner ear: the most banal explanation for the most terrifying of symptoms. The doctor showed her how to fix her ear, with something called the “Epley maneuver,” but there was no such maneuver to fix her feelings about Perry. They remained so knotty and strange, her brain couldn’t handle the rush of memory triggered by the unexpected sound of his voice, and a rational part of her knew this, and understood that it wasn’t really Perry suddenly back from the dead, even as she gasped and swung around, knees jelly-like with fear but also yearning.

			“Sorry! I didn’t mean to give you a fright.” Ziggy, in a white collared shirt and jeans, took an apologetic, embarrassed step backward in that “whoa, adult behaving strangely” manner of teens.

			“No, no, you didn’t.” Celeste pulled herself together. “You just sounded…you just, well, you sounded so much like your, um…like Perry.”

			She put an affectionate hand on his forearm. “You have his voice, Ziggy.”

			His eyes widened. “Oh, right. Wow, that’s…weird.”

			“I guess it is weird,” said Celeste. The inflatable man waved in her peripheral vision, trying to catch her attention, to tell her that had been a stupid remark. Why would Ziggy want to know that he took after his biological father? It was the first time she’d ever made a careless remark like that.

			She sighed. “Life sure is weird.”

			Now the poor child looked positively alarmed. He cleared his throat and looked over his shoulder for his mother to rescue him.

			Jane, who had been waylaid by one of the enthusiastic waiters, lifted a hand to Celeste in resigned greeting. She didn’t want to be here. Why would she? Celeste felt a burst of affection for her, as if Jane were her sister, a sibling who would help her get through an uncomfortable family event. She’d always wanted a sister. Yes, it was so great her husband had chosen such a nice woman for a one-night stand all those years ago. Nope. Not today. Not thinking about you any more today, Perry. Even though it’s your mother’s birthday and your sister is conveniently living in Dubai, and I’m the one left here buying your mother birthday gifts she won’t like and dealing with whatever the hell is going on with her right now.

			“You okay?” asked Jane. She looked so young today.

			“Hi,” said Celeste, and she hugged her too affectionately.

			“Oh, wow, okay, hi there.” Jane, who was not a hugger, patted her briskly before stepping back to survey the restaurant as if for danger. She tightened her ponytail. “Is she not here yet?”

			“She’s late,” said Celeste.

			“She’s never late,” said Jane. “And why are we here? This place doesn’t feel very…Mary-Louise-ish.”

			“I know,” said Celeste, smiling at the insanely happy waiter, who was placing more complimentary baskets of pappadams and ramekins of cucumber raita on the table.

			“I got her a book,” said Jane, placing a gift on the table.

			“She’ll have already read it,” said Celeste. “And not especially enjoyed it, in spite of the good reviews, but she’ll tell you it was a lovely thought and give it straight back to you.”

			“I know,” said Jane. “I’m planning on regifting the lovely thought to my mother.”

			“Um, where should I sit?” asked Ziggy.

			“Max and Josh!” snapped Celeste. The twins looked up from their phones with glazed expressions. They wore T-shirts instead of a nice shirt like Ziggy. She needed to focus more on their manners and their outfits.

			“Have you said hello to Ziggy?” Have you said hello to your brother? The grotesque nature of their relationship was always there in her peripheral vision, just like the inflatable man.

			Max grinned at Ziggy. “Meow.”

			Celeste sighed. “Max. Enough. Not today.”

			“Meow,” responded Ziggy, and he licked his hand.

			“Meooooow,” said Josh. “Meow.”

			“Oh God.” Jane put her hands over her ears. “I’m so over the meowing.”

			Ziggy went to sit next to Josh, and Jane sat opposite Celeste at the end of the table, leaving a space in the middle for Mary-Louise to talk to her grandsons.

			“Be ready to put your phones away, boys,” said Celeste.

			“Yeah, you too, Mum.” Max pointed at both her and Jane’s phones on the table. They were waiting to hear Madeline’s biopsy results, which were due any moment.

			“Watch it, kid,” said Celeste.

			“I guess we should forgive Melody for the meowing,” said Jane. “Seeing as she helped Madeline.”

			It turned out that the new history teacher was the outlier in an extended family of medical professionals, and last week on the beach, when Madeline told them how she was waiting until her GP returned from Croatia and everyone was saying, “No, no, you mustn’t wait,” Melody was already on the phone to her cousin. Or second cousin. It was unclear. But before Madeline had a chance to protest, she had an appointment booked. By the time Renata arrived at Beach Boot Camp, there was no assistance she could offer, which was obviously offensive to Renata. “I’ve been on the Cancer Council charitable board for years,” she kept muttering to Celeste as they shadowboxed on the beach. “I could get Madeline an appointment with the best oncologist in the country.”

			“We don’t actually know she’s got cancer,” said Celeste, narrowly avoiding Renata’s right uppercut.

			Melody’s cousin had organized a mammogram, an ultrasound, and a biopsy. She’d reassured Madeline that most breast biopsies turned out to be benign, and even if not, breast cancer was highly treatable.

			“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Madeline kept saying, over and over. Ed had gone with her for the tests, but they hadn’t told the kids. Madeline said Ed had reacted well, although also “oddly.” She couldn’t quite identify what was off about his reaction. “He’s probably worried,” said Celeste. “And trying to hide it.”

			“Maybe,” said Madeline doubtfully. “Or he was planning on leaving me and now he can’t because I’ve inconveniently got cancer?”

			“Sure,” said Celeste. “That would be it.”

			“I don’t think he’s got the energy for another woman right now,” admitted Madeline. “He’s always so tired. I’m always so tired. We’re both permanently tired.”

			Abigail was currently agonizing over her wedding “color palette” and Madeline wasn’t in the right state of mind for color palettes. “Remember when she tried to auction off her virginity for charity on the internet?” Madeline had said wistfully, as if this were a precious memory. Celeste was the one who’d made a big donation for Abigail to not lose her virginity. Apparently she lost it two years later, in the traditional way, in the back of a car, with Gabrielle’s eldest son, who worked at Liquorland and was now “overly familiar” whenever he saw Madeline.

			“Abigail used to be so full of passion and conviction!” Madeline had said. “And now she’s talking about color palettes and mortgage brokers. It’s deeply depressing.”

			“Well,” said Celeste. She wasn’t sure if she should encourage this line of thinking. Abigail seemed happy, and so far nobody had a satisfactory explanation for the problem with Perfect Boyfriend except for his perfection.

			“Here’s the birthday girl.” Jane broke a pappadam into pieces and placed a tiny fragment on her tongue.

			Celeste turned to see Mary-Louise bustling into the restaurant. Her mother-in-law was not a woman who bustled. She was rarely excited to arrive anywhere. She wore a pale yellow dress with a lace overlay. It looked like a traditional mother-of-the-bride outfit. Celeste and Jane had been texting Madeline images of the frumpiest, dowdiest mother-of-the-bride dresses they could find, just to make her laugh.

			But Mary-Louise didn’t look dowdy. She looked pretty and celebratory, like an excited grandmother of the bride.

			The three boys stood while Celeste and Jane remained seated. They knew their place. They would only get in the way.

			Max—of course it was Max, he had his father’s charm—was there first to kiss his grandmother and hold out her chair for her.

			“Boys!” said Mary-Louise emotionally. “My boys.”

			“Give me strength,” muttered Jane. She dipped a piece of pappadam into the cucumber raita.

			“Happy birthday, Mary-Louise,” said Ziggy carefully, his jaw set.

			“This is the whole party, yes?” The waiter appeared, probably anxious not to let his only patrons escape. He held a stack of huge laminated menus under his arm. “Any allergies? Dietary requirements? It is a special occasion, yes? A birthday?”

			“Would you give us a moment, please, before we order?” said Mary-Louise politely but impatiently, and the waiter backed away. She didn’t sit. She wore lipstick. Blush. More jewelry. More everything. Was she in love? Was that it?

			“For my birthday this year, I’m doing something different,” said Mary-Louise with the air of someone delivering a preprepared speech. “At my age, in the twilight of my life, it is better to give than to receive. Giving is what gives me the greatest joy.”

			She set her handbag on the table, opened it, and retrieved three gold-wrapped boxes, solemnly handing one to each boy.

			Watches, guessed Celeste. Expensive gentlemanly watches they will never wear.

			She and Jane exchanged wary glances.

			Mary-Louise, who had not even acknowledged their presence, looked crazed with excitement.

			Max had his box open first. It was a key. Ziggy and Josh held up identical keys.

			“Actually?” said Max to his grandmother.

			Surely not, thought Celeste.

			“Now come,” said Mary-Louise. She ushered them to the window. With her tiny, enigmatic smile and sparkly eyes, she was Willy Wonka welcoming them to the Chocolate Factory. “Look.”

			The three boys went to the window. Celeste and Jane stood and followed.

			Celeste couldn’t see anything.

			“Uh…?” said Max.

			“Look down,” said Mary-Louise.

			“What the hell?” whispered Jane.

			Three black Range Rovers were now parked directly in front of the restaurant, each with a giant bow affixed to its bonnet.

			The boys, as if hypnotized, silently raised their keys to the window. The indicator lights of all three cars activated obediently in response, while the car dealer’s giant inflatable man maniacally waved both arms above his head like a drunk on the dance floor.

			“Do you love them?” asked Mary-Louise.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 17

				Madeline

			
			“You look tired,” said Madeline’s brother from his flat in London. They were Zooming, something they hadn’t done since the pandemic, when it was an absolute travesty that they couldn’t get on a plane and see each other, but now that they could easily get on planes, neither of them did, because they were too busy, and they’d stopped Zooming too because it reminded them of the misery of lockdown.

			“I am tired,” said Madeline. “I’m exhausted. I’ve got a frozen shoulder. Look, I can’t lift my arm!” She demonstrated. “I don’t know what to do with my arms when I sleep and it hurts to drive and I’ve been visiting Mum every day and helping with her rehab and—”

			“You know she forgives you for forgetting her.” Paul pretended to yawn so he could stretch both arms above his head and show off his unfrozen shoulders. Since he’d moved to the UK to be close to his English wife’s family, he had developed a posh English accent, which was profoundly annoying in him, although adorable in his children.

			“She does not,” said Madeline.

			The screen froze. His lips were pursed. Eyes closed. Very unflattering. Madeline took a screenshot so she could send it to him. He was very vain.

			She had not told her brother she was waiting for biopsy results. He would confidently tell her it was nothing to worry about and then he’d say, “Told you so,” condescendingly when he was right. He loved her. He’d be very upset if she died, but she felt like he’d be over it in about three months, tops. “You can’t grieve forever,” he’d probably tell himself, and he’d stop grieving, snap, just like that, just like the way he gave up smoking.

			“So, look, we need to put the house on the market and get her into a retirement home,” said Paul in the tone of a busy man getting a meeting agenda on track.

			“Oh, do we?” She was annoyed with him for getting over her death so quickly. “We need to do that, do we? We need to go through all the boxes of your old university essays you’ve left in Mum’s garage for the last thirty years as if they’re precious artifacts, we need to—”

			“Look, I’m really sorry if you feel I’m not there to help you.”

			“I don’t feel you’re not here to help me. You’re not here to help me!”

			“Look, sure, I know, I’m not actually physically there.” Her brother glanced at something off-camera, picked up his phone, and frowned.

			“Stop saying look.”

			“If I could be there, I would, but work is a nightmare—” He kept studying his phone. All she could see now was the top of his head. He looked up at her again. Or not at her. Somewhere off to the side. “Actually, Madeline, I’ve got to go. I’m sorry. Look, I’ll reschedule.”

			“Stop talking to me like I work for you,” said Madeline, but he’d already “left the meeting.”

			She was reminded of all those men at school fundraising events who talked to her like she was a junior secretary. She was reminded of that man who did it to Renata and was never seen again. (She didn’t murder him, but the man was so traumatized by her reaction, he never returned.) She was reminded of The Child, who constantly treated Madeline like she worked for her because she did work for her, but still.

			“Heard anything?”

			It was Ed, leaning on the doorjamb of her “study,” which was really Fred’s old room and still smelled disgustingly and wonderfully of “boy”: Lynx deodorant, dirty socks, and pheromones.

			If she looked tired, Ed looked worse. There were deep shadows under his eyes and he still seemed to have that lingering, dramatic man-cold.

			“About the biopsy,” he said unnecessarily, and he coughed.

			“You need to take a multivitamin,” she said.

			He just looked at her, eyebrows raised.

			“It’s the weekend, so I don’t expect I’ll hear until Monday, but I will obviously tell you,” she said, “the moment I hear—ow.” She bent forward.

			“Shoulder?” He came into the room and gently touched the back of her neck. “Bunion?”

			“Cramp.” She massaged her stomach. “If it’s as bad as my last period, I won’t be able to go see Mum, and how dare you say that word, it’s a tiny ladylike blister.”

			“Sure it is, my beautiful bunion babe,” said Ed. He lay down on Fred’s single bed, adjusting the pillow under his head. He wore shorts, but his legs were pale. He’d hardly been to the beach since Fred had left. No surfing or kayaking. Chloe had once done all those things with him, and she would again, once she was no longer embarrassed to be seen in public with him.

			“Your mother will be fine,” said Ed. “You don’t have to visit her every day. Send Abigail.”

			“Abigail has a wedding to organize,” said Madeline. “Nothing else matters. Her latest idea is a destination wedding. In Italy. At the same time as Chloe’s final exams.”

			“Ow.” Ed flinched.

			“Your back?” she asked.

			“I think it’s my knee,” he said, and coughed. “Or…something. I don’t know.”

			She went and lay down next to him. “You should have a checkup. I’ll make you an appointment.”

			“No, it’s fine, I’ll do it,” he said, in a way that made it sound as if he definitely wouldn’t. “Italy sounds fun.”

			“Owwww,” she said as she put her head on his chest. “This is fucked. We’re falling apart! We only just turned fifty.”

			“We’ll be fine,” he said. “This is just a…bad patch.”

			“Ed.” She lifted her head. She was no longer irritable. Now she felt all poignant and weepy, as if she were the main character in a sentimental movie. My God, it was exactly like being thirteen! She could feel her uterus clenching, ready to expel the last of her youth.

			She said, “It’s probably nothing, and even if it is—”

			“It will be fine,” he said. “I know.”

			They lay silently for a moment looking at the motivational posters Fred had hung up around his room in his final year of school, when he’d seemingly developed the personality of a forty-year-old regional sales manager.

			Today is another chance to get better.

			Believe you can and you’re halfway there.

			Nothing changes if nothing changes.

			That was the thing about parenting. There were so many iterations of the one child. There was surely a future version of Fred who would look back at his high school self and be mortified, the same way Madeline was mortified by her past choices. Well. Basically, just one choice: her ex-husband. And now Abigail was surely about to repeat Madeline’s mistake by getting married far too soon, when she should be going to music festivals, not sending early-morning emails with spreadsheets attached, just like the bridal clients at the hotel. These gorgeous young women were so smart! Their spreadsheets were so detailed! They should be working for NASA, not micromanaging their weddings to mediocre men who had wickedly tricked them into marrying them.

			“Do you know how often Perfect Boyfriend sends Abigail flowers?” she asked, suddenly passionate. She sat up. “It’s over-the-top and it qualifies as love bombing.”

			“Maybe it just qualifies as love,” said Ed.

			Her phone rang on Fred’s desk and they both jumped up so fast, Madeline rolled out of bed and onto the carpet.

			Ed held up the phone so she could see the screen. “Her?”

			“Yes,” she said. She’d saved the GP’s number as Dr. Husk (Lauren)(cousin-Melody-hstry-tcher).

			She took the phone and answered. “Hi, Dr. Husk. Lauren.” Bright and forthright. I’m just as good as you, Doctor! She hated the fact that doctors could tell her things about her body, just because of their years of study, their medical degrees.

			“Madeline, hi.”

			She couldn’t meet Ed’s eyes. She turned away to face the bedroom wall.

			Here we go, she thought. It all starts from here.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Sorry, but this man you mentioned—the one who was sitting in his car, looking at you on the dock? I gather you saw him again?

			Chloe: Yep. I know the exact day I talked to him for the first time. I worked the ten-to-two shift at the Juice Bar on Saturdays. This customer came in. He didn’t seem sketchy at first. Just average, like someone’s dad, you know, reclining gray hair—

			Amabella: Receding.

			Chloe: Don’t interrupt. He asked if I went to the local high school, what year I was in, what subjects I did. I thought, Okay, this is getting kind of specific. I said, “Does one of your kids go to my school?” And he said no. That’s when I thought, Wait, is he trying to groom me? Like, really incompetently? I felt sorry for him! But then I thought, Nah, he’s just different. Maybe mental health issues? So I tried to be polite but kind of cold, like, Back off, dude.

			So you recognized him straightaway?

			Chloe: Oh, no, not at all. We didn’t realize it was the same person until later.

			And did you mention it to anyone?

			Chloe: Later I did, but that day, when I got home, both my parents had red eyes like they’d been crying.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 18

				Celeste

			
			“Mary-Louise,” said Celeste, “this is not…the boys can’t even drive…”

			“We can’t possibly accept—” began Jane.

			“Go take your cars for a spin, boys!” cried Mary-Louise. “We’ll order for you in the meantime. Samosas? Butter chicken?”

			“Our butter chicken is excellent, I would recommend two servings and, of course, rice.” The waiter re-emerged like an actor in a farce, notepad and pen poised. “What level of spice would you prefer?”

			“No spice at all, thank you so much,” said Mary-Louise.

			“No spice at all?”

			“Thank you, Grandma.” Max hugged his grandmother and Josh did the same. “Yes, thank you, you’re the best grandma ever.”

			Celeste watched her sons, their faces incandescent with joy, their smiles big and goofy and artless, their expensive straight teeth on display. She remembered how much they’d both loved cars when they were toddlers. Perry used to set up a complicated race car track in the living room, the boys laughing and clapping as their Matchbox cars zoomed and looped down the orange plastic tracks. “He loved you both so much,” she always told them, and that part was never a lie.

			Ziggy said, “Thank you very much, Mary-Louise, but I’m not sure if I should take it for a spin just yet.”

			“Of course you can, darling!” said Mary-Louise.

			“He really can’t,” said Jane, her hand on Ziggy’s shoulder. She seemed calm. Amused, even.

			“None of the boys have their driver’s licenses,” said Celeste. “And even if they did—”

			Mary-Louise shook her head. “You must think I’m silly. You sent me a photo of the twins holding up their licenses! I can find it on my phone.”

			“No,” said Celeste. “I sent you pictures of the boys with their L-plates.”

			“L is for license,” said Mary-Louise.

			“L is for learner,” said Celeste. “Remember? I told you that they can’t get their licenses until they’re seventeen.”

			A shadow passed over Mary-Louise’s face, but she immediately rallied. “Well. But they can drive them around the car park at least.”

			“Mary-Louise! I’m sorry, but they can’t accept these cars.”

			“I can accept mine,” said Max. “I accept!”

			Celeste’s boys both had part-time jobs at the local supermarket. She insisted on this. They returned home from their shifts moaning and starving, as if they’d been working in the coal mines. She hadn’t mentioned it yet, but Celeste had planned to tell them she would help with the purchase of their first cars by matching whatever they earned. This was what Madeline and Ed had done with Abigail and Fred. It was sensible parenting. It was what normal parents did if they could afford it: generous but not indulgent. She wanted to be a normal parent. Just because you could afford to buy your children expensive cars did not mean you should; in fact, it meant you definitely should not.

			“It’s my choice,” said Mary-Louise. “Their grandfather no longer controls the purse strings! I choose how I spend my money now!” She tapped her chest. “I want to give the boys their first cars. That is my right!”

			“Exactly!” said Max triumphantly. “Grandma knows her rights!”

			“We’ll just go take a look.” Josh looked longingly out at the cars below. “Mine is the middle one.”

			“Yes, we’ll just take a look,” said Max. “Promise we won’t drive them.”

			“Surely they can take a look,” pleaded Mary-Louise.

			“I think we should order,” said Jane. “I think we should have lunch.”

			“Oh, do you, Jane? That’s what you think, is it?” said Mary-Louise.

			“Yep, that’s what I think.” Jane good-humoredly pretended not to notice the contempt in Mary-Louise’s tone, but Ziggy’s face hardened.

			He said, “Thank you, Mary-Louise.”

			As a child—a gorgeous, amenable little boy—Ziggy had accepted Mary-Louise into his life without question, had sat on her lap when Celeste’s boys no longer did, but he refused point-blank to ever call her Grandma. It was like he intuited this would be a step too far for his mother.

			“But I can’t accept this gift.”

			Once again, Celeste heard his father, Perry, when he was on the precipice of righteous, rapturous fury, when there was sometimes the possibility of pulling him back if you made the right joke or apologized the right way or distracted him with sex or food, but sometimes you couldn’t and you knew you just had to ride out whatever was coming as best as you could. How could Jane live with that voice? But Jane must not hear it. She’d had only one night with Perry; she never knew him, never loved him, just saw the bewitching charm, enough to get her up to the hotel room, in spite of the wedding ring, and then, of course, the cruelty.

			Celeste hoped Ziggy wouldn’t tell his mother what she’d said about him sounding like Perry. Stupid of her. Jane would not want to know that. Celeste felt that old familiar sensation of guilt for her husband’s actions, so long ago now, but the guilt was still there, like the twinge of an old injury. She’d been his wife. (So she deserved it.) (Of course not.) (But yes, a little, every time after the first time, no matter what the experts said, she knew her complicity.) Jane, however, had been just a kid. Celeste had never seen Jane’s bruises, but sometimes she still sensed the profound damage Perry had wrought on her friend’s psyche.

			“Oh, Ziggy,” said Mary-Louise. “It’s your car. I bought it for you. You are just as much my grandson as these two.”

			“No,” said Ziggy. “I’m not. It’s different.”

			“Let’s take a look at the menu,” said Jane.

			“Order whatever you want for us, we’re going to check out our cars,” said Max.

			“No, you’re not,” said Celeste. “Give me those keys and sit down.”

			She held out her palm.

			Josh sighed, but he gave her his key.

			“Yeah, I’m actually just going to have a quick look,” said Max. The key dangled on his finger.

			“You are not.” Celeste went to take the key and Max yanked his hand back.

			“Max.” They wrestled over the key. It was ridiculous, absurd. It was the undignified sensation of pretending to keep your cool while dealing with a back-arching, screaming toddler in public, except that she was no longer the bigger, stronger one, and Max could no longer be restrained in a car seat or stroller, and beneath it all was the memory of the fear and loss of control and the sense of How dare you burning injustice she used to experience whenever his father had used his greater strength to get his way.

			“Don’t hurt her!” Josh grabbed his brother and shoved him away, both hands on his chest, so that Max staggered back and knocked over a chair, which Ziggy instantly righted.

			“What the hell?” Max’s voice wavered. “I would never—” His face cracked. “Why would you say that, you fucking freak.”

			The two brothers faced each other, trembling and red-faced, eyes shiny. There was nothing more heartbreaking than a teenage boy trying not to cry.

			It didn’t matter how often Josh insisted he had no memories or Max insisted he remembered only the good times. Both her beautiful boys remembered the truth about their father.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 19

				Madeline

			
			“So, good news,” said Dr. Husk.

			Madeline’s heart dropped. Her body was so primed for bad news, she couldn’t catch it in time.

			“Benign cyst.”

			“Benign,” repeated Madeline slowly. The word “benign” was not a nice-sounding word in her mouth, it still tasted unpleasant and medical, but it was the good one, wasn’t it?

			“Benign?” mouthed Ed, and he lifted squeezed fists on either side of his face—preemptively triumphant, in the way that he did when his children were possibly about to score a goal or win a race.

			“So it’s—”

			“Absolutely nothing to worry about,” said Dr. Husk.

			“Absolutely nothing to worry about,” repeated Madeline, and Ed clutched both hands together above his head. Score!

			“Well, thank you,” said Madeline to Dr. Husk. “I feel…embarrassed now.”

			She’d been lying every time she said she was sure it was nothing. She’d known with absolute certainty it was something. “I was ready for it,” she’d planned to say when she got the diagnosis. Tremulous and brave. “I knew it. I sensed it.”

			Now she felt kind of idiotic.

			“Why would you feel embarrassed? We absolutely needed to check it. We did. Now you can relax,” said Dr. Husk.

			“Now I can relax,” repeated Madeline numbly.

			“Have a glass of wine!”

			She was lovely. Madeline could imagine being friends with her, but she already knew she would never see her again. She would always be connected to her not-actually-cancer scare.

			“Well, if you don’t have any questions—”

			“I’ll let you go,” said Madeline. Go back to your real patients. “Thank you so much.”

			She hung up and stepped into Ed’s open arms. Her stomach unknotted for the first time since the morning of her fiftieth. The liquid-like sensation of release was like the cessation of nausea, the end of a contraction, taking off her bra, undoing her pants, the end of an argument.

			Everything else in her life rushed back into sharp, beautiful focus.

			She was ready to kill it as mother of the bride, she’d get a sexy dress that would go viral because everyone on the internet would yell at her for taking attention away from the bride, ha-ha, that was funny, she would make that joke to her friends, and why not go to Italy for a destination wedding? Destination weddings were fabulous, and there was nothing suspicious about Perfect Boyfriend, she was overreacting because of Perry and because she was so much better informed about coercive control now. She would make more of an effort to get to know him, and she had thoughts about the wedding color palette, many thoughts, many excellent thoughts, and she needed to call Thea because her mother had recently moved into a great retirement village and according to Thea she’d never looked better, so it might suit Madeline’s mother, although Thea was so God-y, so it might be a God-y kind of place without alcohol, which would not suit Madeline’s mother, but she would check it out, and she was so hungry and she might go for a swim this afternoon, she had so much free time now that she didn’t have to worry about cancer, which had been really time-consuming.

			“Let’s go for a swim!” She took a step backward out of Ed’s arms and she must have moved faster than he expected because he didn’t have time to rearrange the expression on his face to something appropriate for a man who has just got wonderful news. Instead his face was crevassed with despair.

			“What?” she said. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing!” he said, and it was like he was making a tremendous physical effort to hoist all his features up into a smile, but he didn’t have the strength to do it, and she could see deep purplish shadows under his eyes, and some kind of awful fear he was trying to hide.

			“We need to celebrate,” he said. “Let’s go for a swim.”

			She studied him.

			“Ed. Please just tell me what’s going on.”
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			Chloe: I got home from the Juice Bar and my parents sat down opposite me and I thought, Oh, calamity.

			Skye: Just to explain, Brenda, “Oh, calamity” is a cute thing Chloe’s family sometimes say. It came from a children’s book. I tried to get my family to say it, but it didn’t stick.

			Chloe: I don’t really say it anymore. Anyway, I thought they were getting a divorce. I was thinking, Who will I live with? Mum or Dad? Will I get to choose? They both have pros and cons! Tricky! Or will they do the bird’s nest thing like Amabella’s parents?

			Amabella: Nesting. That’s what my parents do. They take turns living in the house. Dad goes to stay with his girlfriend and my mother stays in whatever property she’s renovating. It’s fair. They’re the ones divorcing, so why should we have to suffer?
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			At first Ed was waiting until after her fiftieth to tell her.

			“I didn’t want to spoil your birthday,” he said. “I was going to tell you the next day. Or maybe the day after that, depending on the severity of your hangover.”

			But then Madeline’s mother ended up in the hospital, so Ed decided he would wait until after her hip operation.

			And then, on the same day he was going to tell her, Madeline told him about the lump.

			So then he needed to wait until after the mammogram, the ultrasound, the biopsy, the results.

			And he would have liked to have waited longer, to have given her at least a few hours to enjoy her good news, but obviously she could tell something was wrong, and anyway, he really needed to tell her now because he’d waited too long and things needed to start happening…

			He was so sorry.

			He was so very sorry.

			“You’re leaving me,” said Madeline flatly. Why had she been so confident in her marriage? Why did she think this sort of blindsiding happened only to other women, not her? Of course it could happen to her. She should have been nicer to him! She should not have let him see her put on shapewear. It all made sense now. The grumpiness. The “fatigue.” The sleeping on the couch because he was feeling “feverish.” He must have a younger, perkier, sweeter-tempered woman. He’d probably said to her, I can’t leave my wife, she might have cancer.

			“Just say it,” said Madeline.

			She picked up one of Fred’s old dinosaur toys from his shelf. The one with the long giraffe-like neck: Brachiosaurus. She crushed it painfully tight in the palm of her hand.

			Ed briefly closed his eyes. He cleared his throat and took a breath, seeming regretful and awkward, as if he were about to deliver an obituary for someone he didn’t really know that well.

			Finally, he said, “I’m so sorry, sweetheart, but I have stage four non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma.”

			Madeline didn’t loosen her grip on the dinosaur as Ed’s words fell upon her, a deluge of hospital-smelling words. He’d had a biopsy from a lymph node under his armpit. (She hadn’t noticed it. There must have been a bandage. Maybe a bruise? She’d got a bruise from her biopsy.)

			He’d had a “PET scan.” (When exactly had all these secret appointments taken place? What had they talked about on those days? Her party? It was childish to feel betrayed, as if these appointments had been illicit daytime rendezvous at a roadside motel, stupid to feel the outcomes of these appointments might have changed if she’d been there to take charge.) He said, “Unfortunately, the scan showed that the disease was everywhere: in my lymph nodes, in my chest, my abdomen, the lining on the left side of my lung.”

			“You don’t need to look so panicked, it’s treatable,” he promised her. “Six courses of chemo once every three weeks, and then I think, ah, radiation. So.”

			He was trying to sound so upbeat, but she heard the fear tremoring beneath and she felt a cracking sensation in her chest.

			“Oh, sweetheart,” she said.

			She dropped the dinosaur and put her hands on his chest and pushed him onto his back on Fred’s bed and climbed astride him as if they were going to have wild TV sex, except she moved gently and slowly, and she tucked her arms under him and her knees around his hips, and buried her face in his neck like a koala.

			He said, “What are you doing?” He sounded like he was trying not to either laugh or cry.

			“I don’t know.” She wanted to fuse herself to him, to comfort him, to give him her own healthy benign cells.

			“I’ll be fine,” he said. “I promise. I’m a tough guy.”

			She thought of the horrible disease secretly ravaging her husband’s beloved body right now, the broad familiar chest where she and her children laid their heads for comfort.

			He’s ours, she thought. You cannot have him. I will fight you, motherfucker.

			They gripped each other as if there was a storm wailing around them and they needed to hold on tight to stop the other one from blowing away.
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			Chloe: But they weren’t getting a divorce. They wanted to tell me that Dad had an aggressive, advanced kind of cancer and needed to start treatment right away. Dad said, “Whatever you do, don’t google it.” As if I’m not going to look it up. Fred messaged me from America saying the five-year survival rate for Dad’s type of cancer was sixty-five percent. Which wasn’t a great mark. That’s like a C.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 20

				Celeste

			
			“Is it because I wouldn’t let you keep the cars?” asked Celeste. “Is that what this is about? Is he sulking?”

			“I don’t think so,” said Max.

			It was Friday morning and she was making Max a six-egg omelette for breakfast, against her better judgment, but he said he needed the essential amino acids and she still felt the need not to redeem herself—she’d done nothing wrong, it would have been wrong to let them keep those cars—but to, well, if she was truthful, to make him like her again after their awful wrestle over the car key. The way she’d once read extra stories at bedtime if she’d lost her temper during bathtime.

			She had negotiated the return of the cars to the dealer. It was outside the cooling-off period, so she had paid the consequent penalties. Mary-Louise had not been left out of pocket but was cold with fury. It seemed likely that the reason her cards had not worked that day in the taxi had something to do with her shuffling around large amounts of money to pay for three new Range Rovers. She had not spoken to Celeste since the disastrous birthday lunch. Celeste did not care. Her focus was her sons. Max had seemingly got over it. He’d always been quick to anger but quick to forgive, whereas Josh smoldered, and also Josh was the car enthusiast. Dammit, Mary-Louise, for making me the bad guy when there are already so many ways I have to be the bad guy.

			Josh had not been to school all week. Each morning, he said he was “sick” but refused to give further details. She’d not been too worried. He looked fine and he was still eating. He didn’t leave his room except to use the bathroom.

			She’d worked from home all this week, but she needed to go back into the office next week.

			She’d tried everything. She’d raised her voice. She’d mentioned consequences. She’d removed technology from his bedroom. It didn’t matter. She couldn’t physically drag him to school. She couldn’t actually make him do anything he didn’t want to do. It was a chilling revelation. She no longer had any power to make her children do anything whatsoever.

			At first she’d taken food to his room on the blue wooden tray, the way she’d always done when the boys were sick, but then, when he refused to go to the doctor, continued to refuse to go to school, and refused to give her any further details about what was actually wrong with him, she’d thought, Enough with the room service. She’d said if he wanted to eat, he’d have to join them at the table. He didn’t leave his room. She was incapable of starving him. She took him in some dinner. She sat on his bed and said, “What is it, Josh?”

			He didn’t answer, just rolled over and looked at the wall.

			She asked him the same question she’d asked Max. “Is it the car?”

			“Of course it’s not the car,” he said. “I just don’t want to go to school.”

			“Well, you have to go to school,” she said.

			“No, I don’t,” he said.

			This morning, she’d said, “That’s enough, Josh. You’re not sick. You have to go to school.”

			“I’m not going,” he said.

			“Well, you have to shower!” she said. “You stink!”

			“I’ll have a shower,” he said. “If it means that much to you.”

			He did shower, and she hopefully, pathetically, laid out his school uniform on the bed as if just seeing it there would convince him to put it on, but he just got back into bed.

			“He’s probably got depression,” said Max cheerfully, his mouth full of egg.

			“Well, talk to him!” cried Celeste. “Be a good brother and find out what’s wrong with him!”

			“I don’t care what’s wrong with him,” said Max.

			“Oh, my God, you do.”

			“He’s just being a loser,” said Max. “Don’t stress about it, bruh.”

			“I’m not your bruh! He’s your bruh!”

			Normally she would have asked Madeline for advice, but she obviously wasn’t going to disturb her when she was dealing with Ed’s diagnosis and everything else going on in her life. Madeline was in crisis management mode and everything she said was we’ll-get-through-this positive, but Celeste could hear the dread in every word she spoke.

			After Max left for school, humming and cheery, the little narcissist, she went into Josh’s room. He was awake, staring at the ceiling, one arm draped across his forehead.

			Again she sat on his bed but this time without saying anything.

			What are you thinking about? What are you worried about?

			After a while, she said, “Do you really not remember anything about your father?”

			“Nothing,” said Josh. “I told you.”

			“It’s just that the other day, when we were in the restaurant—” He held his pillow over his face.

			She continued talking to the pillow. “You said to Max, ‘Don’t hurt her,’ and that made me think that maybe you—”

			“I don’t remember anything.” He removed the pillow. “I don’t want to know anything about any of…that stuff…It makes me sick.” He looked physically repulsed.

			“Okay,” said Celeste. “I understand. I’m sorry.”

			“Why are you sorry? It wasn’t your fault, it was his fault. He’s dead. Why do we even need to talk about him? I hate him, and I am nothing like him. When Grandma says I’m like him, I can’t stand it.” His voice clogged with tears he refused to let himself shed.

			Celeste put her hand over his hand and tried to keep her own voice steady. “I’m sorry you hate him, because he loved you, and he loved me. He wasn’t all bad. Nobody is all bad. Good people do bad things.”

			He said nothing.

			“I don’t know what to do,” she said.

			“You don’t need to do anything,” he said.
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			Josh: It’s not that deep. I just didn’t feel like going to school.

			Skye: It’s called “school refusal,” Brenda. Oh, you probably know all about it, because that’s your literal career! Well, as you know, it’s caused by anxiety or depression or both.

			Josh: Except I was not anxious or depressed or both.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 21

				Anna Kennard, Head of Science

			
			11:20 a.m., D-Day

			Obviously, it was not good that the school had received a severed finger in the mail, but Anna had to admit she was enjoying herself. It was all so interesting.

			A “forensics investigator” had been summoned, and Anna hoped she got to see them do their thing. As she was always telling her students, a science degree could lead to so many diverse career paths. In the meantime, the detective continued to gather information, and Anna enjoyed observing his measured, methodical approach.

			“So, to clarify, this envelope came through the ordinary post?” he asked.

			Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan did not wear a wedding ring. Anna noticed only because good observational skills were essential for good scientists.

			“That’s right,” said Lottie. “Didn’t think anything of it! Dr. Seawright gets a lot of mail. Every day! See! It just looks like an ordinary envelope!”

			She held up the yellow envelope with the name and address written in black felt-tip.

			“Are you thinking organized crime?” Anna asked the detective as he studied the envelope.

			He looked at her. His eyes were green, possibly hazel. She wondered how that measured, methodical approach would translate to the bedroom.

			She hurriedly looked back at the envelope and said, “Because this is the kind of thing they do, right?”

			It looked like a young person’s writing. Not laborious, as such, but not fluid: the reluctant handwriting of someone who’d grown up in the digital age.

			“Organized crime!” Her boss literally clutched at his chest. “Not on the beaches!”

			“But there was that shooting in Pirriwee last year,” said Lottie. “It was before your time, Dr. Seawright. What was that fellow’s name? Somebody Tortinas? Brad? He’s ‘known to police,’ isn’t he, Detective? Known to you?”

			The detective didn’t respond.

			“None of our students have connections to these kinds of people, do they?” asked Dr. Seawright. He gave Anna a suspicious look. “Or teachers?”

			“That we know of,” said Lottie darkly.

			The detective frowned. “So the finger was wrapped in this cling wrap and just sitting at the bottom of the envelope?”

			“No, no,” said Anna. “It came in a box, remember, Lottie?” She looked about her. “Here it is.” The packaging remained on top of the reception desk. Anna didn’t touch it and hoped the detective noticed her excellent crime scene behavior.

			“Oh! I didn’t notice this before.” A sticky handwritten label was stuck to the side of the cutout rectangular alcove where the finger had rested. “I was so focused on the finger.” She leaned closer and felt a zap of shock as she read the name out loud: “Melody Montclair.”

			“Goodness. That’s a staff member,” Lottie told the detective.

			“A beloved history teacher!” said Dr. Seawright.

			Typical. The humanities teachers were always more popular than the STEM teachers. Anna quite liked Melody herself, but “beloved” seemed over-the-top.

			“She taught a class first thing this morning, but she’s not here at the school right now,” said Lottie. “Shall I try to call her?”

			“If you could,” said the detective. He frowned and turned to Anna. “Are you saying, the way the finger was placed, it was like it was pointing—so to speak—at this teacher’s name?”

			Anna considered the packaging. “I guess the label could have been on the bottom, so beneath the finger? As if it was her doing the pointing?”

			“Well, one thing I can say with certainty is it’s not Melody’s finger,” said Dr. Seawright emotionally. “She has very ladylike fingers!”

			Everyone looked at him. He blushed deeply.

			Wow, thought Anna.

			“May I speak with you privately, Dr. Seawright?” asked the detective.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			So I understand you all had a lot going on and I suppose that explains why the school wasn’t aware about the man approaching you—

			Chloe: Oh, it wasn’t just us. There were others! The school knew about it.

			Skye: Dr. Seawright sent out a message warning us to be careful. I can’t remember exactly when. He sends a lot of emails.

			Ziggy: Remember the one about nutmeg?

			Max: Nothing against the guy but I never read any of them.

		

	
		
			
				From the Office of Dr. Ferdinand Seawright

				For the Attention of All Pirriwee High School Students and Parents

				I’m so sorry about the ground nutmeg, darling! I honestly couldn’t taste the difference, dinner was delicious as always! I know your love language is “acts of service,” so I understand my forgetfulness was hurtful. It won’t happen again. F xxx

				From the Office of Dr. Ferdinand Seawright

				For the Attention of All Pirriwee High School Students and Parents

				Kindly disregard and delete the previous email, which was sent in error.

				Yours apologetically,

				Dr. Ferdinand Seawright

			

		

	
		
			Year 10 Parents WhatsApp Group

			Ferdi in the doghouse with his missus!

			Love that he’s got the time to write apologies to his wife and still hasn’t said a word about the man targeting our daughters.

			I’ve been wondering what she was cooking that needed nutmeg so badly?

			I was wondering that myself!

			I always put a pinch of nutmeg in my lasagna.

			My bet is moussaka.

			I can never get moussaka right.

			Here’s my favorite moussaka recipe!

			What do you reckon his love language is?

			Gluten-free moussaka recipe here!

			WTF is a love language?

			My quick-and-easy low-cal moussaka recipe.

			Can we keep this forum relevant?

			I think his love language is probably “Words of Affirmation”—he likes us to remember he has a doctorate.

			Sorry, I’ve been rushed off my feet, what’s this about nutmeg? Are we meant to be buying it?

			Just called school: Dr. Seawright says a message about the predator going out today.

			After he buys the nutmeg.

			Ha ha ha ha.

			Still confused about the nutmeg references. Sorry to be a pain, but could someone please repost the original message regarding nutmeg?

			Deb, there is no requirement to buy nutmeg.

			Thanks, Cecilia. x

			No problem, Deb. x

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 22

				Jane

			
			Jane walked across the sad, yellowing, uneven lawn in front of Madeline’s house—yesterday had been the first day of autumn, but the last couple of weeks had remained dry and unpleasantly hot—at the same time that Bonnie emerged from her Tesla, in yoga gear, cradling a terra-cotta pot.

			“Oh my,” said Bonnie when they reached the front porch and she saw the array of items laid out near the front door like a semicircle of offerings to a deity. There were three casseroles, each topped with aluminum foil and a taped-on yellow Post-it with handwritten cooking instructions. Turn the grill on high so the cheese gets crispy. A fruit basket. A bunch of pink tulips. A bunch of yellow roses. A shopping bag crammed with random groceries.

			“As of now, there are three competing ‘support groups,’ ” explained Jane. “But splinter groups keep forming.” Madeline and Ed were beloved members of the local community, and as soon as news had got out about Ed’s diagnosis, people became zealously determined to help. “There’s talk of an alliance being formed between the Cricket Families and the Dance Mums.”

			“Dance Mums,” said Bonnie. “Chloe doesn’t do dance. Wait, I guess you mean back from Abigail’s day?”

			“Yes,” said Jane. “The Dance Mums are the scariest. They have a roster. They’re determined to get a key to the house so they can get in and clean at their leisure.” She pulled a key from the pocket of her shorts. “Don’t tell anyone I’ve got one.”

			Bonnie looked over her shoulder as if for lurking Dance Mums and lowered her voice. “So what are you doing here?”

			“I promised I would come and sort through all this…love…before they get home from today’s chemo.” Jane put her key in the door.

			Bonnie, usually so serene, seemed uncharacteristically uncertain as she considered her own offering. “I made soup. Black beans and broccoli…and ah, I guess they—probably don’t need it, do they? I just wanted to, you know, do something.”

			“I’m sure she’ll be grateful,” said Jane automatically.

			Bonnie grimaced. “She won’t be enjoying this. She’s always the helper, not the help-ee.”

			Bonnie was right.

			“People are being so nice,” Madeline had said to Jane and Celeste. “It’s amazing. I’m so grateful. I feel so…blessed.” Jane and Celeste had shared quizzical looks and then, sure enough, Madeline exploded. “They’re doing my head in. Robyn Lee won’t stop calling to ask about our ‘dietary requirements’ because she’s ‘rostered’ for dinner on Wednesday. She doesn’t even like me! That woman has never liked me, and now I have to be grateful to her forever and I hate being grateful.”

			“People don’t expect your gratitude,” began Celeste.

			“Oh yes they do! I’m going to be saddled with the biggest gratitude debt of all time.” Her phone vibrated yet again. Madeline looked at it and sighed. “Is this a scam? This strange woman keeps messaging to check where we keep the lawn mower. Her husband will be mowing the lawn on Sunday.”

			She held up the phone to show them the name.

			“Isn’t she the mother of that gymnast who nearly went to the Olympics?” began Jane.

			“Oh fine, maybe I do know her.” Madeline looked back at the phone. “Her awful daughter made Abigail cry in Year 2. I was glad when the little skank missed out on the Olympics.” She slapped her hand over her mouth.

			“Safe space, honey,” Celeste reassured her.

			“I am grateful,” said Madeline. “Honestly, I am. The whole community is wrapping their arms around us and…squeezing really tight. Just maybe a bit too tight. I tried to cram another lasagna in the freezer and it really hurt my shoulder, and how can I complain about my shoulder when my husband has cancer?”

			“Complain to us!” cried Jane and Celeste in unison, and Madeline looked for a moment like she might cry, but then she stopped and began talking about Ed’s treatment plan.

			It was like she’d started a new job and learned an entire new language overnight. She spoke of scans and blood tests and why this outcome depended on that outcome, why this could mean either this or that, which would mean this or that, which could be very good or very bad. The names of terrifying drugs slipped fluently off her tongue.

			Ed was coping well with the chemo so far, but they’d been warned to be ready for brutal side effects. In the meantime, Madeline was still holding down her job, visiting her mother, who would be finishing rehab soon, talking to real estate agents about putting her mother’s home on the market, and helping Abigail with her wedding plans.

			All of Madeline’s closest friends agreed this was far too much for one woman.

			“Can I help you?” asked Bonnie now, as Jane propped open Madeline’s front door with her foot. “Or do you think she—”

			“What?” asked Jane as she scooped up the flowers.

			“She might not like me being in her house without her here,” said Bonnie, but she was effortlessly squatting down and loading herself up.

			This probably would have been the case when Jane first met Madeline ten years ago. Jane remembered Madeline describing her ex-husband’s new wife as “freakishly nice,” but a lot had happened since then.

			“She won’t mind,” said Jane. She looked at the lasagna Bonnie had placed on the counter. “Do you want to take that one home with you? I don’t think there’s any more room in the freezer.”

			“I’ll find room,” said Bonnie. She opened the crammed freezer and began methodically removing items.

			Jane opened her mouth to make fun of the school principal and the ground nutmeg situation before remembering that Bonnie didn’t really do that kind of frivolous conversation.

			“How is Skye?” she said instead as she filled a vase with water.

			Bonnie’s back became still.

			“She’s still angry with me,” she said after a moment.

			“What about?” asked Jane.

			Bonnie turned around, a packet of frozen edamame in her hands. “At Madeline’s party, she found out what happened with Perry White. She didn’t know. I don’t really know how she didn’t know.”

			“Oh,” said Jane. “Yes, Ziggy came home that night with new information too.”

			“I don’t remember making a decision not to tell her,” said Bonnie. “I wasn’t deliberately hiding it from her. You know what she said yesterday?” She paused. “ ‘I can’t believe you won’t let Dad kill a spider when you’ve literally killed a human being.’ ”

			Jane thought, Oh, Skye. What a thing to say to your poor mother.

			“That’s awful,” said Jane. “But she knows it was an accident, right? You didn’t kill him.”

			“Well,” said Bonnie. “I did kill him.”

			There was a pause. No sound except for the warbling of magpies and mynas in Madeline’s front yard.

			Jane said, “Bonnie. I was there. It was an accident.”

			“No,” said Bonnie. “I meant to kill him. I knew what I was doing.” She spoke as calmly as if she were describing her yoga practice.

			“But it was an accident. Remember the inquest! The railings on that balcony were too low!”

			“When I saw him hit Celeste, so casually, so naturally, as if he’d done it a million times before,” said Bonnie, “it reminded me so much of my father, the way he—” She used both hands to tug an ice-encrusted item free from the back of the freezer.

			“Yes, exactly!” said Jane, when it became clear that Bonnie wasn’t going to complete the sentence. She didn’t know the full story of Bonnie’s childhood, but she knew enough. An alcoholic mother, an abusive father. “So you weren’t yourself.”

			Bonnie smiled sadly. “I don’t need mitigation, Jane. I was myself. And in that moment, I wanted to kill Perry White, and I did.” She peered at a label. “These chicken thighs are seven years old.” She shuddered. “As well as being pumped with steroids. I’ll throw them out.”

			Jane wondered uneasily how Madeline would feel about Bonnie judging her chicken thighs. She also wondered if it was possible that Bonnie—sweet, calm, everything-organic, vegan Bonnie—was just a tiny bit unhinged. But then weren’t they all?

			Madeline’s refrigerator made urgent beeping sounds to indicate that the freezer door should please be closed, which Bonnie did.

			“Nathan got angry with her. He said, ‘Skye, you can’t talk to your mother like that!’ ” Bonnie spoke as if she were sharing a shocking revelation about dysfunctional family dynamics. “And she said, ‘Well, I can, because I just did.’ ” Bonnie inhaled.

			Jane winced. “That doesn’t sound like sweet Skye.”

			“I’ve been rethinking everything. My whole parenting style. I’ve been too lenient. Teenagers need boundaries. I haven’t given her a single boundary! I thought Skye was different! I thought she was…special.”

			As long as Jane had known Bonnie, she had made mothering look so easy and instinctive. Jane would never have come to her for advice the way she did to Madeline, because it seemed obvious the dynamic between Bonnie and her daughter was unique. Bonnie never had to raise her voice. Skye never talked back, never said no, always did whatever her mother asked, without complaint or eye roll.

			“Well,” said Jane, “sure. I mean, yes, they do need boundaries, but I wouldn’t be too worried about Skye.”

			There was a sudden burst of voices, footsteps, thuds on Madeline’s front veranda.

			“Dance Mum?” breathed Bonnie in the hushed tone of someone saying “Bear?” while on a walk in the woods. Jane grinned. She put a finger to her lips.

			The sound of a key in the front door. Music. Explosive giggles.

			“It sounds like Chloe.” Jane checked the time on her phone. She must have left school early.

			Overlapping voices. The strong, sweet smell of banana.

			“Her face is just the meanest—”

			“—told me it wasn’t fair on the male teachers. She actually said that out loud.”

			“That is so inappropriate—”

			Three teenage girls strolled into the kitchen, accompanied by slow-moving swirls of banana-fragranced smoke. Each of them held a bright yellow metallic cylinder, as shiny and desirable as a child’s toy.

			Jane had known the three of them since they were children, but for a moment they appeared as strangers to her and some long-ago teenage version of herself felt intimidated: tanned long legs, glossy long hair, rock-chick sexy-cool. At the same time, she yearned to be them. She wanted a second chance at this time of life, when everything was possible and felt so intense and brand-new, before your choices, or lack of choices, narrowed the scope of possibility.

			They stopped short when they saw Jane and Bonnie, and each of them instinctively dropped the hand holding the vape pen by their side.

			Chloe said, “What are you doing in my house?”

			“Sorry,” said Jane. She felt terrible. “I promised your mother I would—”

			“Skye?” said Bonnie to her daughter. “Why aren’t you at school? And you’re vaping? The chemicals, the carcinogens…” She pressed a despairing hand over her chest as if she could feel the chemicals polluting her own lungs. “Where did you even get them from?”

			Inexplicably, all three girls looked at Jane, and then their eyes swooped away, fast and guilty, and she thought, Wait a minute, why did they all look at me?
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			Amabella: So the second time we saw him was the day we left school early to go to Chloe’s place and Skye’s mother—

			Skye: —behaved like someone with histrionic personality disorder. I was supporting Chloe because her dad had literal cancer! I was not intending to take up vaping as a vice.

			Amabella: There was a car parked near the bus stop, and as we walked by, I said to Chloe, “I think that’s the same man who was watching us at your mum’s party.” So I waved at him.

			You actually waved at him?

			Amabella: Yeah, sure, like, Hi there, friendly local pedophile, I see you!

			Skye: And then he kind of jumped and looked around all startled, as if to say, Me? Are you waving at me? And then he waved back. That’s when we started calling him Pedo Pete.

			Josh: So you noticed him, but you didn’t see Skye’s mother’s car outside Chloe’s house? If you’re skipping school, you really need to be aware of your surroundings.

			Chloe: We weren’t skipping school, we were working on our English essays. We had to write about how fiction can teach us to subvert society’s expectations.

			Amabella: So we subverted expectations by skipping Mrs. Marsh’s Health and Wellness lesson.

			Skye: Yes. Because of the misogynistic way she spoke to female students about the length of their uniforms. She said the male teachers had wives and families and it wasn’t fair on them for us to dress the way we did. She actually said those words, Brenda.

			Well, I must say, that does sound—

			Chloe: I remember it felt very invasive having two random mothers in my home, no offense, Skye.

			Skye: None taken. She should not have been there.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 23

				Madeline

			
			“Are you kidding me?” said Madeline when she read the message on her phone, but under her breath, because nobody spoke too loudly in the chemo ward.

			This was Ed’s second round of chemo, so they were no longer the new kids trying to find their way around. In fact, she’d helped a first-timer with his parking ticket when they arrived today.

			It wasn’t library quiet but open-plan university office quiet. There were large green leather recliner chairs for the patients, and normal chairs for their companions. Curtains could be drawn to form little cubicles for privacy, but once everything was hooked up and sorted, and the evil lifesaving drugs were pumping into veins, the curtains were pulled back again. It was a pleasant room for an unpleasant activity: pleasantly air-conditioned, with a pleasant parkland outlook and an unexpectedly pleasant ambience, in spite of the sharps bins, the blood pressure machines, the emergency trolley.

			The nurses—efficient, implacable, joke-cracking angels in navy blue, Madeline loved them so much—moved quietly from patient to patient. When they administered Ed’s drugs, they changed into purple gowns, thick gloves, and goggles, so they looked like aliens, and temporarily became serious as they went through the process of inserting a cannula into Ed’s port-a-cath and checking off doses. The patients were all at different stages in their treatment. Some wore headscarves and beanies. Some looked perfectly healthy. They snoozed or read or watched movies on their phones like travelers at an airport. But some were pale and cadaverous, like victims of a terrible event: a war or an assault by a monster. You couldn’t look away. You had to smile and chat and make eye contact because the monster was coming for you, too.

			“We’re going to hit this cancer hard and fast,” Ed’s oncologist had said the first time they’d met, chopping his hand against his palm.

			Six rounds of chemo. Over four months. There would be a scan after three rounds to check that everything was going according to plan.

			His reputation was stellar, but he was pleased with himself and blinked impatiently whenever anyone other than him spoke. You had to ask questions very quickly. Something about his floppy, probably blow-dried hair and salesy swagger reminded Madeline of her ex-husband. She hoped he was more reliable than Nathan. Just imagine Nathan as your oncologist: So sorry I messed up, buddy, but I’m only human. No hard feelings, hey?

			“What is it?” asked Ed. He looked up from his paperback.

			Madeline tried not to look at the frighteningly vivid red liquid in his infusion bag. Doxorubicin. The “red devil.” Loved because of its potency and feared because of its harsh side effects and the damage it left in its wake as it “blasted away” tumors.

			“I’m going to make him better,” the oncologist had told her, “but first I’m going to need to make him very sick.” Well, don’t sound so goddamned happy about it, Madeline had thought.

			“Nothing,” said Madeline. She put her phone facedown on the table between them. She would not tell him about the message she’d just received from Bonnie.

			
				Dear Madeline,

				I am thinking of you and Ed and sending love and light on your journey.

				I’m sorry to share this with you, but Skye, Chloe, and Amabella were vaping together during school hours today. Skye has been having some serious behavioral issues lately and I know I need to do a better job setting boundaries. So I will be telling her she can’t spend time outside of school with Chloe and Amabella. Just for now. I hope you understand and I’m sorry to worry you with this but thought it best to be transparent.

				Love,

				Bonnie

			

			“How are you feeling?” she said to Ed. “Are you getting that metallic taste?”

			“Stop with the nurse voice,” said Ed.

			Her children had always teased her for being a bad nurse. Apparently she used to say, “Are you still not better?” She couldn’t stand it when the children were ill. It made her feel irrationally angry, but there was no one to blame. There was never any sympathy left for poor Ed if he dared to be the last person in the house to get sick after the children. She thought of how she’d been aggravated by his lingering cough and fatigue: the early signs of his disease. That was why he’d taken himself to the doctor without telling her. He wanted to fix himself because he knew he was annoying her, and then, when she had to get her own biopsy done, he’d imagined a world where both of them battled serious illnesses. Imagine that. How would they have got through that? But the point was moot.

			She still felt a residual sense of humiliation for how he’d swooped in and stolen her serious diagnosis from under her nose. She was redeeming herself with the meticulous project management of Ed’s treatment: the scheduling of appointments and tests, the filing of paperwork, the picking up of prescriptions. She saw the relief with which Ed offloaded responsibility to her. Within minutes of telling her about his diagnosis, he was handing her secret crumpled paperwork for her to sort. She was on the phone, booking him in for blood tests, while she was still reeling from his bad news canceling out her good news. She took careful notes at every appointment as though she were studying for the most important exam of her life. She could list and spell the name of every medication he’d be taking as part of his treatment regimen: cyclophosphamide, doxorubicin, vincristine, prednisone, rituximab. And so it went on. There were bags of tablets to take home after chemo. She was on top of it, but she felt as fatigued as when she’d had newborns, and her jaw ached from clenching.

			She’d canceled the Lake Tahoe holiday. Poor Fred had cried on the phone to her. He found out his dad had cancer the day after his girlfriend dumped him. He was learning that awful life lesson: The universe does not care that one very bad thing has already happened to you. The girlfriend—may she burn in the fires of hell, how dare she dump Madeline’s beautiful boy?—was probably relieved she’d got in first before he got the news about Ed. Madeline had to remember to keep checking in on him. Young men were not that resilient.

			The goal was for Ed to be in remission by Abigail’s wedding in twelve months. It was Ed who’d set the goal; it seemed important to him. “It’s good to have a goal,” said their favorite nurse, Mary, and then she said, “This is probably going to be the toughest six months of your life. Take it day by day.”

			Abigail’s wedding now seemed more about a finish line for Ed than an actual marriage for Abigail, but Madeline was still fulfilling her role as dutiful mother of the bride, feigning interest in such critical issues as the appropriate paper stock to use for the save-the-date card. (“Can’t you just email?” asked Madeline, but apparently her daughter had time-traveled from Regency England and seemed perplexed by the very suggestion.) Faint clouds of worry about Perfect Boyfriend’s suspicious perfection still crossed Madeline’s mind, but she no longer had time for that, and had she really meant it? Or was she just being funny and entertaining for her friends? Now she was dealing with genuine serious issues, she wondered if she’d just been creating potential problems for the sake of it.

			Anyway, a marriage wasn’t forever. Nothing wrong with a starter marriage. The trick was not to get pregnant, like Madeline had, thereby handcuffing herself to Nathan for the rest of her life, and to his damned wife. All those old feelings about Bonnie bubbled back to the surface as if they’d never gone away in the first place. Righteous, pretentious hippie with that calm, catatonic face and that infuriatingly slow, melodic voice. How dare she imply Chloe was a bad influence on her precious daughter when Madeline had lied to the police for Bonnie?

			Sure, the lie became unnecessary when Bonnie confessed to pushing Perry, but it was that lie that had somehow laid the groundwork for a friendship that would have once been impossible. They had co-parented Abigail through her final years of high school with very little, if any, conflict. Madeline bragged about their friendship! And now this! Madeline had been prepared to turn a blind eye to pushing someone off a balcony, but Bonnie wasn’t prepared to turn a blind eye to vaping? And! From a practical point of view, how could the girls be kept apart when they were both going to be Abigail’s bridesmaids? Had Bonnie thought about that? Furthermore! Could Chloe not give her mother a break right now? Just for once in her little life?

			“Who are you angry with?” Ed asked. He’d placed his book upside down and closed his eyes. “Tell me.”

			“What? Nobody.”

			“You’re crackling with it, sweetheart, you’re like live electricity.”

			“I’m fine.”

			His eyes were still shut. Last time, he’d said that he felt like his brain had suddenly turned to porridge and it seemed to be happening again as the red devil did its work.

			He said, “You saw the messages on the WhatsApp group about some lowlife trying to talk to young girls in the area? We should warn Chloe.”

			“Sure,” said Madeline distractedly. “But I’m not worried about Chloe dealing with some old sleaze.”

			Ed chuckled, his eyes still shut. “True. She’d have him running for his life.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 24

				Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan

			
			11:25 a.m., D-Day

			“How would you describe your relationship with Melody Montclair?” Adrian asked the school principal.

			They had gone into his office and shut the door. Dr. Seawright sat on his side of the desk. Various framed qualifications hung proudly on the wall behind him.

			Was the school principal having a scandalous affair with the history teacher?

			“I would describe it as professional,” said Dr. Seawright. He straightened a pile of paperwork. “Certainly friendly. Warm, even! But entirely professional.”

			“Do you have any thoughts as to why your names would be connected in this way?”

			“None! As I said, I would consider us colleagues and good friends.”

			“You’re married?” asked Adrian.

			“Happily!” said Dr. Seawright unhappily.

			“Could someone be upset about your ‘friendship’ with Melody? Your wife, for example? Or Melody’s husband?”

			The man visibly pulled himself together. “Look. I assure you, Detective, this…finger…is nothing to do with me. This kind of thing is not my world, it’s your world!”

			“Yet I’ve never received a body part in the mail.” Adrian lifted one foot onto his thigh so he could check the sole of his shoe. A small gold thumbtack had lodged itself near the ball of his foot. He pulled it out and placed it on the desk.

			“Well!” Dr. Seawright slid his keyboard closer to him and frowned at his computer screen, one hand on his mouse. “Perhaps Lottie is right! Perhaps this is to do with that…that so-called predator. Let me see if I can find that email I sent at the time. That might be useful to you. Now, what folder would that be saved in, I wonder?”

			Adrian sat back and watched him flounder.

		

	
		
			
				From the Office of Dr. Ferdinand Seawright

				For the Attention of All Pirriwee High School Students and Parents

				I am writing to inform you of a potentially concerning situation. A man has been approaching girls in the local area and making some of them feel uncomfortable. We have contacted the police, so they are aware of the situation.

				I need to make clear that this person has not actually done anything illegal or said anything particularly inappropriate, but all students should trust their intuition and exercise caution when traveling to and from school. Students should never accept lifts from someone they do not know.

				Mrs. Marsh has also asked me to point out this may be a good time for some of our girls to reconsider the length of their uniforms. We do require an appropriate level of modesty.

				Yours respectfully,

				Dr. Ferdinand Seawright, BEd (Hons), DEd MEd (EdMgt), DEdPsych
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			Chloe: My head literally exploded when Dr. Seawright wrote that message.

			Amabella: Well—

			Chloe: No, Amabella, don’t come at me with your grammar, my head literally exploded.

		

	
		
			Year 10 Parents WhatsApp Group

			How do we feel about Dr. Seawright linking warnings about the predator to the length of the girls’ uniforms?

			Textbook victim-blaming!

			Some of their uniforms ARE too short. My husband says he doesn’t know where to look.

			As a woman, I find that offensive.

			As a parent, I find that offensive.

			We’re ALL parents on this forum!

			Let’s keep it civil.

			When is the swimming carnival?

			It was last week, Deb.

			Oops!

			Does anyone know how the kids are getting hold of vapes so easily?

			Who didn’t have a sneaky ciggie in high school?

			They’re WORSE than cigarettes! Read this article.

			Still, in the scheme of things…?

			They’re ILLEGAL, Stu!

			To be clear, I don’t encourage vaping! I’m a reputable nonsmoking plumber, not the dealer!

			Did Samantha make you write that, Stu?

			I sure did.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 25

				Jane

			
			“We’re going to laugh about this one day,” said Tom.

			“Are we?” asked Jane.

			They were both lying on their stomachs looking under Ziggy’s bed for evidence that he was a big-time vape dealer.

			“Wow,” said Tom. “I thought I made him clean up under here not that long ago.”

			It looked like a postapocalyptic explosion of a teenage boy’s life. Random socks, crockery, cutlery, chargers, a Year 7 maths textbook, chocolate wrappers, a sneaker. Everything was covered in a fine layer of ancient-seeming dust.

			Jane sat up and sneezed.

			Once upon a time, an incident like this would have led to banter about the baby issue. Tom would have said, Wouldn’t you like to replace this giant teen with a cute little baby? But there had been no more lighthearted remarks about future babies since the night of Madeline’s party when she’d found him watching that sappy video. He was putting off the conversation because he was afraid of what she’d say. She was afraid too. It was a bill neither of them wanted to open. Final request for payment.

			“Wait, what’s that?” he said, his voice muffled. She watched his back muscles move as he stretched for something under the bed. “Oh, there’s another one.”

			He pulled out a Nike shoebox. Ziggy had got new shoes for his last birthday. He’d grown out of them within two months and felt bad about it.

			Tom sat up and held the shoebox on his lap. He lifted the lid to reveal what looked like tightly stacked rows of brightly colored lip glosses.

			“Inventory,” said Tom. The vape packaging was so pretty and enticing: exploding strawberries, smiley-faced blueberries, and dancing apples.

			“ ‘Atomic Boom Carrot Cake Blast,’ ” read Tom. “ ‘Double Drip Raspberry Sherbet.’ ”

			“ ‘Strawberry Raspberry Cherry Ice,’ ” said Jane. “Yum.”

			“Look at this,” said Tom. He held up a sheet of paper covered in Ziggy’s handwriting. “He’s tracking his costs. Profit margins. His business plan is obviously flawed, but it’s kind of impressive.”

			“What are you doing?”

			They both startled, because Ziggy stood at his bedroom door, looking down at them, like he was the parent. “Why are you in my room?”

			“Mate,” said Tom. He lifted up the box. The evidence.

			“Why would you be selling vapes?” asked Jane. She was genuinely curious. “You’ve got a part-time job. What do you need money for?” He had never seemed that motivated by money.

			“You two should not be in my room looking through my fucking stuff!” shouted Ziggy. His face was red. His chest heaved. It felt to Jane like she was watching her son experience some kind of medical emergency.

			Tom jumped to his feet. “Ziggy! Don’t you ever talk to your mother like that!”

			He was suddenly speaking with his Lebanese father’s cadence and accent—Zig-gee—while pinching his fingers together and waving his arms back and forth. This sudden transformation from relaxed Aussie surfer dude to furious Arab dad happened only in times of extreme parenting stress. Afterward, Tom would laugh about it. He always said he couldn’t believe it when he heard his father’s voice come out of his mouth.

			“This is none of your business, Tom!” shouted Ziggy, and he left, pulling his bedroom door hard behind him, but he must not have been satisfied with the bang of the door because he opened it only to deliberately pull it shut again. Bang. And then once more, even harder. The third time was so hard, the whole room seemed to rattle and a framed print on his bedroom wall fell to the floor. The glass shattered. It was a picture of a space shuttle that Tom had got him for his birthday, years ago, when Ziggy was briefly passionate about a career with NASA.

			Jane and Tom looked at each other, open-mouthed and bug-eyed.

			They heard the front door of the house slam, and then silence.

			“That went well,” said Tom.

			“Oh my God,” said Jane. She had imagined herself and Tom delivering a stern parental lecture, while Ziggy sat and listened, contrite, maybe a little teary. She’d planned to hug him. She had not been prepared for blind fury. “That was terrifying.”

			“I think he was embarrassed.”

			“But the door slamming—over and over? That was so…strange, so weird, so scary, so violent!” Ziggy was the sort of boy who apologized for growing out of his shoes! She thought of Bonnie saying today how she’d failed to set proper boundaries for Skye, and Jane had just nodded along, when it was her son who was in need of boundaries, not sweet Skye, who had probably never slammed a door in her life.

			“I don’t know if I’d call it violent,” said Tom.

			“Well, I would! We’ll have to get him counseling.” She bit down so hard on her fingernail it hurt. “Medication? An anger management course?”

			Tom sat down on Ziggy’s bed. “Jane, I don’t think we need to panic just yet.”

			“But I don’t think that was normal, Tom.”

			He pulled her up off the floor and onto the bed next to him. He put his arm around her. “So that was not acceptable.”

			“It sure wasn’t!”

			“I punched out a pane of glass in my bedroom window when I was that age.”

			“You did not, did you?” Not her sweet husband. “Why?”

			“My parents wouldn’t let me go to something. I forget. I just remember how much it hurt and how amazed I was that I’d done it—it was like my feet had lifted off the floor and I flew. That’s how surprised I was. My dad—whoa—he was so angry with me, I didn’t expect to live. It was kind of biblical.”

			He chuckled as if this anecdote of window smashing followed by biblical paternal rage was somehow hilarious. She didn’t really believe it. His father was so sweet.

			“But he’s selling vapes!” Jane kicked at the shoebox at her feet. “What’s next?”

			“Cocaine. Heroin,” said Tom. “Then I guess an internship with an international drug cartel.”

			“Stop it. Seriously. I wonder where he’s gone. I’d better text him. Call him. Where do you think he’s gone?”

			“Out robbing a bottle shop, I expect,” said Tom.

			“Enough with the dad jokes.”

			He laughed. She laughed.

			Then their eyes met and they both stopped laughing.
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			Ziggy: So I came home that afternoon and my mother and stepfather were going through my private stuff, and I kind of lost it.

			Max: That should be illegal. I think it probably is illegal. We have rights. Tell Brenda our rights, Amabella.

			Amabella: According to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, “No child shall be subjected to arbitrary or unlawful interference with his or her privacy.” Article 16. I have a printout of it stuck to my bedroom door. Neither of my parents has crossed the threshold in years.

			Goodness, well, certainly it’s important that you feel—

			Skye: Even if it wasn’t legally wrong, it’s morally wrong. My mother searched my room that same day. I could not believe it. I was embarrassed for her.

			Ziggy: I felt bad because I yelled at my stepdad that it was nothing to do with him. So then I didn’t want to be around Mum or Tom at all, because it just made me feel…I don’t know, like I wanted to punch a wall.

			Skye: Same! Just the sight of my mother’s face made me want to scream.

			Your poor mothers.

			I’m sorry, that was unprofessional.

			Skye: It’s okay, Brenda, you were just expressing empathy.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 26

				Celeste

			
			The lecture was called “Silent Teens: Why Your Teen Won’t Talk to You,” and all the parents of teenagers who wouldn’t talk to them exchanged rueful smiles as they took their seats in the semicircle of chairs set up near the children’s book section at Pirriwee Library, where a “world-leading” expert would unravel the mysteries of silent teenagers, while, of course, promoting her new book. Signed copies would be available for purchase.

			Renata had got them all tickets. She often bought tickets for events she thought the five of them might enjoy or find informative, and then refused to accept payment. Celeste sometimes worried this was because Renata felt like she had to constantly prove her value as a friend. “Well, she does,” said Madeline. “She’s still on probation. We used to hate her. Remember the petition about Ziggy? Because I do.” She was joking, although perhaps not, because Madeline could hold a grudge and Renata’s need to manage everything could still be irksome, and it was just a fact that Madeline, Celeste, and Jane were closer, even though they tried to never make that obvious. It was just like high school but with better manners and more subtext.

			Celeste had originally said she didn’t think she could make it, but in light of Josh’s new “behavioral issues,” she had decided she should come. She’d spoken flippantly about it with the boys. “I’m going to the library to find out why you won’t talk to me,” she said. Max sighed heavily and said, “Mum. Stay home and watch one of your shows. He’ll go back to school soon. It’s not that deep.” It’s not that deep was one of their favorite, most exasperating phrases, but sometimes she wondered if they were right. Perhaps it was just another way of saying, This too shall pass.

			Madeline was not there because she didn’t have time and also because this was her third teenager, and she was on board with the “It’s not that deep” philosophy. Jane was out to dinner for her wedding anniversary and asked if someone could please take notes as Ziggy wasn’t talking to them either. “Absolutely!” Renata had jumped in. “I’ll do that.” She had her glasses on and notebook out, pen poised. On the other side of Celeste, Bonnie was taking notes on her phone. She had banned Skye from seeing Amabella and Chloe outside of school, which seemed like a giant overreaction to a little innocent truanting and banana-flavored vaping, but then again, Skye apparently hadn’t experienced the evils of sugar until she was seven, so the bar was higher. Renata said it was fine with her if Bonnie thought Amabella was a bad influence; it was her understanding they were normally in different classes at school anyway, except for history, so their interaction would be kept to a minimum. This was her way of pointing out that Amabella was the only one of their kids in extension classes for her core subjects, having always suffered from being gifted and talented. Bonnie didn’t seem to notice the dig. “At least Skye still goes to school,” Celeste had pointed out, but Bonnie was myopically focused on her daughter.

			“I don’t know why I’m here!” said a woman to her friend, on the other side of Renata. “My teen won’t stop talking to me. She tells me everything!”

			“Go home, then,” said Renata without bothering to lower her voice. “Go home and chat with your chatty teenager.”

			The woman turned her head just slightly so she could give Renata the side-eye, while Celeste elbowed her friend. “Renata,” she hissed.

			“What?” Renata fanned herself with her notebook. “Is it hot in here? Why is it so hot in here?”

			“It’s stuffy,” said Celeste, although it was actually quite cool.

			She looked around her. There were about thirty people in the audience, mostly women. Being here reminded her of her time volunteering in the “DV” field after Perry died. “DV” was the brisk, no-nonsense acronym for domestic violence, and that was the approach she tried to take: brisk and no-nonsense. She’d spoken at a lot of community venues just like this, to groups of women like this, and she had not allowed herself to cry, because if she had, she might never have stopped, and she had a message to convey. Each time she told her story, she saw Perry in the audience, arms folded, with a skeptical smile. Come on now, Celeste, you know it was never that bad. For two years, she worked at women’s shelters across the state giving free legal advice. She listened to hundreds of stories a hundred times worse than her own. She gave back and gave back until one day Madeline said, “That’s enough now, honey.” It was like Celeste thought she had to pay the price for his crimes: his crimes that still felt like her crimes, no matter how many therapists told her otherwise.

			The head librarian, who was in their Pilates class, introduced the author, a peppy young woman with a big smile. She did not look worn down enough to have had much experience dealing with teenagers, and this seemed to be confirmed by her bio, which mostly consisted of academic qualifications and research analysis.

			“Hmmm,” said Renata skeptically, shifting in her seat.

			“Give her a chance,” said Celeste.

			The author began her lecture with a Nora Ephron quote: When your children are teenagers, it’s important to have a dog so that someone in the house is happy to see you when you come home.

			Renata and Bonnie both began to transcribe the quote before realizing it was a joke. They did not laugh.

			The author then pulled up a PowerPoint presentation titled Top ten tips for helping teens to talk. Each top tip—Spend quality time together! Practice active listening!—included stock photos of smiling teenagers with their smiling parents, all dressed as if for church. There was nothing new, nothing Celeste had not already tried.

			Renata began to mutter and twitch, and Celeste, losing interest in the lecture, stretched out in her chair and checked out the audience to see who she knew. Her eye was caught by a man in a blue T-shirt and jeans seated at the end of the row in front of her. The semicircular layout of the chairs meant that she could see him clearly. He had silver hair, olive skin, and a kind, handsome, worried face. He nodded along encouragingly as the lecturer spoke, but also tapped his knuckle against his lip as if he were waiting impatiently for a particular piece of information. The chair next to him was free and he had one arm out over the top of it, the way that men once put their arm out over the top of the passenger seat when they reversed, before cars got reverse cameras and ruined it.

			I’d go on a date with you.

			The sudden clarity of this thought embarrassed her, as if she’d shouted it. She dropped her head, startled to discover she could still feel an instant attraction to a real-life man, as opposed to one on a television screen. It was like sitting down at the piano and finding she could still play or driving a manual car and finding all that muscle memory was still there.

			It was the first time this had happened since Perry, although she had not been celibate for ten years. There had been a period of promiscuity—Madeline called it her “slutty era”—when she’d got on the apps and had all those “hookups” as the kids said, or, actually, maybe they didn’t; the boys always told her it was preferable she not try to learn their language. She never got the nuances right. There had been just one relationship that felt like it had had the potential to be serious. A man who ran a pet-food business. She’d been thinking about introducing him to the boys, but then one day he lost his temper in the car. They were running late and someone cut him off. He shouted, swore, and banged his fist on the horn. Celeste had seen Madeline do much worse, so her reaction to this man’s perfectly justified loss of temper was both extreme and embarrassing. She said, “Let me out right now.” The poor man was bewildered. “Why?” he said. “What’s the matter?”

			It had proved to Celeste that she was not ready for a relationship if she reacted to ordinary road rage as if it were an assault. She had to find a way to exorcise Perry so that every man she dated did not end up paying for his actions.

			But then she’d lost all interest. She joined Renata on her dating endeavors only to keep her company.

			She looked up again and caught the man’s eye. He smiled. She smiled back cautiously, anxious to ensure it appeared to be an appropriate parent-to-parent smile at the local library. Not at a bar. His smile widened.

			Oh. My. Goodness.

			She looked back at the speaker, now wrapping up her presentation by standing to one side and humbly presenting a slideshow of happy teenagers hugging their happy parents accompanied by a sappy soundtrack.

			Renata nudged Celeste and pointed at her notepad, where she’d written, You like guy in blue T-shirt? Yes/No.

			Celeste wrote a third option: Maybe. And circled it.

			Renata wrote, Cute. Like a half-price George Clooney. He is still looking!

			Celeste giggled. Bonnie whispered, “What’s going on?”

			The speaker invited the audience to ask questions, and many hands shot up. The people of Pirriwee were not shy. The first woman chosen got to her feet and spoke for five minutes about her happy childhood in the local area and how glad she was that social media didn’t exist back then.

			“I guess I don’t really have a question, I just wanted to say that,” she finished up.

			“Thank you,” said the speaker.

			“Yes, thank you for wasting our time with your extraordinary insights,” said Renata.

			The man in the blue T-shirt was next. Celeste held her breath. She hoped he didn’t say anything stupid.

			“I wonder if you could help me with a very specific issue. What if your child stops talking quite…suddenly?” he asked. His voice complemented his kind, handsome, somewhat tired face: deep and unhurried, with a faint suggestion of European heritage, and also the brittle edge of parental anxiety. “With my daughter, it seemed to happen overnight. How do I know if it’s just normal teenage behavior or something more serious? How can I tell if she experienced some kind of—event? If something bad happened to her?”

			How do I know…How can I tell…

			Not we. It sounded like he was a single parent, which was hopeful. Also, she loved that he looked tired! It was so attractive. She was tired too. Life was tiring. They could nap together.

			“That’s what happened with my son!” said a woman in the front row. “It felt like his personality changed from one day to the next!”

			“Excellent question,” said the speaker warmly, but it soon became clear she did not have an excellent answer, and when Celeste finally decided enough time had passed and permitted herself to look in his direction again, he was gone.

			He’d slipped away without her noticing. Without saying goodbye. Without waiting around to see if he could get her number. The level of personal rejection she felt was so out of proportion for a look exchanged between parents at a local library that when she put the back of her hand to her cheek, it felt warm with shame.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 27

				Jane

			
			“I wonder if they’re learning anything useful at the library about talking to teenagers,” said Jane to Tom.

			They always celebrated their wedding anniversary at Spiaggia, the fanciest local restaurant. It had ocean views and mirrored walls to amplify them, so you were pounded with view, view, view, look at the view whichever way you looked.

			“Yes, yes, darling, I see the ocean,” said Jane’s mother when Jane took her there for lunch once. She shielded her eyes. “It’s kind of hard to miss.”

			It was possible Jane had become a little parochial. A “why would you live anywhere else?” local. She did occasionally leave the peninsula. For example, she’d driven all the way to that weird restaurant next to the car dealership for Mary-Louise’s birthday, muttering to herself all the way about the traffic. “It’s not that far,” Ziggy had said to her.

			“He’ll talk to us again,” said Tom.

			Ziggy had not forgiven them for daring to search his bedroom, although there’d been no more shouting. Now he treated them with frosty good manners, like a stoic retail worker handling overly demanding customers, which was far worse.

			After the door-slamming incident, he came back home an hour later, apologized, and cleaned up the broken glass in his room. The space-shuttle print went into the recycling bin. He listened and nodded and accepted the complicated punishment they’d devised, which involved various unpleasant jobs about the house and at the café and handing over his phone the moment he walked in the door from school. Jane couldn’t stand to think of him without a phone when he was going to and from school. After all, there was that man driving around the neighborhood approaching teens.

			Ziggy didn’t seem too bothered by any of it. He also didn’t seem especially contrite. It was clear he was just enduring the sound of their voices. He could not explain why he’d started selling vapes. It was like he truly didn’t know why he’d done it. He said it was nothing to do with money.

			“I think he was just trying out a new persona,” said Tom, and Jane thought he was probably right, although she also wondered if the point of that new persona was to impress Amabella.

			They’d just toasted each other with glasses of overpriced red wine when Jane heard her name and looked up to see a glamorous, beautiful woman standing by her table, holding hands with a man who had turned away to ask a question of the waiter. The woman had sleek, straight red hair and was wearing a cobalt-blue column dress. She wore a dramatic silver necklace with a grinning skull pendant. Entirely wrong for the Spiaggia vibe. More red carpet at the Grammys.

			The woman smiled at her expectantly. Then it clicked.

			It was Melody Montclair, the history teacher from Beach Boot Camp. She was one of those women who could transform herself into an entirely different person through clothes and makeup.

			“Oh, hi,” said Jane warmly. “Wow, you look amazing. Tom, this is Melody, Ziggy’s history teacher.”

			“Meow,” said Tom immediately, straight-faced, as he stood and shook her hand.

			Melody’s face broke into a smile. “I’m so sorry about that. I’m a Blue Blues fan, by the way.”

			“I know you are,” said Tom. “Quarter-strength oat milk cappuccino.” He’d activated Charming Local Barista mode.

			“This is my husband, Seth.” Melody tugged on the man’s hand, and he turned to look at them. He was in his thirties, at least a decade younger than his wife. He wore shorts and a white linen shirt rolled up to just beneath the elbows, basically the Pirriwee uniform for men. He had dark, curly hair and a bone structure so aesthetically pleasing that Jane had to make a conscious decision to still her face.

			“This is Jane and Tom.”

			“Jane and Tom,” repeated Seth solemnly. He shook their hands with humorous eye contact, as if he were sending up the whole business of introductions. Was he flirting with Jane? Wait: Was he flirting with both of them? Or was it just that he was so ravishing she wanted to think that? Jane’s mind wandered down unlikely paths. There was a small but thriving swinging community on the peninsula. A house on a particular cul-de-sac had gone up for sale recently, and everyone wondered if the real estate agents were obliged to divulge the reason why people would give you a second look whenever you gave that address. It had all begun at a street party, apparently. Celeste said it was probably an urban myth, but Madeline said it was definitely true. Renata told them that when she was still married to Geoff, Harper and her husband once propositioned them in a hot tub after a seventh birthday party while all the kids were inside watching a Disney movie. Renata had changed the subject and it was never spoken of again.

			There were at least two couples in the school community who were openly open and practiced “ethical non-monogamy.” It wasn’t even especially titillating. It was like being a celiac. Well. Nearly. People pretended to be very mature and accepting until they’d had a few drinks, at which point they reverted to giggling teenagers. Can you imagine? And then everyone did imagine, and the giggling became uncontrollable.

			“I know Jane from Beach Boot Camp,” explained Melody.

			“Hi,” said Seth. “That’s a relief. Melody normally runs into school parents when we’re out and then we have to be on our best behavior.”

			Melody flicked her husband’s agreeably muscled shoulder with her finger. “They are school parents! I also teach their son, Ziggy.”

			“Oh, sorry.” He was nonchalant. “You look safe, but she’s had some parents who are…a little…” He widened his eyes and twirled a finger next to his ear.

			Tom chuckled. “Sure. We know the type.”

			“There have been times when I wanted her to take out a restraining order,” said Seth. “I’m not kidding.”

			“Seth.” Melody put a “not appropriate” fingertip to her lips. “We’ll let you get to your date night.” She said “date night” without irony or mockery but with a kind of respectful detachment that made it clear she saw it as something reserved for parents. Suburban parents. She touched Jane on the shoulder. “See you on the beach.”

			Jane watched as they were led away by the waiter. Melody’s dress had a low open back and Seth drew a straight line down her spine with one fingertip.

			Jane shivered.

			“No wonder Ziggy has a new interest in history,” said Tom.

			“Ha-ha.”

			Their meals arrived: “Spaghetti allo Scoglio” for both of them.

			Jane kept trying to drag her eyes away from Melody and Seth, who were now seated in her line of sight. They had their hands entwined as they studied their menus. It was a bit much for a married couple—unless they were newly married. She realized she didn’t actually know.

			“It’s funny, she spends all her days with kids, but she never wanted any of her own,” commented Jane, and immediately wanted to snatch the words back out of the air and stuff them back into her mouth. Of all the things she could have said.

			Tom’s face changed. He gulped his wine as if it were water. He went to eat his pasta and then put his fork down and pushed aside his plate.

			“Can I ask you something?” He leaned forward and there was a kind of force in the hunch of his shoulders. He was not an aggressive man. Running any kind of hospitality business was stressful: Suppliers let him down and entitled customers believed an incorrect coffee order was a grievous offense, but Tom rarely lost his cool. He was a surfer, a baker of muffins, a man who did jigsaws and sewed on buttons. She swore more than he did. She still didn’t really believe he’d punched out that window. “Before Ziggy, did you want kids? Did you want to have a family one day?”

			It felt so strange. He sounded too formal. It was like a first-date question. She wanted to say, Tom! Stop it! Don’t be weird! They should be having this conversation at home on the couch, not in public, with Melody Montclair right there across the restaurant virtually making out with her husband. Why were they finally talking about it now?

			She sprinkled unnecessary Parmesan on her pasta.

			Did she ever want kids? She knew she hadn’t dreamed of them and she didn’t remember playing with dolls, but she’d been a conventional child. She’d probably assumed she would have children, because that’s what most people seemed to do, but then life gave her a baby before she’d even had a chance to think about it.

			“I’m not sure,” said Jane. “I don’t really remember.”

			“I just need to know,” said Tom. “If you don’t want another child, then you need to tell me that. You can’t just keep saying next year, next year, until I finally realize it’s never going to happen. That’s…cruel.”

			She looked at the white tablecloth and put her thumb on a smear of red wine her glass had left behind. It made her think of blood, and she thought of the day she gave birth to Ziggy and how people always said the day they gave birth to their child was the happiest day of their life, as if that went without saying.

			She couldn’t remember most of her pregnancy. Her behavior had been so strange during that time. “It was like you’d been body-snatched,” her brother said afterward. “Like you weren’t really there.” It was true that her passivity had been almost pathological. She just let life happen to her. She watched her body change and didn’t read a single book or go to a birthing class. Her labor came on hard and fast and felt like an assault. The midwives were kind but matter-of-fact. They were all women; the only man was the on-call obstetrician. “He’s a bit grumpy today, sorry, it’s unusual for him,” the midwives said. “But don’t worry, he’s great.” He’d been up all night with a complicated birth, and Ziggy’s birth was uncomplicated. He had prominent ginger and gray eyebrows.

			Like poisonous caterpillars.

			He never introduced himself and he never said Jane’s name, or looked her in the eye. He was annoyed with her the way someone is annoyed with a malfunctioning appliance. It wasn’t personal. He placed his hands on her body so proprietorially. “I need to cut you,” he sighed, and he was already doing it. “Just a little snip, there we go.”

			Her airways had compressed. Panic flooded her body.

			An episiotomy without consent was nothing to get worked up about, just like choking without consent was nothing to get worked up about. That grumpy doctor would not have remembered her afterward, and if he did, he would have said it was a commonplace medical procedure that prevented tearing. His bedside manner was certainly not cruel, just brusque. He was probably a very nice person. He probably had a wife and children who loved his poisonous caterpillar eyebrows. No court of law would denounce him. He did not put his hands around her throat. She just felt them there.

			“It meant nothing,” Perry had said to his wife, to Celeste, to the person who did mean something, when he saw Jane on that balcony.

			Jane put her hand to her throat. It was happening again right now. As uncontrollable as an allergic reaction. Nothing was as important as breathing.

			She could not look at Tom.

			“I can’t do it,” she said. “I can’t have another baby.”

			He didn’t respond.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said to the tablecloth.

			Finally she looked up, and she saw what she’d done as clearly as if she’d left a handprint on his cheek. He blinked fast. He looked exactly the way Ziggy had the night after Madeline’s party when he’d tried to hold back the tears. A good, sweet man was paying for the actions of a dangerous, damaged man and a careless, dismissive one. It was wrong, and yet she couldn’t make it right.

			“Okay,” he said. “It’s okay. Thanks for finally saying it.”

			She pushed away her plate, too. “I might just need—I might need some air.”

			She stood and the napkin on her lap fell to the floor.

			She met the history teacher’s eyes across the room, and as she walked out of the restaurant she knew, without looking, that she was following her.
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			Chloe: I first heard that Ms. Montclair had a hot, younger husband from Milly S. She said she’d seen them together at Woolworth’s and he looked like Timothée Chalamet. I didn’t believe her. I thought, Oh well, he’s probably kind of okay, but she’s exaggerating.

			Amabella: Yeah, we all thought that, but then he came to the “Versailles Dinner.” It was this dinner at a cool French restaurant in the city Ms. Montclair organized for her history class. We all had to be someone from the French Revolution. Anyway, Ms. Montclair’s husband turned up at the end and we were like, Respect.

			Max: I couldn’t see it.

			Josh: I could see it.

			Ziggy: He looked like a famous person.

			Max: No he didn’t.

			Skye: I remember he stood behind Chloe, with his hands on the back of her chair, and said, “Bonjour, you guys,” and I felt dizzy.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 28

				Celeste

			
			“Did your boys ask my mother to buy those cars?”

			“They did not.” Celeste watched her feet, corpse-white in the chlorinated blue water, kick back and forth in slow motion. She sat on the edge of her backyard pool, her skirt pulled up to her thighs, speaking on the phone to Perry’s sister in Dubai.

			“It’s just that Perry and I weren’t given cars when we were teenagers.”

			Celeste’s response was like the instant swipe of a cat’s paw. “Yes, well, I didn’t get a car either, Adele. My family certainly weren’t in a financial position to—”

			She stopped herself before it turned into one of those absurd conversations where people competed over who’d had the most ordinary childhood—we stayed in roadside motels, we stayed in caravan parks, we never even had a holiday!—before moving seamlessly on to sharing tips about their favorite European skiing destinations.

			“I’m worried,” said Adele, more conciliatory. “This doesn’t seem like her. This is how it started with my grandmother. Personality changes.”

			“You mean dementia.”

			“Yes. I mean dementia.”

			It had crossed Celeste’s mind. She had begun to wonder if the expression that crossed her mother-in-law’s face when she saw how Celeste was dressed when she turned up on her doorstep on the night of Madeline’s party was distress rather than disapproval because she’d realized she wasn’t meant to be there. She’d handed over that bottle of wine as if she thought she was expected for dinner. But she’d been in fine form at Madeline’s party. Ed’s father had found her to be “very well informed about New Zealand politics”! (Who cared about New Zealand’s politics? Apparently Mary-Louise and Ed’s dad. Also New Zealanders, of course.)

			“She has been behaving a little differently, I guess,” she told Adele. “But she’s still very sharp.” Sharp as a knife! “She seems fine to me.”

			Silence in Dubai.

			Celeste tipped back her head, feeling the dappled afternoon sunlight on her face through the canopy of the spotted gum. Every December, it shed giant shards of bark that fell into the pool.

			She found herself thinking of the man in the blue T-shirt, and imagined seeing him at the kitchen window, making coffee, perhaps.

			Perry would not have approved of this house. Too suburban. Too ordinary. No view. What was the point of living near the sea if you didn’t have a view of it? After he died, she’d sold their trophy house, moved an hour away from the beach, and enrolled the twins at a new school. She thought Max and Josh could not possibly attend school assemblies in the building where Perry had spent his last minutes. They could not look up at that balcony and imagine their father falling from the sky, his Elvis cape billowing, but not enough to make him fly like he told the boys he could.

			Then one day Max said sadly, “Why did the beach move so far away?” She missed the beach too, and she missed her friends. So she’d moved them back to their old primary school and bought this house: a comfortable blond-brick family home with a pool. It was within walking distance of Madeline and Jane and the beach.

			She’d moved on. She was living the life she chose. Not Perry.

			Then again, he was still the yardstick. Perry would have thought this. Yet I disagree. Wow, look at me being my own person!

			“It’s not just the cars,” said Adele. “She’s always been in charge of the family finances—well, sort of in charge. She had to get Dad’s approval for any expense over one hundred dollars.”

			Celeste thought of Mary-Louise thumping her chest: It’s my choice! Was she any different? It’s my choice now, Perry, my choice.

			“But she took pride in paying every bill on time. The other day she read out a letter to me. It was a threat to disconnect the electricity! She didn’t like the rude tone of the letter. I said, ‘Mum, forget the tone, why isn’t it paid?’ She said she’d ‘got a little behind’ and obviously she had to move money about to pay for those cars.”

			“I wondered if that’s why none of her cards worked that day she came to my place in a taxi,” said Celeste.

			“A taxi? She never takes taxis!” exclaimed Adele. “I want to get her evaluated.”

			“Well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt,” said Celeste, even as she registered the disrespect of this comment. It was as if Mary-Louise were a child or a pet, not a grown woman, but she wasn’t Celeste’s mother to respect or otherwise; this was Adele’s problem. “When will you be in Sydney next?”

			“I can’t be in Sydney for another six months at least,” said Adele, and she began to explain all the reasons why this was the case.

			“Adele,” Celeste got in fast. “You know your mother and I are not close.”

			“There’s nobody else,” said Adele. “You’re the only family available.”

			She wanted to shout, I’m not family, I was leaving your brother!

			And then Adele played her trump card.

			“She keeps talking about your friend Bonnie,” said Adele. “The one who—?”

			She left sufficient space for Celeste to feel appropriately guilty. Your friend Bonnie, responsible for my brother’s death.

			“What about Bonnie?” Celeste swung her feet out of the pool and stood up.

			“She said that she ran into her at a party? And that Bonnie has never apologized to her for Perry’s death. Obviously, it’s not the first time she’s said that, but then she said that she knows people.”

			“What do you mean, she ‘knows people’?”

			“She knows someone who knows a mobster’s wife?”

			“But…what…what exactly does she mean by that?” spluttered Celeste.

			“It’s a joke,” interrupted Adele. “I don’t think she really knows anyone. Don’t worry. Nobody is in danger. But it’s such a strange joke for my mother to make.”

			“It’s been ten years,” said Celeste slowly. “She knows it was an accident.”

			“People with dementia become fixated on things. My grandmother would rant for hours about the neighbor poisoning her tree.”

			“Did the neighbor poison it?”

			“Oh, for sure, you know how psychotic Sydneysiders are about their views. Anyway, one day we caught my grandmother with a kitchen knife on the street. She said she was going to stab our neighbor through the heart and see how he liked that.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 29

				Madeline

			
			“Madeline!”

			Madeline pretended not to hear her name and picked up her pace. The voice sounded far enough away that she thought she could get away with it. She’d stopped at the local shopping center on her way home from work to pick up some of Ed’s favorite Frosty Fruits Popsicles to help soothe his mouth ulcers. Her freezer was crammed with unfamiliar food but never the thing he felt like. Chemo was making his once reliable appetite as mercurial as hers had been during her pregnancies. She remembered so well that sudden conviction that a specific type of food would cure her nausea, and how Ed had always rushed to provide whatever she demanded, no matter how inconvenient. She wanted to do the same for him.

			“Madeline!”

			Too late.

			She turned. It was Bonnie, running to catch up with her. Her color was high. Bonnie didn’t run. She hosted a Tibetan sound bath on the mornings they all did Beach Boot Camp.

			“Hi,” Madeline said warmly, and then she remembered she was not happy with Bonnie, so she flipped her tone over to cold. “Hi.”

			“How is Ed?” asked Bonnie. It was like a new rule. Ask “How is Ed?” before you say anything else.

			“He’s okay,” said Madeline. She kept her body turned away and jangled the car keys to make it clear she was in a rush. She remembered that Bonnie had been dropping food off when the girls were caught skipping school and vaping.

			“Thank you so much for the—” She took a guess. “The soup?”

			The soup had been a disaster. The paprika scorched Ed’s vulnerable throat and he’d blamed Madeline.

			“No, no, you’ve got too much food. Just throw it away. Throw it down the sink!” Bonnie waved an arm in the air. “I wanted to apologize, Madeline. I overreacted to the vaping. I assume you know it was Ziggy who supplied them.”

			Jane had sent a flurry of apologetic messages to everyone. She was kind of overreacting too. Meanwhile, Celeste was in a panic because Josh kept refusing to get out of bed on school days, and she was worried it was “school refusal” as opposed to just…refusing to go to school. Everyone needed to calm down about their perfectly normal teenagers.

			Madeline said, “Yes, I know it was Ziggy who got them. I don’t want Chloe vaping, but you know, it’s not that big a deal. I did far worse at that age.”

			“I know.” Bonnie pulled on her plait. “Of course it isn’t a big deal. I did far worse, too.” She looked away. “Far, far worse.”

			“Did you?” said Madeline. “Wow. Still waters.”

			She didn’t know why she was surprised. She’d heard plenty of far more conservative well-dressed mothers make comments that hinted at wild youths, and she’d already seen a glimpse of another side of Bonnie ten years ago (that flash of rage, that guttural voice), but perhaps she’d continued to subconsciously believe that Bonnie had somehow floated through her difficult childhood on a yoga mat.

			Bonnie smiled uneasily. Today she wore unflattering sweatpants and a T-shirt. Her face was drawn. “Anyway, I’m sorry. Skye and I—well.” She caught herself. “You’ve got much bigger things on your mind right now. Ed. Your mother. The wedding.”

			Madeline felt a sudden overwhelming need for caffeine along with a gentle emotion that she identified as…could it actually be instant forgiveness? “Do you want a really quick coffee? Or herbal tea? We can talk about the wedding.”

			Bonnie’s face lit up. “Sure! Yes! Great!”

			They went into the Daily Grind café outside the supermarket and tussled over who would pay the ten-dollar bill for their coffee and tea. Madeline graciously let Bonnie win because her sweatpants really did look terrible. They took their table number and sat down, under the garish neon light of a Fresh Seafood sign.

			Bonnie admitted to doubts about Perfect Boyfriend that were as amorphous and unsubstantiated as Madeline’s.

			“He hasn’t put a foot wrong,” she said. “Nathan thinks I’m crazy. Nathan loves him! But all those flowers and gifts. It felt like love bombing to me.”

			“Exactly!” said Madeline. “Love bombing! That’s what I’ve been saying.” She’d never been more in agreement with Bonnie! It was a delightful sensation.

			“Nathan says I’m looking for problems where there are none.”

			“Ed is the same,” said Madeline.

			The naivety of men. They shared knowing looks.

			“And they’re too young, don’t you think?” said Bonnie. She made a face. “Although I was the same age when I married Nathan.”

			“Sure, me too. When I married Nathan,” said Madeline.

			Bonnie smiled slightly. They could make throwaway comments like this now, comments that would once have been unthinkable.

			“I wanted the white picket fence,” said Bonnie. “I badly wanted a baby. I wanted…normality, and I knew Nathan would be a good dad.”

			Madeline, who was apparently well on her way to sainthood, managed to say nothing about Nathan’s fathering abilities. A young worker in a striped apron arrived carrying a dangerously tilted tray and they both rescued their hot drinks in the nick of time.

			“The thing about Nathan,” said Bonnie, as if she’d guessed Madeline’s line of thought, “is that he has never…scared me.”

			“Right,” said Madeline, and she saw how Bonnie’s upbringing had changed her world view. That wasn’t a prerequisite Madeline had ever considered. None of her boyfriends had ever scared her. She wondered if the things that had driven her crazy about her ex-husband—Nathan’s charming nonchalance, his ability to skate through life rarely losing his cool because he didn’t bloody care enough to lose it—were the things that had attracted Bonnie to him.

			She yawned and drank her coffee. “God, I hope Abigail doesn’t rush into babies. She’ll never cope with the sleep deprivation. She’s always needed her sleep.”

			“Skye was such a good baby,” said Bonnie. “This is the first time I’ve lost sleep over her.”

			Madeline watched Bonnie’s hands as she unsteadily ripped her chamomile teabag open. An older version of Madeline might have taken satisfaction in seeing her flail about like a regular mother, her child not so perfect after all, but in truth she’d always had to work hard at disliking Bonnie.

			“You’re losing sleep over the vaping?” asked Madeline.

			“It’s more than that. Ever since she found out about Perry, she acts like she hates me. Skye and I have always been so close, and now it’s like I’ve personally wronged her in some way.”

			“Maybe she was embarrassed that she didn’t know? They hate to feel embarrassed,” said Madeline. “You’ve just got to wait it out.” She tried to speak Bonnie’s language. “Just…ah, hold space for her.”

			Bonnie frowned. Madeline must not have got the phrasing quite right.

			Bonnie said, “I went to that parenting talk last night at the library with Celeste and Renata, and the speaker said the best time to talk to your teenagers is when you’re in the car, but Skye always—”

			Madeline pointed at her ears to indicate earbuds. “I know. They’re listening to music. Can’t hear a word you say! Chloe acts so irritated if I dare to speak.”

			“So, I thought maybe I should take her phone away,” suggested Bonnie, as if she were asking Madeline for permission.

			“Well. I don’t know. Apart from vaping and skipping one class, what has Skye actually done to deserve that?” asked Madeline. She certainly hadn’t taken Chloe’s phone away from her. She hadn’t actually done anything at all except tell Chloe not to do it again. “In my experience, taking their phone away is like chopping off a limb.”

			“But she’s always on it,” said Bonnie. “She never talks to me.”

			Madeline tried not to laugh. “That’s called being a teenager.”

			“I know, I know,” agreed Bonnie, but she was shaking her head at the same time, as if she didn’t really believe it. “It’s just that their phone addictions are causing these terrible mental health issues!”

			“I don’t know if being angry with her mother counts as a mental health issue,” said Madeline.

			Bonnie brushed her lips with the end of her plait. It was the sort of thing Chloe did. Madeline wanted to snap, Stop playing with your hair!

			Bonnie looked out at the sea of shoppers and said, “I can feel this distance growing between us. Like she’s floating away from me.”

			“You’ve just got to wait it out, Bonnie,” said Madeline. “That’s what they do. She’ll float on back to you.”

			“Maybe,” said Bonnie. She threw her plait back over her shoulder. “I thought maybe I should give up work.”

			“Why would you give up work?” asked Madeline. Bonnie was a popular yoga and meditation teacher. Madeline assumed she could afford to stop working—Nathan had effortlessly risen through the ranks of a telecommunications company to a senior management position that mostly seemed to involve fine dining—but Bonnie’s work was so much a part of her identity.

			“So I can be there for her,” said Bonnie.

			“I don’t think you should give up work,” said Madeline. “I think that would be a mistake.”

			“I’ll think about it,” said Bonnie. She pushed her unfinished tea away. “Perhaps this is my karma.”

			“For what?”

			“For killing Perry, of course.”

			“No,” said Madeline. “No.” That would be so unfair. “That was—”

			“An accident,” said Bonnie. “Yes, I know, people keep saying that.”
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			May I ask—

			Skye: Of course you may ask!

			Do you feel the adults in your life could have done anything differently to have changed the events of D-Day? For example, were there communication channels available to you? Or did you feel nobody would have listened to you?

			Josh: They would definitely have listened, but they would have—

			Skye: —tried to take over. They always think they know what’s best and sometimes they really don’t.

			Max: No offense, Brenda, but people of your generation are very innocent. Like our mother, for example. The other day she showed me this video of a golden retriever saving a baby from falling down the stairs, and I said, “Mum, you know that’s AI, right? That’s not real.” She was literally crying over it!

			I might have seen that golden retriever one. Are you sure—

			Max: Not real, Brenda. Trust me on that.

			Amabella: My mother is the opposite. She thinks everything is AI and everyone is out to scam her. If I’d tried to talk to her, she would have overreacted. She’s not known for her subtlety.

			Chloe: The answer is, nobody could have done anything differently. It is what it is.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 30

				Jane

			
			Jane was at Friday-morning Beach Boot Camp and Brody was in a sadistic mood. He worked them so hard that one participant, a fit young builder, said, “Oh, fuck this, Brody,” and ran away.

			Afterward, Brody grimly distributed invitations to the opening night of his latest art exhibition, which would be taking place the next month, and everyone said they’d be there because they were worried there might be reprisals if they didn’t. Soft sand sprints, for example. Then he packed up his equipment and stomped off.

			Madeline was not there. She had not been to Beach Boot Camp much since Ed’s diagnosis, and Renata had left straightaway, muttering something about her HRT prescription, big pharma, and a refrigerator that was still not fixed, so she was going to contact the Department of Fair Trading. In the end, it was only Jane, Celeste, and Melody Montclair who remained, lying on the sand, hands on their still-heaving chests as the sweat cooled on their bodies.

			“Thanks for following me out of the restaurant the other night,” said Jane to Melody. “So embarrassing.”

			Melody had just sat with her on the brick wall outside the restaurant until Tom came out.

			Tom, being Tom, had calmly arranged for the boxing up of their uneaten meals and paid the bill. It had been a quiet, sad drive home.

			“Well, I know what it’s like to have an argument in public,” said Melody. Her face was bright red from the workout and she wiped her forehead with the back of her hand.

			“Do you?” asked Jane curiously. “You and Seth seem like newlyweds. Were you celebrating something the other night?”

			“Nothing in particular,” said Melody. “Although Seth has a birthday coming up, actually.”

			“Is it a significant one?” asked Jane. She’d really like to know Seth’s age.

			“Not especially,” said Melody. “But we do like to make a big deal of birthdays. It’s our thing.”

			“How has it been with Tom?” Celeste asked Jane. “Since your anniversary dinner?”

			“It’s like he’s going through grief,” said Jane. “And I can’t comfort him because I’m the cause of that grief.”

			“Oh, Jane,” said Celeste. “I’m sorry.”

			“You just have to keep talking to each other,” said Melody. “There’s always a way to compromise, even if it’s not the conventional way.”

			What would be the unconventional way to compromise on this matter? There were no half measures when it came to babies. She couldn’t say, Go have a baby with someone else and leave me out of it. Could she?

			The three women sat for a while with their arms wrapped around their knees as the sky slowly lightened into a new day.

			“How is Josh?” Melody asked Celeste. “I’ve noticed he’s been out sick a lot lately.”

			Jane kept forgetting that Melody taught at the high school. When Ziggy talked about his teachers, she saw them through his eyes—people with power over him, people who bored or entertained or punished him—not as fellow adults who did weekly exercise classes.

			“He’s not sick, he just keeps refusing to go to school,” said Celeste. “I open his bedroom door each morning with my heart in my mouth and this big fake smile—it’s awful. I’ve been speaking to the school counselor about ‘next steps.’ ”

			“I’ll come over and have a talk with him this morning,” said Melody. “My first class isn’t until after recess.”

			“Oh no, I couldn’t—”

			“No,” said Melody. “I had a student once who, you know, ‘went off the rails’—it was terrible. I was too hesitant about taking action, and then it was too late. I’ve never forgiven myself for that.” She dug her knuckles into the sand next to her. “I’ll just have a chat with Josh. It might not do any good, but I’ll give it my best shot. With school refusal, you’ve got to nip it in the bud fast.”

			“Well,” said Celeste. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

			“Of course,” said Melody.

			“You’re one of those special teachers, aren’t you?” said Celeste. “The kind people never forget.”

			Melody looked embarrassed. “I don’t know about that.” She grinned at them. “Teenagers are like explosive devices. You just have to handle with care.”

			“Or…boom!” Celeste made an exploding gesture with her hands.
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			Josh: Mum acted as if Ms. Montclair performed some kind of miracle. I mean, I wasn’t planning to stay home forever.

			How did she convince you to go back to school?

			Josh: She taught me a breathing technique for anxiety, even though I didn’t have anxiety, and she recited some poem, “I Felt a Funeral, in My Brain.”

			Amabella: Emily Dickinson.

			Josh: Whoever. I didn’t get it, but maybe it sort of—

			Amabella: Spoke to you.

			Josh: Yeah, it’s not that deep.

			Amabella: Oh, don’t worry, we know you’re not that deep, Josh.

			Josh: And then she said that Mum would lose her job if I didn’t go to school because she was a lawyer and it’s a legal requirement that I go to school, but that it was fine, because she would organize for all the teachers to come over to the house to give me lessons. She said, Wouldn’t you just love a one-on-one lesson with Mrs. Marsh, talking about health and wellness here in your house at the dining room table?

			Amabella: Wait, you believed her? You believed your mother would lose her job if you didn’t go to school and that all your teachers would come to the house and give you private lessons?

			Josh:

			Amabella: Oh my God, you did.

			Skye: Leave him alone.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 31

				Madeline

			
			“Everything in my life has been going wrong, everything!” The young woman seated on the other side of the desk from Madeline sighed gustily and swept a lustrous ponytail over her shoulder and held a palm underneath it, as if to say, May I present my magnificent ponytail.

			“I understand,” said Madeline. “Sometimes life does that to you.”

			She was at work, in work mode, chipper and clipped, in her navy suit skirt and silk blouse but not the matching jacket, never the jacket, because it was important not to give the impression she took herself too seriously. This wasn’t a career that defined her, and if it were her actual career, she’d be much higher up the ladder. (Wouldn’t she? Yes, she would.)

			Sadly, work was not a hobby she could quit. “Maybe stop working while Ed is going through treatment?” said well-meaning friends in higher income brackets, and you couldn’t say, We actually need the money, because next thing they might be setting up a humiliating GoFundMe to “support the Mackenzie family at this difficult time.” It turned out Madeline hated receiving charity. She had not known this about herself.

			She sat on her ergonomically adjusted swivel chair behind her “executive” desk. Her office was a small, odd-shaped room on the third floor of the Pirriwee Pacific Hotel. The hotel, an art-deco-style three-story mansion designed to look like an ocean liner, had once been a P&O Cruises office. Madeline’s tiny office featured a porthole window and was just large enough for her desk, with two visitor chairs facing her, a credenza, and an artificial tree in a white pot.

			Her “boss,” The Child, was taking a “mental health day” today, so she’d asked Madeline to help her out with this bride, who had unexpectedly requested an urgent meeting.

			Madeline had not taken any mental health days, even though her husband was undergoing cancer treatment, her mother was only just back home after a hip replacement, her elder daughter was getting married, and her younger daughter was skipping school and vaping. So far she’d managed to maintain her work hours while taking Ed to chemo. Ed was still keeping his role as editor of the Pirriwee Daily. His team would “step up” as needed. Life didn’t stop with a serious cancer diagnosis, it just got very busy.

			“It’s just so stressful!” The bride delicately wiped under her eyes with long-nailed pinkie fingers. “My bridesmaid’s sister has cancer, which is very sad; I’m not saying it’s not sad.”

			So much cancer in the world.

			“But guess what she’s done?”

			“What’s that?” Madeline absentmindedly ran a pencil down the event plan for the wedding.

			“She’s shaved her head in solidarity with her sister.”

			“That’s a nice gesture.” Ed would lose his hair, but he didn’t have much to lose. It was the least of his worries.

			Mostly Madeline was okay; she was taking it day by day, as everyone recommended. If Ed didn’t respond as hoped, the treatment regimen would be adjusted, because this was a process, a journey, a marathon, not a race, and they weren’t meant to be thinking about the finish line. But sometimes she imagined sitting in that oncologist’s office and hearing that fucker say, “I’m sorry, there’s nothing more we can do,” and the permanent low-level panic she now lived with intensified to a level where it was hard to breathe.

			The bride held out her palms in a gesture that said: What kind of idiot am I dealing with here? “The photos!”

			Yes, of course, the photos. The point of the whole event. Abigail was currently interviewing potential wedding photographers, studying their portfolios as if she were investing her life savings.

			“Obviously, she can’t be in the wedding party anymore, not with a shaved head. Next thing my fiancé hears about it and he demands his sister be back in the bridal party.”

			“This bridesmaid is his sister? So, wait, it’s another sister of your fiancé’s who is going through cancer treatment? Your future sister-in-law has cancer?”

			“Yes,” she said impatiently, “which is hard for the family, but it’s my day, it’s my special day.”

			“It is your special day,” agreed Madeline. “So how can I help you?”

			“The wedding is off.”

			“The wedding is off?” Madeline looked up with alarm. “It’s this weekend!”

			The woman stood. “I can’t marry him. It’s about respect.”

			“Well, I’m sorry to hear that—” began Madeline.

			“We’re canceling, and we want our full deposit returned,” said the bride.

			“I’m sure you’ll understand that at this late stage, we—”

			The bride interrupted, “We want the full deposit refunded by close of business today.”

			Madeline recoiled at the woman’s aggressive tone. She made herself focus. She realized she was suddenly handling something.

			“I’m afraid your contract makes it clear—”

			The bride leaned forward menacingly, her hands on Madeline’s desk. “Do you know who my father is?”

			It was so dramatic, so clichéd, and so unexpected that Madeline laughed out loud. Who actually said things like that? Also, she was so tired. She was operating on the edge of hysteria.

			“No.” She laughed. “I’m sorry, darling, I don’t mean to laugh, but I don’t know your father. Should I know him?”

			He could be a CEO, a movie star, an unimaginably wealthy tech guy. All sorts of rich and powerful men lived on the beaches, but they still didn’t get their deposits back.

			The bride’s plumped-up magenta lips widened, as if Madeline had said something outrageously indecent. She stood. She whirled her magnificent ponytail and her silver alligator Birkin, and left. Skinny legs in high heels.

			Well, fuck you and your super important daddy, you spoiled little brat.

			The phone on her desk rang. It was her mother calling from her landline. She was the only person Madeline knew who still called on a landline.

			“The doctor is worried about my heart,” she said. “She’s given me a referral to see a cardiologist.”

			Madeline’s own heart rate picked up. It would probably turn out to be nothing, but it was something else to add to her to-do list. She was determined that nothing else would fall through the cracks when it came to her mother.

			“You’re busy with Ed,” said her mother. “I don’t need you to take me.”

			“It’s fine,” said Madeline. “I can take you. When is it?”

			“I haven’t made the appointment,” said her mother.

			“So I’ll make the appointment,” said Madeline. This was why her mother was calling. She was like a teenager or a CEO. She preferred someone else to make her appointments these days. She said it was because the receptionists mumbled and spoke too fast. Nobody enunciated their words anymore.

			“But you don’t need to take me.”

			“I’ll take you,” said Madeline. “Give me the number.” It would be better if she chose a time that suited her own schedule.

			Her mother gave her the number with excruciating slowness. “Don’t make it on a Friday. The traffic is always so bad on Fridays.”

			“Okay,” said Madeline.

			“And don’t forget I’m busy Wednesday mornings. I’m doing that Functional Fitness for Seniors class I told you about. They’ve got three people in the class who have had hip surgery like me.”

			“Got it,” said Madeline. “I have to go. This bride just canceled her wedding at the last minute.”

			“Let’s hope our bride doesn’t do that! When are we looking at dresses again?”

			“On the fifth, I told you, Mum—”

			“I hope she doesn’t go strapless—”

			“Yes, so you’ve said, Mum, many times, but it’s up to Abigail.”

			“Mmmm,” said her mother, “but we’re there to give our opinions. How’s Ed?”

			“He’s fine.”

			“I don’t want to frighten you, but when I told the GP about Ed’s diagnosis, she said it was very serious.”

			“I know that, Mum.”

			“You need to prepare yourself for the worst. Hope for the best, prepare for the worst.”

			“I am prepared. Please, Mum, I need to go.”

			“Oh, by the way! I’ve got someone fixing my computer right now,” said her mother proudly. “It’s been so slow lately. I didn’t want to worry you about it. Well, a message came on the screen saying I had a virus, so I clicked on it, and it gave me a number to call.”

			“Right,” said Madeline. She was only half listening. She was pulling up the hotel’s standard contract on her computer to check the cancellation policy.

			“A nice man told me exactly what to do.”

			“A nice man told you what to do,” repeated Madeline.

			“I’m in a bit of pain today,” said her mother. “It’s not the hip. It’s more my lower back.”

			“Wait,” said Madeline. “Go back to the nice man.”

			“He’s a vice president at Microsoft. Very well spoken. Nice and clear. I told him all about what happened the day of your birthday and he said that was the problem with today’s culture, we’re all leading separate lives. I said it wasn’t your fault, you were very busy on your birthday, and I didn’t blame you, not at all.”

			“Mum, have you given him remote access to your computer?”

			“You don’t need to panic, Madeline,” said her mother. “I followed his instructions perfectly and he’s sorting it out. I just left a message for your brother. I said, ‘You’d be proud of me.’ ”

			“Mum, I think you need to shut down your computer.”

			“The man said I shouldn’t touch it again.”

			Her phone beeped on her desk.

			Chloe: Mum.

			Nothing else but the word “Mum.” She’d told Chloe before to please not do that, it always made her think she’d been kidnapped.

			Another text immediately:

			The school might call. Pls wait for my side of the story.

			Another beep. This time it was Ed:

			Um, remember how they said to watch out for a temperature?

			“Please, Mum,” she said to her mother. “Please. This does not sound right. Turn off your computer.”

			“I’m fine, Madeline, the man said I must not touch it.”

			Another text came through, this one from The Child:

			Just heard the Tortinas wedding is canceled and you “laughed” at her? Do you know who her father is?

			Another text, from Celeste:

			Renata’s mother died. We’re all invited to funeral. (Didn’t know she HAD a mother.) Do you want me to get you out of it?

			She started to type back:

			Her mother had bunions!

			She stopped. She didn’t have time to be funny right now.

			Another text, from Melody Montclair:

			Don’t worry about Chloe. Screen any calls from school until I get it sorted, you have enough on your plate right now. Xx

			That mildly alleviated her stress and she was grateful to Melody, but what had Chloe done? This was not the time to take up delinquency. Madeline needed to be able to put Chloe away on a shelf somewhere until Ed’s treatment was finished. Until they could use the beautiful “r” word—“remission” (say it quietly, say it very, very quietly)—the pot of gold at the end of this dreadful rainbow.

			An all-caps text from her brother:

			MUM IS BEING SCAMMED, SOMEONE CLEANING OUT HER BANK ACCOUNTS, STOP HER NOW

			Another text from Ed:

			I’m burning up.

			She texted back:

			Coming.

			He was the priority.

			She pushed her chair back from her desk too fast and felt a sensation in her frozen shoulder as if someone were striking her with an iron bar, over and over again.

			“Fuuuuuuuck.”

			“There’s no need to swear at me, Madeline,” said her mother.

			“You’re being scammed, Mum.” Her eyes filled with tears of pain. She needed steroid injections—that was what the physio had said would be the next step if the pain became unbearable—but when could she possibly find time to get steroid injections? Every day, the band of stress around her head squeezed a little tighter. It made her think of those old-fashioned tins of disgusting jelly-encased ham where you wound a key round and round to open the tin. That’s what was happening to her. Round and round went the little key, tighter and harder, and soon the top of her head would pop right off, to reveal her jelly-like brain.

			“Mum? Are you okay?” It was Abigail, knocking with faux ceremony on her open office door. Madeline had forgotten they were meant to be meeting for lunch. “A working lunch,” Abigail had called it, to discuss wedding plans. Abigail had her hair twisted into a kind of chignon, like a sixties secretary. A secretary who gave up work the moment she got married.

			She carried a pile of thick, glossy wedding magazines marked with dozens of efficient tiny red, yellow, and blue tags. Once she got married, she would become a “tradwife” and have “gender reveal parties” for three children, whom Madeline probably wouldn’t like, and by the time Perfect Boyfriend left her, it would be too late to say “I told you so” and there was no point in telling her so now, because she wouldn’t listen, her future was as inevitable and unstoppable as her mother’s scammer, Ed’s cancer, and Chloe’s delinquency. Madeline just had to lie there and let the steamroller flatten her.

			“Mum?” said Abigail in alarm, while Madeline began to sob-cackle like a demented witch.
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			Chloe: So the day my grandmother got scammed, we had this “United Nations” activity where these outside facilitators came to the school and all the teachers had a rest.

			Skye: We were all in groups representing different countries. Chloe, Ziggy, and I were France, so we wore berets and Ziggy’s dad made these amazing chocolate éclairs and people kept taking them.

			Max: We were meant to be taking them. That was the objective of the game. We were stealing your natural resources.

			Ziggy: Uh, I think we were meant to be negotiating for them.

			Josh: People were dragging each other by the legs and arms around the hall, and the facilitator was yelling, like, SIT DOWN RIGHT NOW!

			Amabella: Dr. Seawright came into the room at the exact moment Chloe crash-tackled Max.

			Max: It was just a minor concussion. I’ve had worse.

			Oh no!

			Chloe: He was going to call my parents, but then Ms. Montclair got involved and saved the day. I assume she played the cancer card. It wasn’t necessary. I could have played it myself.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 32

				Madeline

			
			In the end, Abigail called Perfect Boyfriend, who drove to Madeline’s mother’s house, marched in, and yanked every computer cable right out of the wall. He got two speeding tickets but saved Iris from total financial annihilation. He refused to accept reimbursement for the tickets, which was, to be fair, nice of him.

			In the meantime, Ed was admitted to the hospital. The oncology ward was full, so he got a bed in the medical ward, but unfortunately it was shift changeover, which meant he slipped through a crack in the system. Nobody seemed interested in or responsible for him. Nothing happened. They kept saying someone would be “right there,” but the minutes and then the hours ticked by and Ed was looking sicker and whiter. Chloe texted: Is Dad in grave danger? Is it deadly? And that made Madeline smile—the drama!—but then she looked at Ed, and his eyes weren’t focused; it seemed to her that he was spiraling into unconsciousness, like water slowly swirling down a drain, he was disappearing right in front of her, and she thought, Hang on, is my husband dying right now?

			So she went out into the corridor and started yelling like an actual maniac, and someone made the mistake of saying “Calm down,” so she yelled even louder, and finally Ed got the IV antibiotics he needed, and eventually someone even apologized and said that should not have happened. “You were right to yell. His white cells were almost zero.” So he could have died? If she hadn’t yelled? At least it was validation for all those times in her life she’d “made a fuss.” “Don’t make a fuss, Mum.” “Don’t make a fuss, Madeline.” A “hospital incident report” would be filed. Whether it would actually be read was another matter, but she had to focus her energies on whatever was coming for her next.

			By the following morning, Ed was good again and Madeline’s jaw ached from how hard she’d been clenching it. Nothing to worry about. Just another road bump on his journey, another skirmish in his battle.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 33

				Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan

			
			1 p.m., D-Day

			Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan drove out of the school behind the forensic investigator’s car. The sun was now high and genial in the sky, and both their cars were garnished with purple blossoms from the school’s jacaranda tree.

			The bagged body part, safely nestled in a bed of ice inside a cooler, was on its way to the lab, where with any luck it would reveal helpful new information, although Adrian didn’t have high hopes.

			The forensic investigator stopped at the lights in front of him, and when she got the green arrow to turn left, she lifted one hand to wave goodbye. Adrian was turning right, heading to the history teacher’s home. She hadn’t yet answered her phone and Lottie Wang had explained that she took Tech-Free Tuesdays seriously so might have it turned off.

			The school principal had explained that Melody would be “very busy” as her Year 10 students were “premiering” their documentaries tonight at a “History Showcase.” Everyone was “very excited”! Adrian couldn’t tell if Dr. Seawright’s enthusiasm was genuine—it was like he’d been pitching the school to Adrian—or if all that blustery talk was an attempt to conceal the true nature of his relationship with the history teacher.

			His phone rang and he took the call on speaker. It was Mark Liddell returning his call. Mark was an old friend, and now one of the Organized Crime Squad detectives at State Crime Command.

			“What’s Pirriwee’s local gangster doing these days?” asked Adrian after he’d filled Mark in on the finger.

			“Holidaying with the wife in Croatia,” said Mark. “They’re doing a luxury cruise. Flew out yesterday. First-class.”

			“Nice,” said Adrian. Crime paid so well.

			“They’ve only got one child. Nineteen-year-old daughter. She was meant to get married six months ago—big wedding—but it fell through at the eleventh hour.”

			“No connections to the local high school?” asked Adrian.

			“Not that we can find,” said Mark. “The daughter went to a posh private school in the eastern suburbs before they moved to the beaches. We’ll keep looking.”

			“Okay, thanks,” said Adrian. “I’m off to see the history teacher.”

			“Hated history,” commented Mark.

			“Yeah? I liked it,” said Adrian.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 34

				Celeste

			
			“What would you call this?” Mary-Louise asked Celeste, pointing at the silver watch on her wrist.

			“I’d call it a watch,” said Celeste.

			“Well done,” said Mary-Louise. “I would too.”

			Her mother-in-law had invited Celeste and the boys over for Sunday lunch. Ziggy, although not Jane, had also been invited but had declined. (Celeste felt offended on Jane’s behalf, but Jane said she was not offended, she was very happy not to be invited, thank you, and there was no correct etiquette for their unique relationship.) Celeste had not given her boys a choice but to attend. This was their opportunity to move on from the car debacle. The boys were under strict instructions not to say a single word about the Range Rovers they had not been allowed to keep.

			So far Mary-Louise had been in fine form and had not mentioned the cars either. She’d made her signature lamb dish, together with a lemony spinach rice that was delicious, and she held court at the end of her dining room table.

			“That’s one of the questions the doctor asks you when they evaluate you for dementia,” explained Mary-Louise. “My friend Lynette, my much older friend, said, ‘Well, I’d call it a watch, Doctor, I don’t know what you’d call it.’ In case it was a trick question.”

			“Like if it was a Fitbit,” suggested Josh.

			“Exactly,” said Mary-Louise. “All the old people know the old-person test. It’s always the same. You also have to spell the word ‘world’ backward.”

			“D, r—” attempted Max.

			“Fail!” shouted Mary-Louise so that everyone jumped. “I’m sorry to tell you that you have dementia, Max.”

			“Okay, chill, Grandma,” said Max. “I don’t care if I’ve got it.”

			“Surely they change the word,” said Celeste. “Otherwise everyone could practice.”

			“They do practice,” said Mary-Louise. “You also have to count backward from one hundred by increments of three. I’ve been practicing. One hundred, ninety-seven, ninety-four, ninety-one—”

			Celeste narrowed her eyes at the framed photo of Perry hanging on the wall. Thanks so much for leaving me with this. He grinned sexily back at her, from a long-ago day at the beach.

			“Try counting back by sevens, Grandma,” suggested Josh.

			“One hundred, ninety-three, eighty-six—”

			“Twelve times thirteen!” said Max.

			Mary-Louise closed her eyes and after a second said, “One hundred and fifty-six.”

			“Don’t know if it’s right or not,” said Max. “Because we’re not allowed phones at the table.”

			“It’s correct, Max, I have excellent numerical skills.” Mary-Louise gave Celeste a pointed look. “Perhaps you could report back to my concerned daughter that there is nothing wrong with me. I forget to pay a few bills, I make one little joke, and the sky is falling! I need to be ‘evaluated’! Evaluated! Like I’m a…I’m a…something that needs to be evaluated!”

			“What kind of joke did you make?” asked Josh. “Was it inappropriate?”

			“Well, Josh, I will admit the joke was in bad taste,” said Mary-Louise. “So I will not repeat it. It was a silly joke about my ‘Mafia connections.’ ” She put air quotes around the last two words. “I didn’t mean it, for goodness sake!”

			“Do you have Mafia connections, Grandma?” asked Josh.

			“I have a Mafia connection too!” said Max.

			“No you don’t,” said Celeste.

			“Yes I do. In science, I sit next to the girl who lives next door to the man who got shot in his driveway last year. He’s an underworld figure.”

			“That’s a very loose connection,” said Celeste. She wondered if she should tell Max not to date the girl, just in case.

			“She probably doesn’t even know her neighbors,” said Josh.

			“She does,” said Max. “She and her family were invited to the daughter’s wedding this weekend, except it got canceled. By the way, she was home when it happened. She heard the gunshot.” He pointed an imaginary gun at his brother’s head and made pow-pow sounds. Josh obligingly jerked his head as if he’d been shot and made blood-spurting motions with his fingertips.

			Celeste wondered what life would have been like with twin girls.

			“As it happens, I also have a connection to that same man,” said Mary-Louise. “That’s why I made the joke. My friend’s daughter does a Zumba class with his wife. She says the woman is very nice, in spite of the unsavory nature of her husband’s…profession—lifestyle.”

			“I don’t see why anyone would think you have dementia just because you made a joke about that!” said Josh. “That’s a smart joke!”

			“The rice is delicious,” Celeste changed the subject. “It goes so well with the lamb. Is it a new recipe?”

			“Yes, I thought I’d try something new,” said Mary-Louise. “It’s important to try something new every day. That’s what helps maintain neural pathways in your brain.”

			“Why don’t you ever eat the lamb, Grandma? You’re not a vegetarian,” said Josh.

			Celeste looked at Mary-Louise’s plate. It contained rice and salad. No lamb.

			“I don’t like it,” said Mary-Louise. “It was your great-grandmother’s recipe.” She gave Celeste a conspiratorial woman-to-woman look. “My mother-in-law’s recipe. From the village. Your grandfather always told me I never made it quite as well as his mother did. I kept trying, but of course I never succeeded.” There were vestiges of hurt feelings in her voice. “Hopefully his dear mother is cooking for him once again!” She lifted her wineglass to the ceiling.

			“All these years you’ve been making it and you don’t like it?” asked Celeste.

			“She never eats it,” confirmed Josh.

			“More for us,” said Max happily.

			“But it’s really good,” said Celeste to Mary-Louise. “It’s always so good. Perry loved it. It was his favorite. I would never have dared to try to make it!”

			Mary-Louise smiled. “I know it was his favorite, but I don’t like cinnamon.”

			“So what else is in the old-person test, Grandma?” asked Josh.

			“At the start of the test, the doctor gives you three objects,” said Mary-Louise. “And then you have to repeat them back afterward. Max: give me three objects!”

			Max passed her the pepper shaker. He looked around the table for two more objects.

			“Hilarious,” said Josh, although Celeste was pretty sure Max was taking his grandmother’s instruction literally.

			“Oh, that actually is very funny,” said Mary-Louise. “Your father was witty. You probably get your wit from him, Max.”

			“I’ll give you three objects, Grandma,” said Josh. “Flower, AirPod, car.” He looked at Celeste and reconsidered. “No, not car! Definitely not car. We are not talking about cars today. Um. Glass.”

			“Flower, AirPod, glass,” repeated Mary-Louise. “Got it. Ask me again in a little while. Now, what did you boys do today?”

			“Went to the gym,” said Max.

			“Excellent! It’s good that you both exercise. I always had a much higher sex drive than your grandfather and I think it’s because he didn’t do enough exercise, whereas I was always exercising.”

			Max and Josh froze, forks suspended in midair.

			“I’m so sorry, boys!” said Mary-Louise. She chuckled. “I don’t know why I said that. The expressions on your faces!”

			Celeste gathered herself together with some difficulty.

			“Ah, what sort of exercise did you do?” she asked Mary-Louise.

			“Well, I had this wonderful ‘Dancercize’ record. What was the woman’s name? Carol somebody? The children did it with me sometimes. We knew every single word by heart.” She bounced in her seat and clicked her fingers. “ ‘Come on! Bounce your heels and snap your fingers!’ ” She imitated an American accent. “ ‘Let’s go to Rio! Use those knees! Right hip, left hip! Move it!’ ” Mary-Louise sighed nostalgically. “Oh, I wish I could hear it again.”

			Josh said to Celeste, “Can I please use my phone?”

			“May I,” said Celeste. “Yes, you may.” She knew what they were about to do. She wanted to do the same thing.

			“I’ve got you, Grandma!” said Max, as their phones appeared instantly from somewhere on their bodies. They tapped away like bomb disposal experts.

			“Oh, are they looking it up online?” said Mary-Louise. “I never thought to do that!” She winked at Celeste. “I do know how to google. It just never occurred to me.”

			(The roguish winking! It was so strange! Celeste wanted to google Is late-in-life winking a sign of dementia?)

			Josh won. “Here you go, Grandma.” He pressed Play.

			The bouncy voice of an aerobics instructor filled the room. “Let’s warm it up!”

			Mary-Louise’s mouth dropped open. It was lovely to see the joy that filled her face. The boys took the magic of technology for granted, but Celeste was old enough to also be awestruck by the wondrous ability of the internet to bring back memories you thought were lost forever.

			Mary-Louise stood. She wiped her mouth with her napkin, pushed her chair in, and moved to the side. Celeste’s boys swiveled in their chairs to watch.

			“Arch your back!” exhorted the instructor.

			Mary-Louise arched her back.

			“Drop forward! Flatten it! And up!”

			Celeste imagined Perry as a fair-haired little boy bouncing along to this music, doing aerobics with his mother and sister all those years ago, before life made him so angry.

			Not all the time, whispered Perry in her ear. You know I wasn’t angry all the time.

			“Work it, Grandma!” Max tapped the beat on the table.

			“Flower!” Mary-Louise pointed at the boys like a rock star pointing at fans. “AirPod! Glass!”

			“Don’t worry, Mum, I think she’s just day drunk,” said Josh.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 35

				Madeline

			
			“You look so beautiful! Breathtaking!” The salesgirl offered her arm to help Abigail step up onto the little platform. She rushed around her, fluffing out and tugging the fabric of the wedding gown so it was perfect from every angle. “This is a classic, elegant style. Gorgeous.”

			They were in a private room with mirrored walls, so Madeline could see multiple versions of her daughter from different angles, including the back, where giant fitting clips pulled the dress tight at her waist.

			She and Bonnie, Chloe, and Skye sat on a low, plush red velvet bench built into the wall. It looked like a luxury bus stop.

			“Aww—do you need a tissue there, Mum?” the salesgirl asked Bonnie, who did not appear in the least tearful.

			“Oh no, no, I’m just the stepmum,” corrected Bonnie hastily.

			“I’m the mother,” said Madeline. “And I don’t need a tissue.” Her eyes were bone-dry. “Maybe a refill?” She held up her glass.

			At least the champagne was the best so far. This was their fourth bridal-wear store, and the seventeenth gown Abigail had tried on. Even Madeline’s mother had lost interest in the whole process and said she didn’t need to come again. Her experience with the scammers had left her embarrassed and resentful and nervous. She said every time she thought about it, her heart raced, and she wasn’t sure if she would still be alive by the time of her appointment with the cardiologist, but she did not want to go to Emergency, she was fine, and anyway, what did it matter if she died? Nobody would care, nobody would notice.

			“I’ll have some more champagne too,” said Chloe, holding up her empty glass.

			“No you won’t,” said Madeline.

			“None for Skye,” said Bonnie unnecessarily.

			“Mum, you don’t need to make a big deal of saying no every…single…time,” hissed Skye, and poor Bonnie blanched. It seemed like things were not improving there.

			Abigail wanted both her sisters there at each fitting. Chloe was no help at all. She said all the gowns looked exactly the same and could Abigail just choose one already. Skye was almost too helpful. She took a photo of each dress, and was all over the detail.

			“Is it hot in here?” asked Madeline. She wiped her sweaty forehead.

			“You’re probably having a hot flush,” said Chloe. “Amabella says her mum has been menopausing a lot lately.”

			“Menopause is not contagious! And by the way, I am considerably younger than Amabella’s mother,” said Madeline. She wiped the back of her hand across her forehead.

			“No you’re not,” said Chloe. “I think you’re about the same age.”

			“This is not due to my hormones. It’s due to poor ventilation.”

			“I’ll turn up the AC,” said the salesgirl in a discreet, trained-to-deal-with-difficult-people tone.

			Skye leaped up to study Abigail’s dress. “I love it, but I don’t love the waistline.”

			“I know what you mean.” Abigail frowned at her reflection. “The best one was the—”

			“—the basque waistline with that stunning—”

			“Beading.”

			“Yes, but ideally with the square neckline—”

			“—but with the narrow straps.”

			“Exactly!”

			Abigail and Skye smiled at each other. They were the only two people in synch in this room.

			The salesgirl gave a thin smile that meant, You’re wasting my time, I know you’re going to end up getting a dress custom-made.

			There was another version of Madeline who would have been able to give Skye a run for her money when it came to wedding dresses, but it wasn’t this version. This version was so tired, her dry eyes burned and itched. This version did not care what dress Abigail wore on her wedding day.

			“I think that one is actually really beautiful, Abigail,” said Bonnie.

			“Mum?” said Abigail. “What do you think?”

			Madeline yawned. She didn’t mean to yawn. It came out of nowhere and could not be stopped.

			“Sorry,” she said.

			“Are you even interested?” snapped Abigail.

			“Am I even interested?” repeated Madeline slowly. She saw the instant trepidation in Abigail’s eyes, and part of her thought, Don’t do this, Madeline, she’s still just a kid, she’s your kid, she doesn’t mean to come off entitled, she’s not like that awful bride the other day, she’s nothing like her, it’s Abigail. But the anger felt good, it felt right, it lifted her and energized her.

			She said, “Are you even interested in the results of Ed’s scan?”

			She looked at Chloe. “Are you?”

			She didn’t doubt their love for Ed, but surely her girls remembered that the oncologist had said there would be an interim scan after three rounds of chemo to see if the treatment was working as it should.

			“I’m sorry, Madeline, I didn’t know you were waiting for results,” said Bonnie.

			Skye’s little elfin face had turned red, and for some reason that broke Madeline’s heart. Skye was blameless in every regard. She just wanted to help her sister find the right wedding dress.

			“Are the scans okay?” asked Chloe. Madeline had effectively wiped that maddening teenage smugness from her face, and now she was a terrified child, looking at Madeline with big eyes, waiting for her to fix everything, and Madeline could not fix anything. “Are the results okay, Mum?”

			“No, they’re not okay,” she said as Abigail lifted up her gown in both hands and stepped off the platform to come toward her. “They’re not fucking okay.”

			She ignored Abigail’s outstretched hands and left the store as fast as she could on trembling, rage-filled legs, before she made even more of a scene than she already had.
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			Chloe: I was watching my sister try on her billionth ugly wedding dress when my mother casually announced, Oh, your dad’s scans are no good, the chemo isn’t working the way they hoped. So that was a very big shock, and I still had to go to work at the Juice Bar that day! Because people in our family have a “good work ethic.” So I was walking to work and I couldn’t stop crying and then I ran into Ms. Montclair. She was really nice. She gave me a hug. And then I saw Pedo Pete again! In his green car, and he turned his head and stared at me for so long. I said to Ms. Montclair, “I don’t think it’s safe for me to work in the Juice Bar anymore.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 36

				Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan

			
			1:15 p.m., D-Day

			Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan parked outside the history teacher’s home at the same time as a man in exercise gear was walking out the front door, gym bag over one shoulder, key fob in hand.

			The man headed straight past his sports car—a shiny silver Lexus—down the driveway to speak to Adrian.

			They spoke at the same time.

			“You’re not here for us, are you?” said the man. “Really sorry to waste your time.”

			“Ah, have we got our wires crossed somehow?” said Adrian, perplexed. “I’m trying to get in touch with Melody Montclair.”

			The man frowned. “Yes, that’s my wife. She’s not here. I’m Seth Montclair.”

			He was notably good-looking. Adrian had a similarly genetically blessed younger brother, who genuinely believed girls liked him because of his personality no matter how many times Adrian assured him that he had a shit personality.

			Judges gave lighter sentences to better-looking criminals. Adrian’s parents always went softer on his brother too. He wondered what a young bloke in his thirties did for a living that had earned him a car like this, and free-and-easy hours that let him head out to the gym at this time of day.

			It seemed unlikely this good-looking man’s wife would need to have an affair with her boss, but perhaps Dr. Seawright had charms Adrian couldn’t recognize. It was possible. His ex-girlfriend’s new partner sure had charms Adrian couldn’t recognize.

			“Did Melody call you?” asked Seth. “Because I was mistaken. There was no break-in.”

			“You thought you had a break-in?” asked Adrian. “Why did you think that?”

			“I was confused. I thought I’d lost—” The man’s face cleared. “Sorry, mate, are you here about something else?”

			Adrian told him about the package and asked if he had any idea who might have sent it.

			Seth caressed his knuckles, as if to reassure himself that he still had all his fingers.

			“Everyone loves Melody,” he said. “She probably won’t want to admit this to you, but she’s sometimes had difficulties with overprotective parents. Some of them are certifiable. They’re the worst part of her job.”

			“Anyone in particular? Can you give me any names?”

			Seth gave him a keen, searching look. “Do you think my wife is in danger right now?”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 37

				Celeste

			
			“So did you refund the deposit?” asked Celeste.

			Celeste was in the front passenger seat of Renata’s comfortable, clean SUV. (Not a grain of sand in sight!) She always got the front seat whenever she and her friends drove together because she had the longest legs. Madeline, Bonnie, and Jane were in the back. Renata was driving them to her mother’s funeral, and Madeline had just shared the story of the gangster’s daughter who’d canceled her wedding at the last minute.

			“Nope,” said Madeline. “We haven’t heard from them.”

			“Let’s hope you don’t wake up with a decapitated horse’s head in your bed,” said Renata.

			“What the hell?” said Jane. “That’s very specific.”

			“It’s a famous scene from The Godfather.” Celeste pressed her foot down on a nonexistent brake as Renata zoomed too close to the car in front.

			“Change lanes, motherfucker.” Renata pressed her thumb to her horn.

			They were all used to Renata’s aggressively efficient style of driving, because she always preferred to be the designated driver. Still, it didn’t seem right that Renata was driving. They had all protested. They would get themselves to the funeral. Didn’t she need to arrive early? Leave late?

			“You’ll get lost,” said Renata. “It’s way, way, way on the other side of Sydney.”

			Her friends assured her they were capable of leaving Pirriwee; they’d done it before. They had GPS.

			“We won’t all fit in your car,” Celeste had said, assuming, like they all did, that Amabella would be attending, but Renata said Amabella barely knew her grandmother, and it was her sixteenth birthday party that night, so she had “lots to do.” Amabella’s birthday was actually Boxing Day, and Celeste remembered from primary school that she used to host her famous (and famously contentious) birthday parties at the start of the school year, but this one had been postponed until now to allow a cousin (on Geoff’s side) who lived overseas to attend, and of course, as luck would have it, the date ended up being the same day as Renata’s mother’s funeral. Of course Amabella would have nothing of substance to do today. Renata would have everything organized like a military operation.

			Eventually they all acquiesced. It seemed that was what Renata wanted.

			Last night Celeste had dreamed of her own mother’s funeral, and remnants of the dream still lingered like sticky cobwebs. She’d been hungover at her mother’s funeral, and angry with her: for dying so suddenly after a brief illness (it felt weak! Why had her mother always been so weak?) but mostly for her stubborn refusal to accept the truth about Perry, which now she never could or would.

			Her mother hadn’t outright accused her of lying. “But you never mentioned any problems when he was alive, darling,” she’d say doubtfully. “And he treated you so well!” She’d gestured at the evidence of Perry’s money: the house, the clothes, the jewelry, and the cars. She’d always been intimidated by wealth and talked to Perry with humble servility, as if he were the master of the house and she were the chambermaid.

			“Your father was always so impressed by Perry’s financial acumen,” her mother would keep saying. She pronounced the word “acumen” too carefully and Celeste wanted to scream every time she said it.

			(Celeste’s father had died before Perry hit her the first time. A tiny part of her always felt like it never would have happened if he’d been alive, as if the death of the most important man in her life had left her defenseless.)

			Her mother had been especially bewildered by Celeste’s decision to speak publicly about her experience of domestic violence. “But why speak ill of the dead?” she kept saying, in a low voice, even if nobody was in earshot.

			“Your father used to get grumpy too!” she had assured Celeste, as if Celeste were traipsing about the country delivering lectures about the dangers of grumpiness.

			It was only when Madeline said, “I think your mother couldn’t bear to believe she’d missed it. I can hardly bear it myself. Give her a break,” that Celeste forgave her mother, and got on with the unbearable business of grieving her loss. It couldn’t be skipped. The anger had been a form of procrastination.

			Celeste wondered if Renata’s grief might be similarly complicated. None of them could remember meeting Renata’s mother at a school or family event. They knew Renata’s father was out of the picture, and that Renata grew up in “very different circumstances” than those enjoyed by her own children, but then they all said that about their spoiled children.

			“I’ve never seen The Godfather,” commented Jane from the backseat.

			“It’s a classic,” said Renata. “You must see it.”

			“Okay,” said Jane meekly.

			“Watch that truck,” said Celeste.

			“Stop the backseat driving,” ordered Renata.

			“I’m in the front seat,” said Celeste. “I’m your copilot.”

			“No you are not.” Renata deftly weaved in and out of three lanes of traffic and sailed around a tight corner, causing the three passengers in the back to slide in one direction, crushing Madeline against the window.

			Bonnie, in the middle, put out both hands to steady herself.

			“Yikes,” said Jane.

			“Watch the frozen shoulder,” said Madeline.

			When they first set out, Madeline had done most of the talking, bringing them up to date on her extraordinarily stressful life. She had purple crescents of fatigue under her eyes.

			She told them the oncologist was unhappy with how Ed was responding to the chemo so far and had adjusted the treatment accordingly, which meant worse side effects. Meanwhile, Madeline’s mother had to undergo a monitoring regimen to check her heart. It required an app and the wearing for one month of a device like a ladybird beetle taped to her chest. The tape was giving her a rash. Chloe had resigned from the Juice Bar, without telling Madeline. She seemed to think she deserved “job satisfaction” from a part-time after-school job. It was infuriating because Madeline knew the manager and had promised that her daughter was reliable. Fortunately, Melody Montclair had taken Chloe under her wing and promised her a part-time job helping out with some kind of historical research project.

			Actually, now Celeste thought about it, everyone in the car looked tired today. Maybe green was an unflattering color. They all wore green, because this was allegedly Renata’s mother’s favorite color, according to Renata’s cousin, although Renata said she’d never once in her life seen her mother wear green, but sure, let’s make everyone at her funeral wear a difficult-to-find color.

			“Bruce Tortinas is not in the actual Mafia,” contributed Bonnie. “He’s just a minor gangland figure.”

			“How do you know?” asked Celeste.

			“Nathan told me.”

			“How would he know?” asked Madeline.

			“He loves that kind of stuff,” said Bonnie.

			Madeline snorted.

			“Speaking of criminals, are you worried about this ‘predator targeting your daughters’?” asked Celeste.

			“Yes,” said Bonnie, at the same time Renata said, “No.”

			“I tried to speak to Skye about it, but she just sneered at me,” said Bonnie.

			“The sneering is the worst,” said Renata.

			“It really is,” said Bonnie.

			“I can’t imagine Skye sneering at anyone,” said Celeste, looking back at Bonnie.

			“She’s surprisingly good at it,” said Bonnie. She seemed genuinely hurt. Celeste’s boys infuriated and exasperated her, but she couldn’t imagine them ever hurting her feelings. They were demanding, hollering “Mu-um!” when they required her presence, but they were never disdainful or mean to her.

			“Geoff wants to set up a roster to drive around the neighborhood looking for this guy,” said Renata. “Amabella said that’s an example of a ‘moral panic.’ ”

			“They’ve been talking about it in Melody’s history class,” said Celeste. “She told them there’s a new moral panic for every generation, and in the eighteenth century there was outrage about young women reading novels and ruining their posture. Now it’s smartphones and social media.”

			“I find that Melody very strange,” commented Renata.

			“Really? How?” asked Celeste.

			Renata shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t explain it.”

			“I like her,” said Celeste. “I find her…refreshing.”

			“Anyway, Amabella told me she’s seen this guy and she waved at him,” said Renata. “She called him Pedo Pete. I assume she was joking, but I can’t really tell.”

			“Did anyone bring snacks?” asked Madeline. “Besides you, Bonnie. I want something unhealthy.”

			“I brought grapes,” said Bonnie defensively. “It’s the fruit with the highest sugar content!”

			Celeste pulled a bag of sour cream and onion chips out of her bag and tossed it back to Madeline.

			“Try some delicious preservatives, Bonnie,” said Madeline, offering her the bag.

			“Well, maybe I will,” said Bonnie. She took one small chip and bravely nibbled the end as though she were undertaking a disgusting food challenge on a reality TV show.

			Renata said, “Okay, so I need to tell you something about this funeral.”

			They all straightened to attention.

			“There will be a fight,” said Renata. “We never have a family event without a fight.”

			“Oh, us too,” said Madeline. “I’ll feel right at home.”

			“A fistfight,” clarified Renata.

			“That’s exciting,” said Madeline. “We prefer cutting comments.”

			“Also, I won’t be welcome,” said Renata.

			“You won’t be welcome at your own mother’s funeral?” cried Madeline, who seemed to be a little delirious.

			“I will be very unwelcome,” confirmed Renata.

			“But why?” asked Jane.

			“When I was twelve,” began Renata. She stopped talking, and everyone in the car craned their necks to see if she was having trouble changing lanes, but it wasn’t that. “When I was twelve,” she said again, “I walked into the middle of a room at a party and announced that my mother’s brother had touched me inappropriately.”

			“Oh, gosh, Renata, I’m so—” began Celeste.

			“He was a lovely man,” said Renata. “My uncle. Very popular. Funny. Everyone adored him.” She laughed a little. “They were about to light the candles on his fortieth birthday cake, and as you might know, I’ve always been blessed with a very loud, carrying voice. I brought that party to a standstill. My timing was impeccable.”

			Nobody said anything.

			“He died of a heart attack later that night,” said Renata. “Everyone believed—they still believe—that it was because of the shock. The shock of my false accusation. No heart disease in the family! It had to be that lying little Renata’s fault.”

			Renata imitated the speaker’s tone with such precision it was as though she’d heard those cruel words only yesterday. Patches of farmland, housing estates, and bland business parks flew by the car window, and it was like they were driving back, back, back through Renata’s past.

			“It caused a family rift, which we might have got over, except my offenses continued. I got a scholarship to a private school, and then I did a pretentious degree, and everyone said my voice changed, my personality changed, that I thought I was better than them, which, you know what? I did. My first job as a graduate paid more in a week than my stepfather earned in a month. I remember my mother saying, Look at you, just brimming with yourself.” Renata shrugged. “Well. All twenty-one-year-olds brim with themselves, don’t they?”

			She inclined her head toward them all, without moving her eyes from the road. “But what I said about my uncle? It was not a false accusation.”
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			Amabella: I would have happily gone to my grandmother’s funeral, but my mother has always been strange about her family. A sleazy uncle molested her when she was little.

			Oh, no, that—

			Amabella: Don’t worry, Brenda, it was just low-key molesting. She was more traumatized by the fact that nobody believed her. That’s why she overreacted when Max bullied me in kindergarten and I accused Ziggy.

			Max: What the hell? I never bullied you!

			Amabella: You sure did. It was a very big deal for our mothers.

			Josh: This is familiar to me. I think I might have snitched on you.

			Max: But why did you say it was Ziggy if it was me, Amabella?

			Amabella: I picked him at random because I was scared of you.

			Max: I was five. I’ve seen photos. I had zero muscle definition.

			Amabella: You were terrifying. You said, and I quote, you’d “kill me dead.”

			Max: Did I? Sorry. That’s kind of heavy.

			Ziggy: I was wrongly accused and it had a profound impact on me.

			Amabella: Seriously?

			Ziggy: Nah! I was five too! I remember the facts, but I can’t remember the feelings.

			Skye: I expect you’ve buried them and they will come out when you least expect it.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 38

				Jane

			
			“My friends,” Renata kept saying as they stood outside the Banksia Chapel at the crematorium where Renata’s mother would be put to rest. “These are my friends.”

			“Come a long way, haven’t ya, love?” said a broad-shouldered bald man in a suit and tie with a collage of faded tattoos all the way up his neck. Jane could see a sacred heart, an eagle, and the word “peace.”

			“Not that far,” said Jane.

			“Yeah, no, it is, it’s a long drive, all the way from the insular peninsula.” He took a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and rattled it. He held it out to Jane. She shook her head.

			“And these are your friends, eh?” The man blew smoke out the side of his mouth and looked them up and down. “How long have you known Nata? Did you know her when she was a kid? She had a real good imagination back then! Bet you didn’t know that!”

			“We’ve known her for a very long time and we’re here to support her.” Madeline bristled like a small dog in front of a large one.

			“Yeah, keep your shirt on, love.” The man grinned at Madeline.

			“This is my friend Madeline, whose husband is very ill,” said Renata, “and she took the time out to—”

			“Your husband here, Nata?” interrupted the man. “Or is he back in the slammer?”

			“Get inside, stop tormenting your cousin,” said a small round woman with greasy gray hair pulled back in the tiniest of ponytails. She looked at Renata and the other women. “You all look beautiful. Must be all that sea air, eh? Why are you all wearing green? Some kind of club, is it?”

			“I was told everyone was being asked to wear green,” said Renata. Her color was high.

			“Someone having you on, Nata. Where are your kids, then?”

			“Jackson is traveling,” began Renata. “And Amabella—”

			“Ooh, they all like to travel these days, don’t they? Coming to the pub afterward?”

			“I need to—” began Renata.

			“Oh, of course you do, of course you do,” interrupted the woman. “You need to get back to your busy life, doncha!” She looked at Jane. “You been in that big house of hers? I’ve only seen photos. I said to her mother, ‘Imagine cleaning that! How many toilets does one skinny woman need?’ ”

			The strains of “How Great Thou Art” spilled from the chapel.

			“See you in there.” The woman winked roguishly as if they were all about to see some kind of racy performance.

			“I don’t think I can do this,” said Renata.

			“Yes, you can.” Celeste took her arm.

			“Full yogic breaths.” Bonnie demonstrated with a hand on her belly.

			“Recite this ancient yogic mantra,” said Madeline. “Fuck you, fuck you, and fuck you too.”
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			The funeral itself passed without incident. There was a dull, administrative feel to the proceedings. Renata, dignified, stone-faced, and dry-eyed, sat in a row second from the back, with two friends on either side of her, all of them on shoulders-high alert, protectively sweeping the room for potential threats like bodyguards, but the room was warm and stuffy and eventually their attention and shoulders slumped. The only person who spoke was a bored chaplain: We come here today to remember a wife and mother.

			“Darling, I don’t understand,” Jane’s mother had said on the phone last night. “Just give the man a baby. You were prepared to have a baby on your own! Why would you not have one with Tom?”

			If only a baby were a gift that could be ordered online. Gift card included.

			Jane sighed and looked around for distraction. The coffin containing Renata’s mother was the exact same color as Jane’s beautiful kitchen table. A trickle of sweat slithered down Renata’s face, but she didn’t seem to notice. Bonnie breathed slowly, in and out, a rhythmic sandalwood-scented breeze. Madeline stifled a yawn and wriggled one foot free of her green stiletto. Celeste ran a fingertip back and forth over the knuckles of her bare left hand. When Jane first met her, Celeste had glinted with discreet diamonds. Now she rarely wore jewelry. It was like she’d been sanded back to the original version of herself since Perry’s death. Jane wanted to be sanded back too, but she didn’t know how and she didn’t remember the original version of herself.

			A beige curtain crossed creakily in front of the coffin. The funeral was done, a life was done. The sound of Tina Turner belting out “Simply the Best” filled the chapel and suddenly someone was sobbing. It was jarring after the dull service. Too intimate and raw.

			“Right, let’s get out of here,” said Renata abruptly.

			Madeline had to grab hold of Jane’s arm to keep her balance as she jammed her shoe back on her foot. They were the first out of the chapel. It was as though they’d robbed a bank and Renata was driving the getaway car. Nobody spoke. There seemed to be an unspoken agreement that Renata should speak first, which she finally did. “Thank you for coming.”

			They all spoke at once, to tell her of course, they wanted to be there for her.

			“I really appreciate your friendship,” said Renata.

			“Well, we love you, Renata,” said Celeste.

			“You’re all very busy people,” said Renata, as if she hadn’t spoken. “So I appreciate you taking the time. We should be back by midday.”

			“We’re not in a rush,” said Madeline, even though Jane knew Madeline was in kind of a rush. “Are you okay? We could stop somewhere on the way home.”

			“No, I’m fine,” said Renata. “Perfectly fine. Glad it’s done.”

			Jane was directly behind Renata, and she could see Renata’s hands on the steering wheel, her grip tight and capable. Each time she turned her head, Jane admired her glossily styled chignon: a marvel of construction, no sign of a bobby pin. Jane felt a desire to put a fingertip to it, like a child wanting to touch the icing on a cake.

			“I could drive,” Celeste offered Renata. “Let you rest.”

			Renata shook her head silently.

			Nobody said anything. A sign appeared for the turnoff to the motorway that would take them back to their insular peninsula.

			Without a word of explanation, Renata abruptly signaled left and pulled over onto a grassy verge in front of an empty building site.

			Madeline mouthed, What’s she doing?

			I don’t know, mouthed back Jane.

			Renata turned off the ignition. She undid her seat belt.

			“Renata?” said Celeste.

			Renata dropped her forehead to the steering wheel, looped her arms around its circumference, and began to cry as if she’d never stop.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 39

				Madeline

			
			Madeline had never seen Renata cry before. It was heartbreaking seeing her long skinny back in unnecessary green (not her color! She’d never wear that dress again and it was Prada!) shake as she hugged her steering wheel.

			Celeste put a hand on her shoulder.

			“I’m okay!” sobbed Renata, shrugging her away. “I’m perfectly fine! So sorry! Just give me a moment!”

			“You take all the time you need.” Celeste turned her head and mouthed, Tissues?

			Madeline found a packet in her bag and handed them over. Celeste removed a couple and slid them onto Renata’s lap.

			Of course Madeline wanted Renata to have all the time she needed, but she hoped she didn’t need too long. She’d been secretly relieved when Renata rushed them to the car after the service. She wondered if she could very discreetly answer a few quick emails while Renata got her crying done. No, of course not. She needed to be silently supportive. She looked sideways at Bonnie, who was next to her in the middle seat and had bowed her head and closed her eyes as if in prayer, or more likely meditation. Jane, on the other side of her next to the window, played with the collar of her green blouse. Quite a nice green. Abigail was thinking either “sage green” or “espresso brown” for the bridesmaids, Madeline must remember to return her call from this morning about the latest urgent “decision” regarding the wedding, sometimes this wedding reminded Madeline of faking interest when she unwillingly played make-believe games with her children when they were little, Ed was all that mattered right now, oh my God she was tired, she hadn’t felt this kind of bone-deep tiredness since she’d been up all night with a baby.

			Renata lifted her head from the steering wheel and used the tissues to wipe her nose. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m fine. She was a ghastly mother. She never should have had children. I just always held out hope for improvement.” She looked at the abandoned building site and said, “It looks dystopian, doesn’t it?”

			Celeste started to say something sensible about construction and the economy, but Renata continued as if Celeste hadn’t spoken. “I think I just assumed that at some point, she’d say she was sorry. For never believing me. Or that we’d at least wrap things up. Debrief. I didn’t think she’d just die in the middle of things. She said she was coming to Amabella’s party tonight. I knew she wouldn’t come!”

			“I guess she has a good excuse now,” offered Celeste.

			“I don’t know why she said she would, because she never came to anything. It would have been nice to have had her there at Amabella’s sixth birthday; Amabella didn’t need her there at her sixteenth.” Her voice wavered. “She always said Amabella was a made-up name, and I’d say, it’s actually a very elegant French name, Mum, and she’d say, Ooh la la. Meanwhile, my stepsister had a daughter called Bacardi named after the bottle of rum that led to her conception, but oh, that’s fine! That’s no problem!”

			Madeline snickered. “Seriously? Her name is Bacardi?”

			“Yes. Every time I talked to my mother it was Bacardi this, Bacardi that, Bacardi topped the class yet again,” said Renata.

			“Well, but Amabella is a genius!” said Celeste loyally.

			Genius might be a step too far, thought Madeline.

			“Yes, I know,” said Renata. She wiped her eyes, sniffed, and picked up her phone from the console to read her messages. “Jane, do you know your wonderful husband offered to check names at the door tonight before he does the catering? Amabella said he’s the only ‘cool dad’ who could do it without embarrassing her.”

			“Oh,” said Jane. “Oh. That’s great. That’s so great.” Her voice wobbled and she looked out the window. “Sorry.”

			“Oh my,” said Celeste. “Are you crying now too? Should we all cry?”

			“Sorry,” wept Jane. “I’m so sorry. It’s just that I think I’ve broken Tom’s heart. I don’t know if he’ll ever recover.”

			“From what?” asked Madeline.

			“Jane has decided she doesn’t want another baby,” said Celeste.

			“What the hell?” said Madeline, and she felt that old familiar, righteous rage, unstoppable and invigorating, erupt through her body. She was no longer tired, she was wide awake. Why had Jane not checked in with her about this decision? Why did Celeste know and not her? It was the wrong decision! Tom was lovely. Tom was darling. “Give him a baby! What’s the big deal?”

			“She doesn’t want one,” said Celeste. “It’s her choice.”

			“But why the hell not?” asked Madeline.

			“I! DON’T! WANT! ONE!” shouted Jane. Her face was red.

			Jane, who never shouted, was shouting at Madeline, whose husband had cancer.

			“Babies are fucking fabulous!” shouted back Madeline. “And you’re still young enough to have a beautiful baby with a beautiful, healthy man!”

			Bonnie put her hands over her ears like a child.

			“Madeline,” remonstrated Celeste. “Leave her alone.”

			“Don’t you Madeline me!”

			“Madeline.” Celeste said it again, with the same tender patience she used to offer the twins when they were little and actually probably could have done with a bit more discipline, but Madeline had never judged!

			Madeline couldn’t think of a good enough reason to be angry with Celeste, so she turned on Bonnie beside her and pulled her hands away from her ears. “You’re not still upset about your perfect daughter, are you?”

			Bonnie’s lips quivered.

			“Are you?” pushed Madeline, because she was a witch, with no tender patience to offer anyone, and she didn’t know what to do about Jane and Tom so was going to take it out on Bonnie.

			“It’s just that I don’t know how to mother her anymore. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what to do. I gave up work so I could be there for her and it hasn’t made any difference. I walk around on…eggshells!” For just a moment, Madeline felt equal parts sympathy and exasperation: Bonnie was upset over literally nothing, but Madeline knew the power of a contemptuous teenage daughter to cut your feelings to ribbons.

			“Look,” she began, ready to set her straight, but Bonnie kept talking.

			“The other day I was asking her something about her Snapchat.” As she spoke, teardrops hovered on her lower lashes, big and shiny, and slowly spilled down her face. “And she said…she said…‘Stop trying to relate, Mum,’ and I just felt so…sad…and so embarrassed.”

			“Oh my stars.” Celeste handed Bonnie a tissue.

			“Ladies,” began Renata, suddenly in boardroom mode. “I’m so sorry, you’ve all got so much going on, this is my fault—”

			“For goodness sake, it’s not your fault, why would it be your fault?” said Madeline, and she heard how snappy she sounded as Renata’s face crumpled.

			So now Madeline felt dreadful because she was being mean to the woman who had just lost her mean mother, but then she remembered she held the ace.

			“My husband is probably going to die!” she cried triumphantly, jubilantly, and she was victorious, she’d outplayed them all, but now the car fell silent, and all they could hear was the whoosh of traffic and their breathing, and she let the words sink into her body.

			All her focus had been on treatment and appointments and paperwork and the journey and getting through this; she had never truly allowed for the possibility of Ed’s death, or at least not for more than a panicky few seconds, and she saw his face, his dear, grizzly, ill face, and she didn’t see a life well lived like Renata’s mother had supposedly had, although Madeline doubted that, but a life that had barely got started. Ed was too young to lie in a pinewood coffin—she’d only just met him—it was just that they’d been so busy with the children, they hadn’t had time to catch their breath.

			Now she was crying all the tears she hadn’t yet let herself shed, and there were a lot of them, and Bonnie was trying to hug her, and Jane was trying to do the same, and everyone in the car except Celeste was weeping with voluptuous abandon, and Celeste was pulling tissues from the packet and tossing them about like confetti.

			“Find something to cry about, Celeste,” said Jane as she noisily blew her nose.

			Celeste pretended to dab under her eyes with a tissue. “I never got to speak to the nice man in the blue T-shirt at the library!”

			“Oh, and he was so cute!” said Renata.

			“Now he’s gone forever,” Celeste fake-cried. Then she stopped and said, “You know what? I’m actually genuinely sad about that.”

			Their tears tipped right over into teen-girl hysterical laughter.

			It was fair enough that the cop who pulled up behind them, blue lights flashing, boyish face so stern, suspected drugs.
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			Amabella: Just to give you an idea of how all our mothers were behaving at this time, Brenda, apparently they all sat in the car on the side of the road on the way home from my grandmother’s funeral and cried.

			Skye: My mother didn’t tell me about it because we weren’t really communicating at that time, and if you’re wondering if I regret that, Brenda, well, yes, I do.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 40

				Celeste

			
			Celeste sat on the edge of the bath with a giant drunk boy on the floor on either side of her, buckets in front of them, each of them leaning a sweaty head against her knees. It was stressful and disgusting, but she noted that she did not wish Perry were there to help, or resent him for not being there, or imagine him there. He just wasn’t. She’d got this far without him. She tried to imagine him in the bathroom too and she couldn’t. There wasn’t room and he looked too young in her memory.

			She’d picked the boys up from Amabella’s sixteenth birthday at the finishing time of midnight. As soon as she turned the corner into Renata’s street, her headlights illuminated the party’s aftermath: a couple of kids kissing in the gutter, dozens of shirtless boys and barefoot girls crowding the middle of the road, languidly taking their time to move aside so she could drive through, as if cars were a kind of mildly annoying natural phenomenon. She did not toot her horn at them, just waited for them to move. She parked, texted the boys I’m here (as per the rules), and opened her window so she could hear what was going on. Plans were being made. Ubers were being called. A girl sobbed drunkenly. A boy laughed raucously. A man shouted, “Get off the road, you idiot kids!”

			Finally, her boys appeared together, both with the self-conscious careful posture of the “pretending not to be drunk.” They slid clumsily into her car, smelling of alcohol and cigarettes, taking ages to buckle their seat belts.

			Renata had made a big deal about how well this party would be managed. Nobody would get through the front door without their name being checked off a list. Alcohol would not be tolerated, and the party would be patrolled by roving responsible adults at all times.

			“They find a way,” Madeline had warned when Renata first spoke of the party. Back then, none of them had expected their kids to be invited, but since they’d reconnected at Madeline’s party, all the kids appeared to have become friends. Of a sort.

			Now Max groaned and writhed about so much it was almost funny, except Celeste wondered if she should be concerned about alcohol poisoning, but then she remembered that he always behaved as if he were dying when he was sick because he could not believe this was happening to him. Both twins also assured her, apologetically, emotionally, that it was mostly beer, not spirits, just a little vodka. The alcohol was not provided. It was just there.

			“I had the best time, Mum,” slurred Josh.

			“Did you, darling?” said Celeste. “That’s good.”

			“I kissed a girl,” said Josh, and he put his fingers to his lips.

			“That’s nice,” said Celeste. She understood that Max had passed that milestone a long time ago and many more milestones since.

			As a lawyer, she did not enjoy the fluidity required of parenthood. She could say, I would rather you waited to have sex until you are much older and in a committed loving relationship, but at the same time she had to ensure contraception was available because her rules were likely to be broken. She kept the bathroom stocked with condoms, along with soap, deodorant, and toothpaste.

			Then she worried that Josh, who was definitely moving at a slower pace than Max, would think those condoms implied he should be having sex, and that resulted in an awkward conversation where she tried to subtly communicate the message that there was no hurry, he didn’t need to try to keep up with his brother, which ended when Josh said, “Mum. Stop stressing. It’s all good.”

			“Tell her which girl you kissed,” said Max, his head deep inside the bucket.

			“Skye,” said Josh. “Skye. She’s so pretty and smart.”

			Celeste thought of Bonnie’s tiny delicate daughter, and once again experienced that sick terror for all the potential misunderstandings regarding consent between drunk-addled teens. “And she—she um, she, ah, she was…happy about that?”

			Please God?

			“Yes, because she’s my girlfriend now,” said Josh. “I’m in love with her.”

			“Ha ha ha ha!” Max chortled into his bucket.

			“Well, that’s wonderful,” said Celeste, and she used a warm cloth to queasily wipe stringy vomit from Josh’s mouth. Lucky Skye, being kissed by her beery-breathed son. Had he cleaned his teeth before he went to the party tonight?

			“Guess what, Mum? I talked to that girl who lives next door to the mobster,” said Max. “I’m going over to her place tomorrow. She’s going to show me the blood.”

			“What blood?” asked Celeste.

			“From when he got shot. Some of the blood got on their letterbox,” said Max. “She’s interested in the maximum distance of blood splatter.”

			“Wonderful,” said Celeste. “Fascinating.”

			“Yeah, it really is,” said Max dreamily.

			“I called Grandma tonight and told her about Skye,” said Josh. “I told her the past was past. That’s what the Dalai Lama said. It means, the past is, like, gone, like…just forget the past.”

			What a sensible conversation that must have been: her lovestruck drunken son informing her possibly dementia-suffering mother-in-law about the teachings of the Dalai Lama.

			“I told her that I didn’t care what Skye’s mother did to my father, and she’s just going to have to accept that Skye will be there at Christmas.”

			“Right, well, Christmas is quite a few months away,” said Celeste.

			“They think they’re Romeo and Juliet,” said Max, “and their families are, like, rival gangs.”

			“How did your grandmother respond?” asked Celeste warily.

			“I don’t remember,” said Josh. “She just kept saying, ‘May I speak, Josh?’ Also I think she might have been asleep when I called her.”

			“Oh, Josh,” sighed Celeste.

			“Oh, Josh,” repeated Max. “Oh Josh, oh Josh, oh Josh.”

			He made his voice sound high and pornographic, apparently simulating a woman reaching orgasm. Celeste stood suddenly from the edge of the tub. Their lolling heads clunked together like marbles.

			“Ow,” they moaned.

			“The two of you need to go to bed,” she snapped, disgusted.

			No wonder Jane didn’t want another baby. Who would want to go through all this again?
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			Skye: I’d actually liked Josh for a long time and when I realized he liked me back, it was like, I don’t know, my first taste of sugar, which I remember, because my mother “protected” me from it until I was seven. It was like if, for example, I found out that Santa Claus was actually real after all, because that was quite devastating for me, when I found out about the deception and it really affected my feelings about Christmas for quite a long time—

			Amabella: Try and maintain a little self-respect, Skye.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 41

				Madeline

			
			“How was it?” called Madeline to Chloe from the couch. She and Ed were watching an intense, impenetrable political series where people spoke urgently in corridors and occasionally blew things up. If Ed got better—when Ed got better—they would be watching romantic comedies for the rest of their lives.

			Tom, darling Tom (her loyalty would always be with Jane and she regretted shouting at her in the car today, but she would give that man a baby in a heartbeat), had driven Ziggy and Chloe home from Amabella’s party. Celeste had just texted to say her boys were drunk when she picked them up, but Madeline could see that her daughter was fine: sober and very, very surly.

			“Have a good time? Many people there?” She knew she should make herself shut up.

			“It was all right,” said Chloe, and she went over to her father, and he held up one hand and she clasped it because he was the nice, dying one.

			“Did you get enough to eat?” asked Madeline. “There’s some leftover chicken—”

			“I’m not hungry,” said Chloe. “Going to bed.”

			“Sleep well,” said Ed. Yet another car exploded on the television.

			“You too,” said Chloe, and she wandered off.

			“What am I? Chopped liver?” called out Madeline.

			“I don’t even know what that means,” called back Chloe, “and it sounds disgusting.”

			“I haven’t seen her friends over here for a while,” commented Ed after a few more minutes of explosions and the sudden requirement for a top-secret meeting in a strip club. “Is something going on with them?”

			“I don’t know.” Madeline yawned. “On the way home from the funeral today—”

			Ed interrupted, “You need to keep an eye on Chloe. Something is going on.” He did something irritating with his jaw.

			You need to keep an eye on Chloe. Not we need to keep an eye on Chloe. Sure, he was busy with cancer, but she was busy with cancer too. Both their lives had been upended by this thing. She reminded herself that she’d sobbed in the car today at the thought of his death, just hours earlier, but she couldn’t access that feeling again now. Her husband was alive and aggravating.

			“I am keeping an eye on her,” she said evenly. “She’s fine.”

			“Yeah, what would I know?” Ed muttered.

			God, he was so combative and weird at the moment. “Sorry, you’re right, I’ll try to talk to her. It’s just with Mum, and work being so busy…” She didn’t include “you” in her list.

			“Speaking of work, what’s going on with that gangster wedding?”

			“Nothing,” said Madeline. “We haven’t heard anything from them. I was telling the girls about it today. Celeste said, or Renata said, anyway, somebody said something about that scene in The Godfather, which Jane had never seen—”

			“Does this bloke know your name?” demanded Ed.

			“What? No! I mean, maybe? But there’s nothing to worry about.”

			“Huh,” said Ed. She stared at his profile. His jutted jaw. What in the world? Why was he suddenly getting himself worked up about this?

			“Nathan says Bruce Tortinas is only a low-level mobster,” she offered.

			“What the fuck does he know about it?”

			“That’s what I said.” Normally they would laugh about Nathan’s supposed expertise in the underworld’s organizational structure.

			“I’m going to bed,” he said, and she jumped as he slammed the television remote on the coffee table so hard that the plastic back fell off and the batteries went flying.

			He swore. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry. I just really feel like…punching someone, something.”

			“Okay,” she said. “Do you want me to find Fred’s old punching bag?”

			She was pretty sure they’d sold it.

			He tried to smile, but he couldn’t seem to manage it. “No. I’m fine.”

			If not for her frozen shoulder, she wouldn’t have minded punching something herself.
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			Chloe: Amabella’s party was terrible because that was the night I found out I’d been canceled by my school group. I knew something strange was going on. Like, I kept seeing from their locations that they were all together, and then when I asked them about it, they’d say, “Oh Chloe, we’re so sorry, we thought you were visiting your dad at the hospital, how is he?” And that night, I finally confronted them.

			Max: This is my fault.

			Amabella: Don’t look so pleased about it.

			Chloe: So my friend Alicia has had a crush on Max since Year 7.

			Max: I didn’t even know she existed. What’s her name again?

			Amabella: I know it’s hard for you, Max, but try to keep your ego in check.

			Chloe: Anyway, after my mother’s fiftieth, Josh posted some photos of Max and me having an arm wrestle on the dock.

			Josh: It looked like Chloe was thrashing him.

			Max: An optical illusion.

			Chloe: So that was “the beginning” of it. Alicia felt “betrayed” when she saw that. And then I tackled Max at the United Nations Day and gave him a concussion, which Alicia interpreted as me being “all over him.” I’d “crossed a line” because “everyone” knew Max belonged to her. Like, as if I’d be interested in Max.

			Max: I didn’t even talk to you at that party! I was busy talking to the girl with blood splatter on her letterbox.

			Sorry, hold up, blood splatter on her letterbox?

			Max: It’s possible she made it up. It looked like rust to me.

			Chloe: So after Amabella’s party, I started having lunch with Ms. Montclair in that little room near the uniform shop, the one nobody uses, and it was really nice. Just restful. I felt like I could tell her anything, and I told her about how worried I was about my dad maybe dying, and how everything felt so strange at home, and then one day she said, “Would you like a job, Chloe? It’s kind of confidential.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 42

				Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan

			
			2 p.m., D-Day

			The history teacher had still not been located, which was inconvenient.

			Adrian took a drive down the street where Pirriwee’s most famous underworld figure resided. He parked under a spotted gum, ate a Snickers bar, and considered possible scenarios. Neither the principal nor the history teacher had a criminal record or connections to the Tortinas family. There was the man who had supposedly “targeted teenagers” at the start of the school year. The local police had made their presence felt around the high school at the time. The sightings had ended. The man had done nothing illegal except make a few girls feel “uncomfortable.”

			Adrian had no possible scenarios to consider.

			He watched a teenager in the high school uniform head toward the front door of the house next door to the Tortinas’. She dumped her backpack and came back to Adrian’s car with an inquiring look. He opened his window as she approached.

			“Do you reckon a mobster sent it?” she said without preamble.

			“Sent what?”

			She rolled her eyes. “You know what I’m talking about! I saw you at school!”

			“Why aren’t you at school?” asked Adrian.

			“I got sent home,” said the girl. “I’m distressed. About the finger.”

			“Are you?”

			“Not really,” she said. “They’re not home, by the way. The parents have gone on a cruise in Croatia and the daughter is staying with her new boyfriend. I’m collecting their mail.”

			“You know the Tortinas family?” He kept his tone neutral.

			“Kind of,” she said. “We were invited to the wedding, but it got called off.”

			He could tell it was a point of pride that she’d scored an invitation.

			“Do they have any involvement with the high school?”

			“They bought school raffle tickets from me once,” said the girl. Her heavily made-up eyes sparkled. “They didn’t win. Maybe that’s it!” She giggled. “Next time I’d better win! Let this finger be a warning!”

			He sighed. When he was that age, he would have shown more respect to any adult, let alone a police officer.

			“Oh, wait!” said the girl. “A school mum was here yesterday afternoon. I saw her go to the front door. I thought it was kind of strange.”

			“Did you know her?”

			“It was Chloe Mackenzie’s mother,” said the girl. “She’s in my year.”

			His phone buzzed: the history teacher had turned up and was at the school waiting to talk with him.

			The girl said, “Is there a reward for that information?” She rubbed her fingers and thumb together.

			If he’d been an old-style cop in a country town, he’d have insisted he drive her back to the school with him—go to class and learn something!—but of course he did nothing of the sort.

			He gave her a friendly wave goodbye. Teenagers were bloody terrifying.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 43

				Jane

			
			It was a cool autumnal night, and Jane was doing her civic duty by attending Brody’s art exhibition at the local community hall.

			Brody’s art was perfectly acceptable, possibly very good! It was also reasonably priced, excellently framed, and small enough to fit in the backseat of your car! All his Beach Boot Camp clients were pulling out their credit cards, giddy with relief that they didn’t have to fake their enthusiasm or pretend they understood the message Brody was trying to express or communicate through his art. The message was crystal clear and they could all get on board with it: Pirriwee Peninsula, the place where they had all chosen to live and invest their hard-earned real-estate dollars, was the most beautiful place in the world!

			His paintings were tiny exquisite watercolors of scenes they all recognized: a surfer climbing the bigger pine tree to check out the surf, a mother squatting with her toddler on the sand by the rock pool, two laughing elderly women with beach towels tucked under their armpits, the sun reflecting off their sunglasses.

			“They’re selling like hotcakes,” said Melody Montclair to Jane as she studied the painting of the two women. “Seth collects art, but these are not his kind of thing.”

			“I used to paint,” said Jane. “More abstract.”

			“Did you?” said Melody. “Were you good?”

			“I don’t know,” said Jane. “Probably not. But I loved it.”

			“Why did you stop?”

			“Oh, you know,” said Jane. She thought of her painting as something from childhood. Like coloring.

			“No,” said Melody. “I don’t.”

			Today Melody was without makeup, hair pulled back in an unforgiving ponytail, and there was something beautiful and almost brave about her lined face. It was hard to believe she was the same person as that glamorous woman in blue with her handsome, younger husband at the restaurant. Jane thought if she were in that situation, she’d feel compelled to dress up all the time, as if to prove herself worthy of her husband’s bone structure, but that was such an antiquated way to think, and how mortifying to consider a woman “brave” if she didn’t embellish or adorn herself in some way. Jane also couldn’t work out how Melody was different from Celeste, who no longer embellished either. Was it just that Celeste was more beautiful so therefore it was permitted?

			“I think I might buy this one,” said Jane.

			“No, no, there’s another one you’ll want,” said Melody. “Quickly. It belongs to you!”

			More and more paintings featured red Sold stickers; Brody was getting drunk, and his guests were becoming competitive. The more red stickers that appeared, the more everyone desired their own, and the more alcohol that was consumed, the more everyone agreed that their Brody was the Picasso of Pirriwee and the value of these paintings was about to skyrocket faster than that of a three-bedroom house with off-street parking and a view.

			“This one!” said Melody. She stopped in front of a painting just as a woman was saying to her friend, “I’m getting this one.”

			“Absolutely not,” said Melody with absolute authority. It was the first time Jane had heard her use her teacher’s voice.

			The woman bristled. “Excuse me? I was here first! That surfer is my son!”

			This was the genius of Brody’s work. The paintings were impressionistic enough for everyone to see either themselves or someone they knew in them.

			“It’s not your son, it’s Jane’s husband. It’s Tom,” said Melody.

			The painting was of a surfer at dawn on an empty beach, facing the sea, reaching both hands behind his back to zip up his wetsuit. It was Tom, or at least Jane immediately saw Tom: something about the specific combination of his stance, his hair, the muscles in his back. Looking at him filled her with longing for the man she’d already married. She didn’t know if she actually wanted to own the painting. It made her feel like crying.

			“Don’t worry, you can have it,” she said to the woman. Perhaps it was her son. All surfers zipped up their wetsuits the same way.

			“Tom Tom? Tom the barista Tom?” asked the woman. She pushed her glasses on top of her hair and stepped closer to the painting. “I could have sworn—oh, well, maybe you’re right. Where was that one with the seagull and the whatsie?” She and her friend hurried off.

			“Did you get one for yourself?” Jane asked, once Melody had seen her secure her painting with a red dot.

			“Oh, I think I should leave them for the locals,” said Melody.

			“Well, you’re a local now, aren’t you?” asked Jane. Melody seemed to have embraced the Pirriwee lifestyle: Beach Boot Camp and Pilates, swimming with her hot husband.

			“We don’t stay anywhere long,” said Melody. “We’re gypsies.”

			“Ah,” said Jane, disappointed. “Most people never leave. ‘God’s country’ and all that.”

			Melody studied her without speaking and Jane found herself rambling. “We moved here when Ziggy was five. He doesn’t remember living anywhere else. People are always saying, ‘Why would you want to live anywhere else? It’s paradise!’ Which is, well, true, but I want him to see the world! That’s why I’m keen for him to do a gap year after school and travel. I was telling him about this amazing nightclub in Berlin, with all these different levels—anyway.” She stopped. “I don’t know why I keep going on about that nightclub. It just sounded so incredible.”

			“How long since you’ve been out dancing?”

			“I danced at Madeline’s fiftieth. A few months back.”

			“That doesn’t count! That’s middle-aged people dancing at a party. How long since you’ve been to a club?”

			“Not since before…before Ziggy. I’d probably find it too noisy now.”

			“No, you wouldn’t,” said Melody. She put her hand just beneath Jane’s collarbone and applied pressure. “Remember the feeling of the bass coming right up from the floor and into your chest? Boom, boom, boom.”

			Jane laughed uneasily. “Not really. Sort of.”

			She’d only just been getting started when that time in her life came to an unexpected end.

			“Let’s go, then,” said Melody. “I know a place. Let’s go right now. You don’t need to go to Berlin to dance.”

			“Well, maybe one night we could,” began Jane. She looked around for her friends. “We could do a girls’ night. That would be fun. It’s hard sometimes to schedule a night that suits everyone, but—”

			“No,” said Melody. She was standing very close and Jane could feel the beat of her own heart where Melody had laid her hand: boom, boom, boom. “No logistics. Now. Right now. Just you and me.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 44

				Celeste

			
			Celeste watched Jane and Melody leave Brody’s exhibition together and wondered idly where they were going. If Renata were here, she’d be wondering why they were “pairing up like that.”

			“Congratulations! What a triumph!” Celeste told a euphoric Brody, who looked younger and less intimidating in his “civvies” instead of his usual attire of workout gear, walking about the community center and accepting compliments, his hands humbly clasped, instead of yelling at his clients, “JUST ONE MORE!” She wondered if his uncharacteristic bad mood at their last session (for which her calf muscles were still paying) had been due to nerves over tonight’s exhibition.

			In truth, the paintings were a bit twee for her taste, although she could see the appeal. They illustrated the Pirriwee Peninsula everyone chose to believe in and worship: sunlit blue sea, golden sand, and happy, healthy, employed people. No cancer, drugs, violence, or rape.

			Indeed, Celeste, who would want to see a painting of that?

			That’s what Mary-Louise would say. Or the Mary-Louise she thought she knew. She wasn’t sure what this peculiar new Mary-Louise would say.

			Celeste had called Perry’s sister after the lunch at Mary-Louise’s place and told her she agreed that there were personality changes but that Mary-Louise was as sharp as ever—she could spell “world” backward! Celeste had come to realize that elderly parents and teenagers shared many of the same attributes. They were mercurial, stubborn, and slightly unhinged. Everything about them felt precarious. At any moment they could slip and fall or develop an addiction. They could not be made to do anything they didn’t choose. Adele said, reluctantly, that she would try to come to Sydney as soon as she could, and in the meantime could Celeste please keep an eye on her mother? Celeste was doing her best. “Didn’t you just call me?” Mary-Louise said suspiciously the last time they spoke.

			Celeste spent an appropriate amount of time admiring Brody’s work and chatting with people. She stood in front of one painting for ages because something about it made her think of the Madeline of ten years ago. A woman wearing a white shirt over her swimmers and a big hat sat cross-legged on the sand helping a curly-haired little girl pour a bucket of water into a hole. The little girl could so easily have been Chloe, and it brought back a flood of memories. The children had been so little, and yet everything had felt as fraught as it did now, when they were large and hormonal with far too much scary autonomy. The painting was sold. If she’d got here earlier, she would have bought it for Madeline.

			She finally wandered out of the community hall into the cool night. It was only seven o’clock. The boys were at home working on history essays for Melody and ordering burritos for their dinner. If she’d got to talk with Melody about the dark magic she was employing so effectively on her children, she would have said, I wish we could clone you, Melody!

			She decided she’d buy herself a poke bowl from her new favorite place in the strip of shops near the reserve, and then she’d find somewhere well-lit along on the headland walk to sit and eat it.

			The menu at the poke shop was extensive, and she’d finally decided on the “Mr. Fish Lips” when the young guy from behind the counter called out, “Marco!”

			“Polo!” called back Celeste, because she was in a goofy mood, and because of all the summers she and the boys had played that classic swimming-pool game. The guy grinned and rolled his eyes just as a deep voice from behind her said, “Yep, that’s me. Marco.”

			“Sorry,” she said. “I couldn’t help myself. I guess I’m not the first to—” And then she saw it was him: the man from the library talk.

			“Blue T-shirt,” she marveled. Today he wore a white one and hadn’t shaved.

			“Green dress,” he said. “With yellow dots?”

			“Yellow butterflies,” she said, and she waited to see Perry’s smirk in her peripheral vision, but he was nowhere to be seen.

			“Butterflies,” the man (Marco, his name was Marco) said, as if that confirmed something wonderful.

			“ ‘Cheeky Vegan’ no avocado for Marco?”

			Marco reached out one arm to collect his poke bowl, just the one poke bowl, without taking his eyes off Celeste. They couldn’t stop smiling at each other.
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			Josh: Mum came home after Brody’s art exhibition and said she’d met a man at the new poke shop and something about him remembering the color of her dress from the library and then they ate their dinner together and talked about their children. I thought it was cute.

			Max: I didn’t find it cute. I told her if she wanted to meet someone, she should do it the normal way, on a proper, regulated dating app. Like, don’t just pick up some rando at the poke shop! That’s not safe.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 45

				Jane

			
			The nightclub was multistoried, just like the one in Berlin. Melody was right. You didn’t need a passport to experience an extraordinary nightclub. You just needed an Uber account. Embarrassing.

			Each floor had a different theme, and Melody’s favorite was “Tokyo Dive Bar”: grungy but colorful with bamboo walls, neon beer signs, and vintage jukeboxes.

			The people on the dance floor were of no particular demographic. There were couples and groups and people on their own. A white-bearded man with an untucked shirt flapping free of his jeans hopped on one foot and waved his arm above his head like he was spinning a lasso. Three beautiful young women with swinging ponytails danced in perfect synchrony. A boy who looked as young as Ziggy danced with an androgynous blonde who was a head taller than him.

			The mood was more focused, less glamorous, the music much louder and more immersive than at Madeline’s party. The music was the point, and people mostly danced without even looking at each other, as if it were a pleasurable but important pastime.

			Melody did not suggest she and Jane have a drink first. She walked onto the dance floor like she was catching a damned bus. Jane followed, and they began to dance without the requisite exchange of bashful grins. There was no laughing like there would have been if Jane were here with Madeline and Celeste. It was clear Melody simply did not care for other people’s opinions. Jane was normally nervous around uninhibited people. She was frightened they would suddenly tell her the truth. But she found Melody’s confidence aspirational.

			The soundtrack moved seamlessly across genre and time, from nineties rock to J-pop to heavy metal. Jane danced, and eventually she stopped thinking things like Look at me, dancing on a weeknight. She danced the way she used to as a child before puberty and society made her self-conscious, the way she used to dance with Ziggy, when he was little, before puberty and society made him self-conscious.

			She got sweaty, slippery, and loose, and it felt like she was inside the music now and that was all that mattered. Melody closed the distance between them. They didn’t make ironic, performative faces. Melody got closer and closer, and Jane thought, Is my child’s history teacher about to kiss me? Do I want her to kiss me? But the thought didn’t clamor for her attention; it seemed to come from somewhere far away. Melody held her hands up to either side of Jane’s face, as if she were about to pull her into a kiss. Her fingertips were so close, yet they didn’t touch her. It was like it was a dance move. Was it a dance move? Jane looked at Melody’s lips and then met her eyes, and she understood that it was up to Jane what happened next. She had to do something if she wanted Melody to kiss her. Otherwise they could just remain in this liminal moment where nothing had happened, but something could happen, forever.

			“Drink?” said Melody suddenly in her ear, and it was over.

			They drank Japanese beer at a small corner table where it was quiet enough to talk.

			“The music is good, right?” said Melody, swigging her beer. “Really good.”

			Jane sipped her beer and found she couldn’t speak or meet the other woman’s eyes.

			Melody looked at her steadily and said, “It’s completely up to us what significance we ascribe to it.”

			Jane opened her mouth and closed it again.

			Melody smiled reassuringly. “So, I’m thinking: nothing. It meant nothing! Just a moment on the dance floor.”

			Jane’s shoulders sagged with relief. Or disappointment.

			“Seth and I love this place. It reminds us of Tokyo.” Melody picked up a round cork coaster from the table and showed Jane the intricate picture of a cherry blossom tree blowing in the wind. “Japanese manhole cover. They wanted to improve the public image of the sewage system, so they started this amazing urban art project. Now every manhole cover is a literal work of art.”

			“Why did they care about the public image of the sewage system?”

			Melody smiled. “Good question. You’re like Ziggy.” It was impossible not to bask in the warmth of a teacher’s praise for both her and her son. “Because they had to do this massive overhaul of the pipes and people weren’t happy about having their lives disrupted for something they considered dirty and smelly. So they found a way for people to find, I guess…beauty in sewerage.”

			“If you say so.” Jane grinned. “Anyway, I love the music.”

			“We saw a fantastic live band here last week.”

			Jane felt a spasm of dissatisfaction. She and Tom were like retirees in comparison. All they did was meet up with their friends, maybe the occasional movie. Going to a live performance was a big deal; they booked tickets way in advance. How had this happened to her? Was it Ziggy? Ziggy had happened to her.

			“So I know you said you didn’t want children, but what about your husband?” she asked Melody.

			“Wow, right to it,” said Melody. She smiled. “Seth doesn’t want kids either.”

			“What if he did?”

			“Well, I’m too old.”

			“But what if he changed his mind?”

			Melody considered the question. “I’d find a way. A surrogate. Egg donation. Whatever it took.”

			“Even though you don’t want children yourself?” asked Jane. It wasn’t the answer she’d expected. She thought Melody was different from her “mum” friends, a child-free-by-choice feminist and an independent, strong woman. She thought Melody would tell her to be true to herself.

			Not that her friends weren’t independent, strong women! They were, of course. She tried to imagine Melody in the car that day when they all cried on the side of the road and failed. Melody was too composed, too…cool.

			“But that’s what you do in a relationship, isn’t it?” said Melody thoughtfully. “You give each other what you need, don’t you? I make sacrifices for him, he makes sacrifices for me. I get pleasure from…pleasing him, even if it’s not necessarily what I want.”

			“You mean…sexually?” What did Melody mean? She seemed to be skating around something.

			“Sure.” Melody shrugged. “Like I said, I give him what he needs, and he gives me what I need. He’s an unusual man, and I’m a…” She searched for the right word. “I’m a giver.”

			“Well, I’m kind of intrigued,” admitted Jane.

			“Well, it’s kind of private, sweetie,” said Melody.

			Jane was embarrassed. “Oh, sure! Of course, sorry, I didn’t mean to be nosy.”

			“You weren’t being nosy.” Melody reached over and put her hand on Jane’s hand. “You know what I think you need?”

			“What?” said Jane.

			Melody caressed Jane’s knuckle with her thumb. Like a big sister. Like a beloved teacher. Nothing sensual about it. Apparently they could give it whatever meaning they wanted.

			“A weekend away,” said Melody. “A weekend away with me.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 46

				Celeste

			
			The morning after Brody’s art exhibition, Celeste woke before her alarm to the sound of the wind briskly rattling her bedroom window. Something about the cold air on her bare arm and the snuggly warmth of her bed made her think of her girlhood bedroom: her Smash Hits poster of Michael Hutchence (he was her first kiss, lips pressed to the wall, the chemical taste of glossy paper), her parents and brother sleeping in the same house as her, where they should be, pleasantly boring and safe, and the knowledge that if she didn’t want to go to school that day, she would need only to fake a cough, and her mother would put a hand to her forehead and say, “Go back to sleep,” because she hated sending her to school when the wind was “cold and nasty.” Perhaps the seed of Josh’s school refusal had been Celeste’s inherited inclination to keep the boys home if it was too cold or too hot, or if they didn’t feel like going.

			She would not go to Beach Boot Camp in this cold, nasty wind. She’d been to Brody’s art exhibition. She didn’t need to do push-ups on cold sand for him this morning. She would luxuriate in this delightful cocoon of blankets and think of Marco.

			I met a boy last night, Mum.

			A boy with thick gray hair, serious brown eyes, and deeply etched laugh lines. Also frown lines. She liked the frown lines as much as she liked the laugh lines.

			Everything about her interactions with this man felt wholesome. Was it because she’d first seen him in the library, liked his face, and then run into him at the poke shop, rather than meeting him on a brutal app or at some kind of grown-up event involving alcohol and urbane introductions?

			They’d eaten their poke bowls at the first picnic table on the headland walk, under the glitchy lamppost, and talked.

			Marco was divorced, with two daughters in their early twenties. “So not teenagers?” said Celeste. (An example of her shrewd judgment: looking for potential discrepancies. Why, then, was he attending a talk about parenting teens?)

			He explained that he was on a kind of mission. He was trying to understand his younger daughter, who had only turned twenty in February. Betty had always been an excellent student, a sunny-natured teen with so much potential, but then something changed overnight, it seemed, like the flick of a switch. She went “off the rails” and they’d never managed to get her quite back on track. She’d left school early, and since then there had been a drunk-driving arrest, a low-level drug habit, a string of very bad boyfriends, a lot of unfortunate tattoos, and one eviction. He couldn’t understand it. His ex-wife said there was nothing to understand, it just happened sometimes, he needed to accept it, and Betty would find herself eventually. (Celeste agreed with the ex-wife but nodded along thoughtfully.)

			“My background is in research and development. My instinct is to find the bug.” He lifted his hands. “I get fixated when there is a problem to solve, and I’ve got time on my hands right now to obsessively mull over this. I just sold a software business.”

			“Congratulations,” said Celeste. She would google him the moment she got home.

			“Thanks. It’s a project management app. Very boring. Or so my daughters assure me. But I’m happy. Anyway, I agreed to a noncompete clause, so I’m taking a sabbatical. I moved to Sydney from Melbourne because Betty moved here with her latest seedy criminal of a boyfriend, so I guess this is my new project: the Betty Project.” He frowned. “Preferably it would involve spending more time with Betty.”

			“Betty is such a sweet name,” said Celeste, as if the sweet name somehow ameliorated the worrying situation.

			He smiled and said, “She’s named after her grandmother, who was also a wild child and then became very respectable. Her mum is probably right, but I feel responsible because I think whatever went wrong happened at a time when all my energy was focused on the software project and I think I was just so”—he shielded his eyes—“blinkered.”

			“Well, you know, I’ve heard so many stories of young people suddenly coming good,” offered Celeste. All the parents in Pirriwee shared the same stories of redemption when kids wobbled off track. She tried to remember the details of that particularly encouraging one: the boy who did time for assault and then ended up doing something remarkable. Oh, wait. There was a recent postscript. He was using again. Don’t share that one with the poor man!

			“I guess they just have to do it in their own time,” she said.

			“One hundred percent,” said Marco.

			It was one of his speech quirks. He said “Correct” or “One hundred percent” to indicate agreement. She liked it. It felt validating, as though she were being awarded a perfect score. A gold star. She’d always loved gold stars.

			He’d reassured her that he wasn’t just attending talks about parenting teens and trying to meet up with his troubled daughter. He was also using this sabbatical to try out new hobbies like sailing and surfing.

			She asked how the surfing was going, but he said he was still watching YouTube videos for now, and if she was ever interested, he could tell her a lot about surfing techniques, surfing etiquette, wave patterns, and so on and so forth, but he had not yet ventured out into the actual water.

			(She liked that he made fun of himself.)

			Celeste said, “My boys are surfers.”

			“Not you?” asked Marco.

			“No. I’m ungainly,” said Celeste. She demonstrated flailing hands.

			“You are not,” he said. “You are…” He stopped himself, then said, “You are the opposite of ungainly. I saw you walk into the library. You walk like a princess.” He winced and cleared his throat, as if he could not believe he’d said that, and the pitch of her laugh was too high, so she changed the subject to the wonder of poke bowls.

			She’d forgotten that very specific, fraught, almost painful feeling of this kind of conversation with potential in the air, where you monitor your every gesture and word while also pretending to be oh-so-free-and-easy.

			Just one nice conversation with a nice man! No need to get ahead of herself.

			(But she was getting ahead of herself.)

			They were going for a walk next week. Not dinner. Not a drink. Not even coffee. A walk. She liked that too. Oh, she was much too happy about this! You would think she’d been pining for a boyfriend. Boyfriend! Women in their fifties did not have “boyfriends.” They had “partners.” The “man I’m seeing.” Some of them had “lovers.” Yet the word “boyfriend” still tasted as sweet as it had when she was fifteen.

			Ed would like him, she thought. She could imagine Marco and Ed talking about a DIY issue: Plumbing? Brickwork? Something like that. Perry used to say Ed was “fine, a bit basic.” Remembering that, she felt a sudden surge of passionate, defensive fury for Ed. Fuck off out of my head, Perry. Ed was not basic. He was complex and lovely and kind and funny and so very sick right now and Madeline might lose him—and, oh my God, she could not miss Beach Boot Camp today, she’d promised Madeline she would be there.

			She threw herself out of bed and ran to the bathroom, poking her tongue out at her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was a crazy curly halo around her sleep-wrinkled face; gosh, she looked old in the mornings, but who cared, she walked like a princess and Marco had remembered the color of her dress.
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			Celeste arrived at Beach Boot Camp just a few minutes late to find only Madeline, Jane, and Melody Montclair standing shoulder to shoulder in a grumpy, shivery huddle.

			An apologetic WhatsApp message had just come through from Brody. He was stuck in a long line of traffic. There had been an accident on the one road into and out of the peninsula. People were getting off their buses and walking. He said there was probably no point waiting for him and most people had agreed, either leaving for home or heading off to do their own exercise. Celeste could see Stu pelting along the waterline, trying to keep up with Renata, which was never a good idea.

			“Should have stayed in bed.” Madeline gloomily twisted her sneaker toe into the sand.

			“We could go for a run like Stu and Renata?” Jane pulled the sleeves of her top down over her hands and jogged in place.

			“I can’t run unless Brody is yelling at me,” said Madeline. She looked pale and drawn as she always did these days. “I felt like being yelled at.”

			“I can yell at you,” said Melody. “I’m a teacher.”

			“No, you’re too nice.”

			There was a sudden flurry of icy raindrops. It felt deliberate. Hurtful. Madeline tilted her face up accusingly at the sky. “What the hell? They didn’t forecast rain, did they? That’s it. I’m going home.”

			“No, let’s go back to my place.” Celeste grabbed her elbow. She wanted to feed her friend and put her to bed for a nap. “I’ll make you breakfast.”

			“Yes! I love your pancakes,” said Jane.

			“I’ll get going,” began Melody, but Celeste said, “No, you’re invited too! I’m five minutes away!”

			They ran.
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			Celeste took great pleasure in watching the color return to Madeline’s cheeks. The four of them sat around her gas fireplace with blankets over their knees and ate pancakes on plates on their laps. They all made an enjoyable performance of it—sighing and shivering and pulling the blankets close—as if they’d just returned from a mountain trek through a blizzard rather than being briefly caught in the rain on the first cold day of winter.

			“How’s Ed?” Jane asked Madeline once they’d praised the pancakes, and everyone became abruptly, respectfully quiet, as they always did when his name came up.

			“No news except that he’s in a very bad mood,” said Madeline. “His personality seems to be changing. He has no filter. He told that new girl Tom hired that she needs to lay off the spray tan.”

			“She does,” said Jane.

			“Oh, absolutely, but it’s not like Ed to say it out loud,” said Madeline. “Ow.” She lifted a finger. “I’ve got this broken nail and I keep scratching my damned face with it.”

			Celeste put aside her plate, retrieved a nail file from the bowl on her sideboard where she kept random useful items, and sat down next to Madeline. “Give it.”

			“What? No.” But Celeste took her hand anyway and began filing Madeline’s nails. In all their years of friendship, she’d never seen Madeline without perfectly manicured nails. There had been something heartbreaking about seeing her ordinary unvarnished toenails when she took off her wet shoes at Celeste’s front door, as though she’d observed a kind of private injury or sign of aging; like catching sight of an old friend’s wrinkles in the sunlight and looking away fast. Celeste rarely bothered with her own toenails, but Madeline’s were meant to be red and glossy.

			Melody collected the plates and took them into the kitchen. “I should go.”

			“Are you teaching this morning?” asked Jane.

			“Just a couple of classes,” said Melody. “Then Seth and I are going out to lunch in the city.”

			“We’ll have to meet him someday,” said Madeline.

			“Absolutely,” she said. “When Ed is better, we’ll all get together.”

			“When Ed is better,” agreed Madeline. She closed her eyes and put her head back against the couch. “We’re going to do so many things when Ed is better.” She opened her eyes again and said to Melody, “Wait, I wanted to thank you for giving Chloe a job! She’s been really enjoying it, I think, not that she gives me any details. I’m so grateful to you for that. She hated the Juice Bar, and this sounds much more…educational. You’re writing some kind of new history module or something?”

			“I’m trying to,” said Melody. “I’ll be so grateful to Chloe. She’s super smart.”

			“What’s the new module about?” asked Jane.

			“Misunderstood historical figures,” said Melody. “It’s a kind of passion project.”

			“I’m misunderstood,” said Madeline.

			“Aren’t we all,” said Melody, and she gently touched Madeline’s arm. “I’m off! Those were the best pancakes of my entire life, Celeste. I’m giving you an A-plus.”

			Celeste saw her to the door. It was still raining.

			“Do you want an umbrella?” asked Celeste.

			Melody looked up at the sky. “Nah, I’m fine.” She pulled the hood of her jacket over her hair. “I was talking to Jane the other day about a girls’ weekend away. What do you think? I feel like it might be good for Madeline. I feel like she really needs a break.”

			“Sure,” said Celeste. “Why not? That sounds great.”

			Melody’s face broke into a smile, as if she’d been nervous about suggesting it. “Great! I’ve got an idea for somewhere amazing we can go! Not too far away! I’ll send you the details!”
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			After Melody left, Jane asked Madeline if she wanted a pedicure along with her manicure.

			“You’re not touching my feet,” said Madeline, but Celeste remembered that at the Mother’s Day stall at school last year, the boys had bought her a “spa luxury pedicure kit,” which of course she’d never used, and she ran and found it, delighted to see that the polish, a fire-engine red, was very Madeline.

			Jane sat on the floor and wrestled Madeline’s foot into her lap.

			“Stop it, it’s too…”

			“Too what?”

			“Too intimate!”

			“It’s not intimate.” Jane dug into Madeline’s sole with her thumbs.

			“Don’t look at my disgusting bunion,” said Madeline. “Oh, wow…that is actually amazing.” She finally submitted to Jane’s ministrations and closed her eyes. Celeste held out her hand to Jane, who pumped a dollop of lotion onto her palm so that she could massage Madeline’s hand at the same time.

			Madeline moaned. “This is the most action I’ve had in months,” she said.

			“Should we have a threesome?” suggested Celeste.

			Madeline opened one eye and looked at her before closing it again. “The only girl I ever kissed was called Kylie Schlegel,” she said. “I did it to please Nathan at a party. I think it was the night Abigail was conceived.”

			“Did you like kissing Kylie Schlegel?” asked Jane.

			“Well, it was fine, I didn’t not like it,” said Madeline. “She tasted of salt-and-vinegar chips.”

			“Sexy,” said Celeste. She bent back Madeline’s hand at her wrist, trying to remember what the experts did at nail salons.

			“I felt kind of attracted to Melody when we went dancing the other night,” admitted Jane, lowering her voice and looking over her shoulder as if Melody might return.

			“She’s compelling,” agreed Celeste.

			“She suggested we go away for a weekend,” said Jane.

			“She mentioned it to me just now, too,” said Celeste.

			“Oh,” said Jane. “I actually thought she meant just the two of us.”

			“Are you disappointed?” asked Celeste suggestively.

			“I can share Melody,” said Jane. “Sharing is caring.”

			“She called it a girls’ weekend. It seemed really important to her. She wants you to come too, Madeline.”

			“I can’t go away for a weekend,” said Madeline automatically, and Celeste and Jane looked at each other in unspoken agreement that they needed to make this happen.

			“What was her husband like?” asked Madeline. “You met him, didn’t you?”

			“Young, charismatic, shockingly good-looking,” said Jane. “But I feel like their marriage is kind of…odd.”

			“Every marriage is kind of odd,” said Madeline.

			“My marriage sure is odd right now,” agreed Jane.

			“Yes, because YOU! DON’T! WANT! A! BABY!” Madeline imitated Jane from the day of Renata’s mother’s funeral.

			“Shut up,” said Jane. She moved on to Madeline’s other foot. “Melody said that you make sacrifices in a relationship. She seemed to be implying she makes sacrifices for Seth.”

			“What sort of sacrifices?” asked Celeste. She began pulling on Madeline’s fingers one by one.

			“What are you doing?” Madeline asked her.

			“Isn’t that what they do at the salon when you get a manicure?”

			“Yes, but you’re doing it too enthusiastically. You’re going to pull a ligament.”

			“Sorry.” Celeste went back to massaging.

			“I don’t know what sort of sacrifices,” said Jane. “She said it was private.”

			“She’ll be in an open marriage,” said Madeline. “I don’t know how people have the energy for it. We should hook her up with the right people. Someone told me just recently they were ‘opening up’ their marriage. Who was it? I think it was someone at Pilates.”

			“It could be that,” said Jane. “It felt like something less…ordinary.”

			“She probably has to whip him,” said Madeline sleepily. “I can totally see her as a dominatrix.” She pretended to crack a whip with her free hand.

			“Maybe,” said Jane doubtfully. She had poked the tip of her tongue out to help her concentrate as she applied polish to Madeline’s toenails.

			Celeste couldn’t keep it to herself any longer.

			“So, anyway, I met someone last night,” she said, and it was so satisfying to hear her friends squeal like teenagers, in a warm room with the smell of nail polish and pancakes in the air, while the rain fell outside.
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			Max: It’s confronting to come downstairs in your undies in the middle of the night for a glass of water and there’s your history teacher squeezing a lemon over a pancake like it’s no big deal.

			Amabella: Our parents have a lot to learn about boundaries.

			Josh: When I came downstairs, Ms. Montclair was gone, but Mum and Jane were massaging Madeline’s hands and feet and she was kind of…moaning?

			Chloe: I’m so sorry that happened to you.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 47

				Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan

			
			2:15 p.m., D-Day

			“I’m sorry I’ve been hard to catch.”

			Melody Montclair was a redhead with an oddly arresting face. Big watchful eyes. A kind of mismatch with the good-looking husband. She seemed too old and possibly too smart for him.

			She said, “I was picking up my costume for a school event tonight. I’m dressing up as Marie Antoinette.”

			“Let them eat cake,” said Adrian.

			Her smile was tolerant. “Most historians believe that quote is a slanderous fabrication. It’s actually the theme of tonight’s event: misunderstood historical figures.”

			They were in the career adviser’s office. It was free because the career adviser also taught Year 10 geography and was doing so right now. The walls of her office were papered with posters promoting different careers. His eye was caught by a NSW Police recruitment advertisement made to look like a “Wanted” poster. The police are looking for people like YOU!

			Adrian indicated the round table and chairs in front of the counselor’s desk and he and Melody sat opposite each other.

			Adrian opened his notebook. “I’m sure you’ve heard about this morning’s delivery to the school principal. Your name was inside the packaging.”

			“Yes,” she said. Her face was expressionless. “It was disconcerting to hear.” She didn’t look especially disconcerted, but he’d learned over the course of his career that people’s faces didn’t necessarily reflect their true feelings.

			“Any ideas about who might have sent it? Why this finger could be pointing at you, so to speak?” He spoke with deliberate brashness bordering on aggression to see what reaction he got. The history teacher remained unruffled.

			“No idea at all,” she said.

			He waited, but she waited too, and didn’t attempt to fill the silence.

			“How would you describe your relationship with the school principal?”

			“It’s a professional relationship.” She went to touch her hair and then dropped her hand back by her side. “We’ve developed a collegial friendship of sorts, but there is nothing inappropriate about it, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			“It seems as though the sender might have wanted the school principal to look in your direction. Can you think of anyone you may have upset? A student? A parent?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“You’ve never upset a student or parent?”

			“Not enough for them to send me a body part!”

			“Your husband mentioned that you’ve had some parents ‘cross the line’?”

			A flutter of annoyance. “Seth shouldn’t have said that. Parents sometimes get upset. It’s just because they care about their children.”

			He asked, “Does the name Bruce Tortinas mean anything to you?”

			“Yes. He’s the man who got shot,” says Melody. “I only know the name because my friend works at the venue where his daughter was going to get married. The wedding got canceled at the last moment. We were all making jokes about it. Last guy you want to cross! That kind of thing.”

			“But you had no dealings with him?”

			“No. Absolutely not.”

			His phone buzzed. He picked it up and read the message. Miracle of miracles. He mostly hated technology, preferred good old-fashioned police work, but sometimes he loved what it could do.

			He looked up at Melody. “Does the name ‘Ewan Drew’ mean anything to you?”

			Not a flicker. “I don’t think so. Why? Should it?”

			“It’s his finger.”

			“Oh!” She chewed her lip. “So who is he? And where is…where is the rest of him?”

			“We’re looking into that.”

			Ewan Drew was a sixty-year-old man who’d been arrested for drunk driving last month. He’d been fingerprinted at Castle Hill police station, which was why his severed finger had been immediately identified. It was his first and only criminal offense. That was all Adrian had for now.

			He closed his notebook and stood. “We’ll be back in touch. Could you leave your phone on in case we need to talk again?”

			“Of course.” She quickly stood too. He saw relief in her demeanor, but people were generally happy to be done with him.

			“Oh—one more thing. When I visited your home this morning, your husband seemed to think I was there about something else?”

			The emotion that flashed across her face was lightning fast, but he still caught it: fear. The ordinary fear of a law-abiding citizen? Or the fear of someone with something to hide?

			“It was nothing,” she said. “His laptop was missing. But it turned up.”

			Definitely odd. He put it aside for now.

			“I hope tonight’s event goes well,” he said as they slid their chairs back in.

			She smiled, a big brilliant smile that transformed her face and momentarily disarmed him. “It will. My students never cease to surprise me.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 48

				Madeline

			
			“Your ex has arrived,” said Ed from his study, where he sat at his desk, working on a story for the paper about the threat of coastal erosion to beachside properties on the peninsula. “He’s parked outside. Not coming in. Worried I’m contagious.”

			Madeline put her hand on the door of the study, admiring her newly filed and painted nails from that morning. Celeste’s skills weren’t quite as good as Madeline’s manicurist’s, but she felt revived after their pancake breakfast: much more revived than if Brody hadn’t got caught in traffic and she’d done kettlebell sumo squats.

			“My ex,” repeated Madeline. Ed would normally just say “Nathan.”

			“Yes, your ex-husband, Maddie,” said Ed. “I can see him parked outside.”

			“Why are you calling me Maddie?”

			Nathan was the only person who called her Maddie. Was Ed suddenly jealous of Nathan? He turned to look at her, and she made herself not flinch, because he looked dreadful today, his body emaciated, his face bloated. Rage pulsed beneath his skin. He moved his tongue around his mouth. It had become a maddening habit because of the mouth ulcers and recurrent fungal infections. She should feel sorry for him and she did feel sorry for him and she hated herself for being aggravated by the tongue movement. Recently he had begun flinching whenever she touched him: something to do with the pain or nausea. The injections to help stimulate the white cells in his bone marrow caused dreadful pain in his spine. He said he felt like his body was falling apart. They both slept so poorly, they’d decided to try separate beds. She slept better and it was great being able to throw the bedcovers on and off through the night as her temperature rose and fell, but sometimes she rolled over and her hand or foot went out automatically, seeking the comfort of his body.

			“You remember we’re going to look at that reception place,” she said.

			“I remember. You look nice,” he said.

			“Thanks,” she said carefully, because it didn’t sound like a compliment. “I should be back no later than three.”

			“What time is Chloe due home?”

			“She’s going straight to Melody’s place after school,” said Madeline.

			“Melody?” repeated Ed. “Is she a new friend?”

			“The history teacher,” said Madeline patiently. “I’ve told you all about her. Chloe is helping her with some kind of research work.”

			“The teacher is paying her? How much?”

			“I’ve no idea. It’s not really about the money. It will look good on her CV.”

			“Right,” said Ed. “So is that appropriate? For her to be at a teacher’s place?”

			“Appropriate?” repeated Madeline. “Yes, it’s appropriate, I know Melody, why would it not be appropriate? We do Beach Boot Camp together. She’s a friend. She bought me that beautiful painting.”

			Melody had bought one of Brody’s paintings for her. It was a sketch of a mother and daughter sitting alone on the beach. She said it had made her think of Madeline and Chloe as soon as she saw it, and Madeline loved that because the little girl did look like Chloe as a child and the mother was really pretty and thin.

			“And she’s walking there? Because there’s this guy stalking the neighborhood—”

			“Chloe is fifteen, not five, Ed. She’s not going to get in a stranger’s car—and those parents on that WhatsApp group are crazy, they’re overreacting.”

			“I’m still Chloe’s father,” said Ed. “I still need to be involved in decision-making.”

			Madeline’s phone buzzed in her hand. It would be Nathan saying, I’m out front. He avoided Ed now that he was sick. He’d actually always avoided Ed, but now he avoided him like he had the plague, not cancer. He couldn’t stand sickness.

			“There was no decision-making!” said Madeline. The thing she missed most was Ed’s sense of humor. Nothing was funny anymore. She had not realized how the glitter of casual daily laughter was threaded through her life until it was gone.

			“I’m not dead yet. I still get a say in my children’s lives! Nobody asked me if she should resign from the Juice Bar!”

			Madeline tried to focus. “I don’t think Chloe asked me either!” Chloe didn’t actually ask their permission or opinion on anything much these days. “Wait, she said there was a customer at the Juice Bar who made her feel ‘uncomfortable’—”

			“What the hell? Why am I only just hearing about this!” roared Ed. He thumped his desk with a closed fist. “What did he say? What did he do?”

			Madeline found herself smiling a silly foolish smile, because it seemed like this must surely be a joke, while at the same time taking an involuntary step backward. She knew that cancer patients could struggle with their mental health, but she had thought that Ed would still be Ed. Her Ed, “real” Ed, would never thump his fist like that unless in parody. She’d privately mentioned to some of the doctors and nurses that he was becoming increasingly agitated and aggressive, and some listened sympathetically, others impatiently, but nobody had a solution for her.

			She thought of Celeste, of all those years she’d secretly lived in fear of an angry man. Of course she’d seen Ed lose his temper, but she’d never once been afraid of him. How could you be afraid of your own husband, in your own home? It had, in her innocence, seemed impossible to her.

			“I don’t think he really did anything. That’s just the way they talk these days. I ask Chloe too many questions about school, and she says, ‘You’re making me feel uncomfortable.’ I tell her she’s got beautiful legs and she says…” She caught herself.

			She’d been about to say that Chloe said, “Don’t be such a pedophile, Mum.” Chloe threw that dreadful word about so casually, with the same irreverence as Celeste saying about her potential new love interest, “He doesn’t seem like a serial killer.”

			But she didn’t want to remind Ed of the existence of pedophiles, or serial killers, for that matter, when he was in an irrational mood like this.

			Her phone vibrated again. For God’s sake, Nathan.

			She said, “Do you want me to tell Chloe she can’t walk there?” In broad daylight? In the neighborhood she’s lived in all her life? With her phone constantly in her hand?

			“Of course not,” he said. His shoulders sagged and her heart broke for him.

			“Darling,” she said.

			“Go!” He waved her away. “Just go!”

			
				[image: ]
			

			Chloe: I remember the first thing I noticed when I went to Ms. Montclair’s place was the amazing art. Proper art. Like, where you can see the blobs of paint? Ms. Montclair said her husband collected it. It was kind of a big deal to her. Anyway, then she brought out all this food, which was nice because I’m always starving when I get home from school, and if I say something perfectly normal, like, “Is there anything to eat?” my mother reacts like a psycho—

			Max: My mother is exactly the same! She says, “There’s a fridge full of food right in front of you!” And I say—

			Amabella: The food is not the point of the story, Max.

			Chloe: So I had my mouth full when Ms. Montclair’s husband walked in and my face went red because I’d totally forgotten she had a hot husband and then Ms. Montclair says, “Oh, by the way, it’s Seth’s birthday,” and she brings out a cupcake with a candle and sings happy birthday! I was literally dying.

			Ziggy: Did you sing?

			Chloe: I just moved my mouth. Then we were eating cake and that’s when she started talking about the “complex issue of adult literacy.” I was like, What? And she was saying how there’s this stigma, but there shouldn’t be, and you know how you lose track when a teacher is talking, and you try to concentrate but you start thinking about something else?

			Max: Absolutely.

			Josh: Sometimes it’s like I fall asleep even though I’m awake.

			Skye: To be fair, that actually never happened to me in Ms. Montclair’s class. Her lessons were always interesting.

			Chloe: Then Mr. Montclair interrupted and said dramatically, “I’m illiterate, Chloe.” He said it was an “exhausting secret” he’d kept for many years. He said his school days were the worst time of his life and there was a cruel teacher who humiliated him, and he couldn’t stand the thought of another adult teaching him.

			Max: What a wuss. Teachers are always humiliating me.

			Chloe: Anyway, Ms. Montclair was like…research proves…new methodology…impossible for a husband and wife to be a teacher and student and then finally I got it. Ms. Montclair wanted me to teach her husband how to read. I thought the job was going to be something more interesting or mysterious, like they were working on a secret invention or a short film, maybe? I said, “But I’m not qualified!” Ms. Montclair said I wouldn’t actually be teaching him so much as supporting him through the steps of a new online adult literacy program, and there would be no pressure, none at all, if it didn’t work, it didn’t work, but could I at least consider giving it a go? So I said I’d give it a try. And they were so happy! Seth reached over for Ms. Montclair’s hand and they held hands really tight, and I thought that was so sweet. Also, they told me the hourly rate and it was double what I’d been getting at the Juice Bar. So. You know. That helped.

			Amabella: I would have said yes too. Easy money. Why not?

			Skye: Oh, for sure. I probably would have said I’d do it for free.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 49

				Madeline

			
			“So Ed is okay for now, right? He’s getting treatment, all going well?” Nathan beat his thumbs on the steering wheel of his new Lexus. He wore Ray-Bans and a well-fitted shirt and he glowed with health, his blood counts all within the normal range, his cells all doing exactly what cells were meant to do, his abundant hair swirled and styled. He spoke hastily, anxious to get the awkward issue of his ex-wife’s husband’s health out of the way. Madeline knew he cared—he definitely wouldn’t want Ed to die—but he and Ed were not kindred spirits. There was no world where Nathan and Ed could become friends like Madeline and Bonnie had.

			“He’s okay,” said Madeline. “Not planning the funeral just yet.”

			“We’re here for you,” said Nathan solemnly. Ah, the favorite platitude!

			“Thank you, Nathan. Do you know where we’re going?”

			“Nope,” he said.

			“So you’re just driving in any random direction?”

			“I assumed you’d tell me at some point.”

			Without a word, she got her phone out of her bag, found the text from Abigail that she’d sent to both her parents, and typed the address of the potential wedding reception venue into Nathan’s GPS.

			“Forty minutes,” commented Nathan. “This wedding sure is…time-consuming.”

			“Yes,” said Madeline. She could have pointed out how much more time she’d spent on their daughter’s wedding than him, but why bother? When Abigail was a kid, Nathan took her to a swimming lesson once. Literally once. Yet he’d somehow managed to spin it in his memory, and in Abigail’s memory, as if it had been a regular weekly occurrence: “Remember, Abby, how we’d stop at that waffle place after your swimming lessons?” And Abigail would say, “Oh my God, those waffles were so good!” And Madeline would think, Once, you guys, once, it happened once. But how could she do that to Abigail?

			“They’re knocking down the Odeum,” said Nathan as they drove past the local cinema, where he and Madeline once made out when they were teenagers. She wondered if he remembered. Their behavior had been truly mortifying. A woman in the row in front of them had turned around and hissed, “You’re in public.” She had probably been younger than Madeline was now, but to Madeline, she’d been a generic, faceless old person. Teenage lust made everything and everyone else irrelevant.

			“They’re not knocking it down,” said Madeline. “There was a big protest. We saved it. Ed spearheaded it. Don’t you read the local paper?”

			“Oh,” said Nathan. “Great. Well done, Ed, on the, ah, spearheading. So, hey, I wanted to ask your advice. Bonnie and Skye are at each other’s throats—”

			“It’s normal. Mothers and daughters fight,” said Madeline wearily.

			“Screaming,” said Nathan. “They’ve been screaming at each other. It’s kind of frightening.”

			Madeline doubted that Bonnie and Skye were actually screaming. Neither of them was capable of it. They were probably just raising their voices.

			“It’s just what happens with teenagers. Your daughter is a lovely, sweet-hearted girl. She’s been so patient helping Abigail find a wedding dress. You and Bonnie don’t need to worry about Skye. She’s just rebelling like any teenager.”

			“No, you don’t understand, this feels like something more.”

			“I know it’s the first time you’ve ever faced any kind of adversity in your entire life, Nathan, so it’s a shock to the system.”

			He ignored the sledge. “We’ve been arguing about Skye, a lot, and the other day she kind of…hit me.”

			“Skye did?”

			“No. Bonnie did.” He took one hand from the steering wheel and pressed it against his shoulder. “Like this. It was nothing. Absolutely nothing. But to Bonnie, it was like…the end of the world. She thinks she’s turning into her father.”

			“Wait, but she’s not, is she?” asked Madeline. “She’s not physically abusing you, is she? It can happen to men too.” Although surely not men married to Bonnie, of all people.

			“No,” said Nathan. “God, you used to throw things at me!”

			“Lightweight things!” said Madeline, although even as she said it she remembered throwing an empty coffee mug. Entirely justified.

			“Also, Bonnie thinks Skye has a secret boyfriend.”

			“It’s not secret. It’s Josh White.” Celeste had told her the kids were “in love.”

			Nathan turned to look at her. “Are you telling me Perry White’s son is dating Skye?”

			“He’s sweet. Apparently he’s obsessed with her! Watch the road.”

			“The son of the guy who secretly abused his wife is obsessed with my daughter,” said Nathan. “That’s so sweet, Madeline.”

			“Sorry, wrong choice of words. Not obsessed. I meant he adores her. Anyway, they’re kids. It will all be over in five minutes.” She shouldn’t have said anything. Was this why Skye was keeping it a secret?

			“I never liked Perry,” said Nathan. “I always knew there was something dodgy about him.” He was driving too aggressively now.

			“You barely knew Perry,” said Madeline.

			“How do we know it’s not some sort of revenge plan for—Bonnie—Perry—the trivia night?” He hit the brakes too hard to stop in time at a traffic light.

			“According to Celeste, Josh doesn’t even remember his father,” said Madeline.

			“Skye said she was going to the movies with her friends the other night,” said Nathan. “And Bonnie said, ‘I think she’s seeing a boy.’ If I tell her Skye was there with that fucking wife-beater’s kid…” He pushed his sunglasses up on top of his head and looked at her with the same eyes as Abigail’s.

			Madeline looked away. An ancient part of her would always respond to those eyes, the eyes of the first boy she loved, her first baby’s eyes, and she would never admit that to anyone, not even her closest friends.

			“Don’t call him that,” said Madeline. “It’s…disrespectful.”

			“To who?”

			“To the wife! To Celeste!”

			“But accurate. God.” An expression of horror crossed his face. “Remember what we used to get up to at the Odeum?”

			“Not really,” said Madeline.

			“You do so,” said Nathan. “Do you think they’re—”

			“Of course they are,” said Madeline, but he didn’t register her words because he was suddenly contorting in his seat trying to see something in the rearview mirror. “Is that a green Volvo behind us? It is! That’s him! I bet that’s him! Get the plate! Get the plate!”

			Madeline turned too fast and felt the vicious zap of pain from her frozen shoulder. “That’s a gray car.”

			“Are you blind? It’s green!”

			“It’s gray!” The car had its indicator on and was about to turn anyway. The person driving it looked like a sweet grandpa.

			“Maddie! That is a green ugly Volvo! Get the sleazebag’s details! We could be saving a child’s life.”

			“Oh, for God’s sake.” She went to retrieve her phone from her bag so she could photograph the car, but it was ringing as she picked it up.

			“Abigail.” She lifted the phone.

			“Answer her. We’ve lost him.” He looked in his sideview mirror. “I think it might have been gray anyway.”

			Madeline answered the phone. “Your infuriating father and I are on our way.”

			“The wedding is off,” sobbed Abigail. “I’m at home.”

			Madeline made an urgent secret service “turn this chopper around” signal with her finger as they approached the roundabout that gave them the last chance before they’d be stuck on the long road heading out of the peninsula.

			“Huh?” said Nathan gormlessly.

			“Turn back!” hissed Madeline. “She’s at home!”

			“What happened?” asked Madeline.

			“What happened?” asked Nathan, and she waved him quiet.

			“He—he—he—” Abigail couldn’t get the words out.

			I knew it, thought Madeline, and for once there was no satisfaction in being right.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 50

				Celeste

			
			“Why is Ms. Montclair always at our house?” said Max as Celeste used the leftover pancake batter to make him the kind of breakfast normally reserved for weekends. It made her feel like a mother wearing a floral apron on a sitcom.

			“What do you mean? It was just because Boot Camp was canceled. This is the first time she’s been here!”

			“No it’s not,” said Max. “She came over to talk to Josh when he had his ‘mental health crisis’ or whatever you want to call it.”

			“Oh, yes,” said Celeste. Now that Josh was going to school without a fuss, she’d forgotten all about that. It always seemed to happen that way. There would be an issue with one of the boys that seemed so serious, so overwhelming and insurmountable, and then it was over, and life was normal until you were facing the next thing.

			“It was weird seeing her here,” said Max. “I wasn’t dressed.”

			“I’m sorry,” said Celeste sincerely. “But you like her, don’t you?”

			“Sure, I like her,” said Max. He poured so much maple syrup onto his plate that his pancake began to float on a syrupy sea. “She’s the best teacher I’ve ever had.”

			“Really?” said Celeste. “That’s great. I’ll tell her that.”

			“But I don’t want her in my house,” said Max. “Even if she was normal, I wouldn’t want that.”

			“What do you mean? How is she not normal?” Celeste tipped the last of the pancake batter into the frying pan in readiness for Josh, who was always down second. “Jo-osh!” she called.

			“She’s not like other teachers,” said Max. “Is that second pancake for me?”

			“No, it’s for your brother,” said Celeste. “How is she not like other teachers?”

			“Well,” said Max, “I feel like if I found out something surprising about her, it would not be surprising. Like, if she’d robbed a bank in her youth, I’d think, Sure, that tracks. I don’t think Josh wants that pancake, he’s too busy doing his hair.”

			“Yes, I do.” Josh walked into the kitchen smelling like a duty-free fragrance store. Since he’d fallen in love with Skye, he had become very clean and powerfully scented.

			“Fuuuuck.” Max pulled his shirt up over his nose. “Mate. I can’t breathe. Skye will pass out if you go near her. She can’t consent if she’s unconscious.”

			Josh said nothing, and Celeste wondered if both boys were thinking about the things people said about their father, about the things they’d witnessed and buried…or was it not that deep?

			Celeste slid the pancake onto a plate for Josh and looked at him. “You know Skye needs to give…‘enthusiastic consent.’ ”

			“Mum,” said Josh. “I do know that, yes. And it’s not just Skye. You know I need to give enthusiastic consent too.”

			“Oh yes, of course you do, I’m sorry,” said Celeste humbly, although it was very hard to imagine sweet, tiny Skye making her son do anything he didn’t want to, but okay, sure.

			Max snickered, and Celeste quickly changed the subject before he began simulating orgasms again.

			“Do you mean Ms. Montclair is kind of subversive?” she asked Max. “Is that what you mean about…robbing banks?”

			“She talks a lot about moral ambiguity,” said Josh. “She says, ‘Life is subjective.’ ”

			“Oh, that’s so interesting,” said Celeste, and Max sighed heavily.

			“She talks about how societal norms have changed throughout history,” said Josh. “Yeah, like how behaviors that were once considered good are now considered bad…and things that were once considered…”

			He lost his train of thought, distracted by something on his phone. He began eating his breakfast while thumb-tapping his phone and smiling his secretive new besotted smile, which meant he was communicating with Skye.

			“Don’t be impressed, Mum,” said Max. “He probably got all that from ChatGPT.”

			He took his plate to the sink, rinsed it, and put it in the dishwasher with the noble swagger of a teen who no longer needs to be reminded of a particular task but still likes to be sure it’s noted by his mother.

			“Your phone is ringing.” He looked down at her phone on the charger.

			“No it’s not,” she said.

			“You’ve got it on silent again.” He shook his head at her incompetence and handed it to her.

			It was a nurse from the Northern Beaches hospital. Mary-Louise had suffered a dizzy spell at the shopping mall and center management had called an ambulance. No need to worry, Mary-Louise was fine. She’d been discharged but needed a family member to pick her up. She’d suggested her daughter-in-law because her son was away traveling.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 51

				Jane

			
			“I was actually just thinking about you!” cried Jane when she opened the door to her mother-in-law, which was true, although she certainly had not envisaged Hannie turning up on her doorstep without warning in the middle of her workday.

			She’d been thinking about her because Celeste had texted to say, Guess who I have to pick up from the hospital?

			Jane had been thinking how lucky she was that her mother-in-law never required anything from her, and wondering why she felt obscurely guilty about Mary-Louise. The woman was not, and never had been, her mother-in-law.

			“Were you? That’s a coincidence! I’m sorry for not calling ahead.” Hannie unstrapped her bicycle helmet so her curly hair sprang free and leaned her e-bike against the wall. She rode everywhere and didn’t own a car. “I know you’re working, but I wondered if you had time for a quick cup of tea?”

			Her smile was strained. Jane instantly understood the objective of her visit and wondered why she had not foreseen this. She thought about saying she had too much work to get through, could they chat another day? She knew that Hannie would not insist, and Jane would then have time to prepare her defense or rebuttal, or whatever it was she hoped to prove, but she couldn’t do it, and anyway any jury would find her guilty.

			“Of course, come in,” she said.

			“Ziggy gets bigger every time I see him.” Hannie did not sit but instead put on her glasses to study the photos affixed by magnets to the refrigerator while Jane made the tea. “Tom said he keeps growing out of his shoes.”

			Jane poured hot water into the mugs and gave Hannie’s a quick swish of the tea bag before transferring it to her own cup, because Hannie liked her tea very weak and couldn’t abide seeing two tea bags used if you could get away with one.

			She didn’t think Hannie was trying to make a point about Tom’s stepparenting by mentioning the shoes, but if she was, she wouldn’t blame her. Tom had moved in when Ziggy was seven. At first Jane kept saying “Thank you” whenever he did something for Ziggy, but eventually he asked her to please not do that. He used to say it was a privilege to be Ziggy’s dad.

			She poured milk into the tea and took longer than necessary to jiggle her tea bag up and down. She felt Hannie’s hand on her lower back.

			“I’m really sorry,” said Jane without looking away from the tea.

			Hannie didn’t ask why she was apologizing. She just increased the pressure of her hand and then took the milk and put it away in the fridge.

			Jane brought the mugs over to the table and moved aside some of Ziggy’s school notes. She read: 15-Minute Documentary on a Misunderstood Historical Figure.

			“I just wondered if there was any chance you’d reconsider?” said Hannie. “And I wanted you to know that if it was to do with your work, well, I would be available for full-time childcare. Five days a week. Nine to five! Longer if needed.”

			“Hannie,” began Jane.

			“I wouldn’t need payment!” clarified Hannie.

			“We have some of Tom’s muffins somewhere,” said Jane, looking around her. She fell in love with him all those years ago eating muffins in his café.

			“I don’t need muffins,” said Hannie, and Jane knew she wanted to say, I need my own grandchild, but she wasn’t that kind of person.

			“I know that I have let Tom down,” said Jane. “I know that I promised him at least one baby. He has every right to be angry with me. You have every right to be angry with me.”

			Hannie massaged her scalp with her fingertips as if she were shampooing it.

			“No, I don’t,” she said, and now her hair was comically disheveled. “I know this is between you and Tom. I’ve never wanted to be that kind of interfering mother-in-law. It’s just that his face—his face when he told me that you’d made up your mind that it was never going to happen, it just broke my heart.”

			“I’m so sorry,” said Jane again, because she knew exactly the expression and she pretended to look at Hannie but kept her eyes on her forehead.

			Hannie took a sip of tea. “This is a lovely cup of tea. Thank you.” She put the mug back down. “I wonder if you’re able to tell me why.”

			Jane looked down again at Ziggy’s notes. Make your documentary fun and engaging—parents invited.

			Tom loved to come to every school event. Sometimes—often—Jane thought, Can’t you guys just educate them and leave us out of it?

			“You don’t need to answer. It’s none of my business, I know,” said Hannie. “I know this is between you two. I know I’m being inappropriate…interfering. Tom would kill me if he knew.”

			“You’ve never been interfering,” said Jane. “Never.” She tried to find words that could encompass the vastness of her resistance. “I think because I had Ziggy so young, and you know the circumstances of his conception were—”

			“I know,” said Hannie. “But this time you’d be in a loving relationship.”

			“Yes,” said Jane. “I know that. I would. I am.” Hannie was bringing up all the same arguments she’d made to herself.

			“Also, Ziggy’s birth was…not great.” She shuddered at the memory.

			“I’m sorry,” said Hannie. “Childbirth can be traumatic.”

			“Well, it was just—” She felt like a fraud because if anyone looked at her medical records, they’d see that Ziggy’s birth was “uncomplicated.” It was the very quick natural birth that everyone wanted. Nothing went wrong. It was all in her mind.

			“It just somehow felt like it was all part of the…same event.”

			“Yes,” said Hannie. “I can see how it would feel like that.” She moved her mug to one side and leaned toward Jane. “You could have counseling.”

			“Oh God,” said Jane. “I had so much counseling. I’m all counseled out. But it’s not just that. Now Ziggy is a teenager, I sometimes feel like I can see this amazing freedom waiting for me, like a kind of oasis on the horizon. I don’t even know what I want to do with that freedom; it’s just that the thought of having to go all the way back to the beginning and start again with nappies and breastfeeding, all the way up to driving lessons, makes me feel like I’d be landing on a snake in Snakes and Ladders.”

			Hannie said nothing for a long time.

			“I understand,” she said finally. “I understand that feeling. If it was going to happen, it probably should have happened when Ziggy was much younger. I should have said something. I thought you were so young, there was no rush.”

			“I kept thinking I would eventually be fine with it,” said Jane. “I kept thinking, Next year, next year, but now I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready.”

			“Yes,” said Hannie. “Tom says he has accepted it, but I wondered, oh lord, please forgive me for saying this, but I wondered, have you considered—” Anguish crumbled her face. “Jane, have you considered letting him go?”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 52

				Celeste

			
			“They look like little ducklings following their mother, don’t they?” said Mary-Louise as Celeste drove her home from the hospital.

			“What?”

			“Over there.” Mary-Louise pointed at a line of learner motorbike riders in bright yellow jackets following their instructor along the coastline. “I’ve never been on a motorbike. Have you? It looks like fun.”

			“Ah, yes, I have,” said Celeste. “I had a boyfriend, before Perry, who rode one.”

			“Oh, in your wild youth!” said Mary-Louise. “I never had a wild youth. I regret that. That last learner rider is your friend Renata.”

			Celeste laughed with surprise. “I don’t think so, that’s not Renata’s style.”

			“Well, it’s her,” said Mary-Louise. “I think it could be her style. I’d like to go on a motorbike. As a passenger, I mean. Could you organize that for me, do you think, Celeste?”

			Celeste turned to look at her. “Really?”

			“I’m writing a list. A ‘bucket’ list. Things I want do before I ‘kick the bucket.’ ” Mary-Louise kicked out one leg to demonstrate. “Apparently I am showing signs of mild cognitive impairment. Even though I can spell ‘world’ backward. I saw my GP for my so-called evaluation. I will admit I’ve noticed that I’ve occasionally found myself feeling a little…muddled.” She frowned and pinched at the skin on her arm. “My GP is actually a friend, a dear friend, the same age as me, and she’s ordered some blood tests and scans. She said she’s noticed some ‘personality changes.’ So has my daughter, as I know you know. Although as I only speak to Adele on the phone once a week, I’m not sure how she can tell. I said to her, ‘You should have seen your personality change when you were sixteen!’ She was a terrible teenager. Perry was a dream.”

			“You don’t sound like someone with cognitive impairment,” said Celeste.

			“Exactly. I’m still me,” said Mary-Louise. She had her handbag sitting upright on her lap, as she always did, and she opened it now and took out some lipstick, which she applied with a steady hand. She said it again, and this time her voice fractured. “I’m still me.”

			“I’ve noticed you’ve been wearing lipstick lately,” said Celeste.

			“Oh! So you think that’s a ‘personality change,’ do you? When I was younger, I used to wear lipstick all the time, but I got out of the habit. My husband didn’t like it.”

			My husband. It was strange that she called Perry’s father “my husband” as if she were talking to someone who had never met him.

			“He thought I looked better without lipstick,” continued Mary-Louise. “He said I needed no adornment, which I found flattering.”

			“Of course,” said Celeste. And he thought Jean was a better name for you. He had a lot of thoughts, your husband, just like his damned son.

			“But I saw this lipstick, and I felt it might suit me.”

			“You were right. It does suit you!” said Celeste. “I didn’t think it was a personality change.”

			“You did.” Mary-Louise smacked her lips together.

			“Fine, I did.”

			Mary-Louise laughed a little. “I’ve always liked you, Celeste.”

			“You have not!”

			“My GP is talking about frontotemporal dementia or Alzheimer’s disease. My mother died of dementia, which my GP well knows, and it’s hereditary. It’s possible she has tunnel vision about this. I’m wondering if anyone is checking her cognitive capacity. She regularly asks for help with Wordle.”

			“Well, maybe it’s…not what she thinks,” said Celeste.

			“It’s what my daughter thinks,” said Mary-Louise gloomily. “And now—this! I felt a little dizzy, a little confused, at the shops, and I couldn’t remember why I was there. Haven’t you ever walked into a room and forgotten why you went there? It must have been something important because I was there so early! Most of the shops weren’t even open yet! I just needed to sit down for a moment. All I needed was a chair—and next thing I was being bundled into an ambulance.”

			Celeste said carefully, “When the hospital called, they said that you believed your son was overseas?”

			“I never said that,” said Mary-Louise. “I said my daughter was overseas. I’m very well aware my son is dead. Speaking of which, is Josh still in a relationship with the daughter of the woman responsible for his father’s death?”

			“Josh and Skye are madly in love. It’s intense.”

			“Let’s hope we don’t end up with a teen pregnancy.”

			“Oh, I don’t think they’re—where should we go? Should I take you home or to my place?”

			“My place,” said Mary-Louise. “Before somebody decides I can’t live there anymore.”

			“Nobody is going to decide that,” said Celeste.

			“Of course they are, I know exactly how this story ends. I saw it with my own mother,” said Mary-Louise. “Dribbling and drooling.” She rocked back and forth in a distressingly good parody of an elderly person, wiping her chin, rolling her eyes, and sucking the gums of an apparently toothless mouth.

			Celeste didn’t know if she was meant to laugh. It certainly wasn’t funny. She focused on the road instead. The next time she glanced sideways, Mary-Louise had her head turned to look out the window. She clutched her handbag as if it were the safety bar on a roller-coaster ride just before it looped the loop. Celeste could see just a little of her vulnerable scalp. She’d never noticed that Mary-Louise’s hair was thinning.

			“Let’s stop at the beach and have coffee before I take you home,” said Celeste suddenly.

			“Oh yes, at that café you all go on about,” said Mary-Louise. “Boo-Boos.”

			“Blue Blues. You know it’s Blue Blues. You’re teasing.”

			They drove toward the beach and Mary-Louise said, “I found you standoffish.”

			“Pardon?”

			“When we first met. I remember it clearly. Perry brought you to meet us at that Italian restaurant I never liked. Red velvet booths. Tacky.”

			The red velvet booths instantly appeared in Celeste’s memory, a vivid, distinct memory, although Celeste was sure she would never have accessed it if Mary-Louise hadn’t described them first.

			“I was intimidated by your law degree,” said Mary-Louise. “I never got the chance to get a degree.”

			“You were intimidated?” said Celeste. “I didn’t think anyone intimidated you.”

			“You’re wrong about that. Plenty of people used to intimidate me,” said Mary-Louise. “Although I’ve changed as I’ve gotten older. I don’t care so much what people think.”

			“I was waiting for that to happen to my mother and it never really did,” said Celeste.

			“Your mother was a very nice woman,” said Mary-Louise. “So that was her downfall.”

			Celeste smiled. She could hardly remember any interactions between Mary-Louise and her mother.

			“My gosh, I was so in love with your son,” said Celeste. She had only the vaguest sense of Perry’s parents being there at that restaurant; even though the objective of the visit was to meet them, she’d been in a kind of fugue state of love and lust.

			She’d been so distracted and self-absorbed for all those years! With her adoration of Perry, then trying to get pregnant, then with two babies, and then with the two faces of her marriage.

			“I know you were,” said Mary-Louise, “and he with you. Oh, it looks like you know this fellow, do you?”

			A car was pulling out of the Blue Blues car park at the same time as they were driving in, so for a moment they stopped side by side.

			It was Marco. He slid his window down, and she slid hers down, and they smiled at each other.

			“Hello,” he said. He wore the same blue T-shirt he’d been wearing at the library event. She loved that T-shirt.

			“Hello.” She loved the way he rested one arm on the windowsill. It was so masculine, as though he were sort of tenderly yet masterfully holding the car still. Goodness. She really needed to get a grip.

			“Not at work?” he said.

			“Oh, no—I had to—” She gestured at Mary-Louise. She had told Marco she was a widow, which was technically correct but didn’t seem appropriate for the complexities of her situation.

			“She had to pick me up!” Mary-Louise leaned forward and waved.

			“Ah, I see—hi!” Marco smiled and lifted a hand. “I’ll see you next week, Celeste.”

			“Nice man,” said Mary-Louise as they parked. “What’s happening next week?”

			“We’re just going on a walk,” said Celeste.

			“A date,” said Mary-Louise.

			“Possibly,” said Celeste. “I only met him last night.”

			“That’s nice. I’ve been thinking about dating. Finding myself a nice man before I lose my marbles. You and I could double-date. Have milkshakes together at the diner.”

			Celeste turned off the ignition. She turned slowly to look at Mary-Louise, who pretended to bend her head and look up with big eyes while she slurped from a straw.

			Then the most unexpected thing happened: Celeste and her former mother-in-law burst into laughter, almost as if they were friends.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 53

				Madeline

			
			“I knew it,” said Madeline as Nathan drove them toward Abigail’s apartment. “I knew there was something wrong with him. Bonnie agreed with me!”

			Nathan pulled to a stop as a girl in an orange high-vis vest walked out onto the road and held up a stop sign. He smiled charmingly at her and waved while saying, “Fuck it with the roadworks. Always roadworks! Did Ed spearhead a campaign for better roads, too?”

			“He has cancer,” said Madeline.

			“That doesn’t make you the winner, Madeline.”

			“Yes, it does,” said Madeline. There were no witnesses, so she didn’t even bother trying to be a grown-up. She slipped straight back into the delicious, childish sniping that had defined their doomed little starter marriage, the kind of sniping where every single bad thing, even if it was the weather, was the other person’s fault.

			“If you really thought the kid was so bad, why didn’t you say anything?” snapped Nathan. “Why didn’t you stop Abigail from planning this giant expensive wedding?”

			“Maybe I could have done something if you’d given me a heads-up he was planning to propose at my fiftieth birthday!”

			“Ha! I knew I was going to pay for that eventually. You couldn’t stand the attention being off you for five minutes!”

			“I’m her mother! You should have told me! Bonnie agreed you should have told me!”

			“Please stop telling me what my wife thinks,” said Nathan.

			“Well, I seem to know her better than you.”

			“You do not, she’s my wife.”

			“She’s my friend.”

			“Exactly, you deliberately became her friend just to piss me off.”

			“I did not, I like her!”

			“Well, I like her too! I love her and I’m very worried about her!”

			“Good for you, Nathan, I love Ed and I’m very worried about him!”

			Whenever Madeline had an argument like this with her ex-husband, she felt like she’d time-traveled back to her twenties, except back then when they fought like this, they’d end up in bed and their bodies would work things out without any of the actual issues between them ever being addressed.

			She and Ed had had sex only once since his diagnosis, and it had not been especially successful, although they’d got the job done. The illness shrouded every interaction, every meal, every decision. She didn’t care; sex was the last thing on her mind. Sex felt like an activity from her past that she had once loved but would obviously never do again. Like…roller-skating.

			She felt Nathan looking at her, and she looked at him, and their eyes met for just long enough to tell her that there wasn’t much action happening over at his place, either.

			Good lord above.

			They both looked away fast. Nathan cleared his throat. Madeline snorted and clasped her hands.

			Just muscle memory. Maybe she could still roller-skate, too.

			Someone tooted their horn behind them, and they saw that the road worker had lowered her sign and was impatiently waving them on.
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			Abigail opened the door to the apartment in yoga pants and an old T-shirt that was sliding off one shoulder, her hair piled on top of her head, her eyes bloodshot, her nose runny and red, but still gorgeous, because she was twenty-five, and collapsed first into Madeline’s arms and then into her father’s. They got her into the living room, where she lay on her side on the couch, the evidence of her distress strewn across the coffee table: tissues, half-eaten chocolate bars, bags of lollies and chips, the sort of junk food you would take on a road trip.

			Madeline and Nathan positioned themselves either side of her: Abigail rested her head on her mother’s lap, and Nathan took Abigail’s feet, clad in mismatched rugby socks, onto his lap.

			“Tell us from the beginning,” said Madeline. She looked about the stylish little apartment, wondering how many boxes she would need to move Abigail and her possessions out of there.

			“Where is Luka now?” asked Nathan, and it actually took Madeline a disconcerting moment to work out who he meant, because she always referred to Luka as Perfect Boyfriend, or perhaps because there was something very wrong with her, hopefully just brain fog, but still, kind of scary that she hadn’t recognized her daughter’s abusive fiancé’s name.

			The original plan for today had been that Abigail and Luka would meet Madeline and Nathan at the potential wedding venue. It would be polite if someone called and let them know they weren’t coming now, which reminded Madeline that she still hadn’t got around to canceling an eye test for Ed that was coming up, because who cared about his eyes right now, but her mother’s eyes could not be ignored, because of glaucoma, and focus. She picked up the bag of lollies and extracted all the strawberry creams. She handed Nathan the sugary bright yellow banana, which he accepted with a perplexed expression, and she realized that was Ed’s favorite, not Nathan’s—she really was losing her mind.

			“Yes,” she said. “Where is Luka?”

			“He’s gone to work,” sobbed Abigail. “He said he didn’t want to take any more time off work for this wedding.”

			Madeline had been wondering how Abigail’s boss felt about all the time she’d been taking off for “essential” wedding planning activities, but Abigail had told her that Madeline’s generation didn’t understand the importance of work-life balance.

			“So what happened?” asked Madeline. She stroked Abigail’s hair.

			“We had the worst argument ever,” said Abigail.

			“About what?” asked Nathan as Madeline ran her eyes over Abigail’s body.

			“Is that a bruise?” She pointed at Abigail’s arm.

			She’d never seen Celeste’s bruises. She’d never thought to look for evidence of anything in her friend’s life that might suggest it wasn’t as perfect as it appeared to be. “Well, nobody saw them,” Celeste had explained. “I made sure of that.” But Madeline still should have known.

			Abigail lifted her chin and looked at her arm. “What? No. It’s fake tan.”

			“He didn’t hurt you?” said Madeline.

			“Hurt me? No!” said Abigail. “Mum. Don’t be dramatic.”

			She dabbed her nose with a balled-up tissue. Madeline wanted to grab a fresh tissue and hold it to her nose and say, “Blow!” the way she had when Abigail was a kid.

			“He said I was obsessed with the wedding and that it was taking over our lives, and that we should postpone it until after Ed is better.”

			“Well,” said Madeline. “That might actually—”

			“I said, ‘I don’t even care about the stupid wedding! I never wanted that kind of wedding!’ ”

			“What kind of wedding?” asked Madeline.

			“This kind of wedding,” said Abigail. She sniffed noisily. Madeline could feel her teary snotty face damp against her thighs.

			She reached over Abigail’s shoulder and grabbed a handful of tissues from the box on the coffee table. “Blow your nose!” She thrust the tissues at Abigail, who let them flutter to the floor.

			“Ah,” said Nathan. “I’m kind of confused, because why then—”

			“That’s what Luka said! He said, ‘I’m so fucking confused!’ And I said, ‘No need to fucking swear, that’s verbally abusive!’ ”

			“Is he verbally abusive?” asked Madeline. She thought of how much Ed swore these days.

			Abigail ignored her. “I told him he should not have proposed without checking with me first! It was much too soon! I wasn’t ready! And he said, ‘Well, why did you say yes?’ And I said, ‘Why do you think I said yes? Because I was standing in front of two hundred fifty-year-olds, what was I meant to say?’ ”

			Madeline tried to work out who these two hundred stodgy fifty-year-olds were and then realized that Abigail was referring to her beautiful sparkling party guests.

			“I understand, but you could have said something afterward, surely?” said Madeline.

			“I could not have said anything, Mum. It was too late. Once you’ve put an engagement ring on, you can’t take it off. You have to keep going forward or else you break up.”

			“But why didn’t you just make it a long engagement? Why the rush for the wedding?”

			“I wanted to get it over and done,” said Abigail. “Long engagements increase the risk of divorce. I don’t want to end up like you two. I only want to get married once.”

			“Everyone only wants to get married once,” sighed Madeline. She had long since been immune to comments like this from her daughter, who as a teen took great pleasure in listing off all the psychological damage their divorce had supposedly caused her, even though she had no memory of them being together.

			“Anyway, I was only doing it for you,” said Abigail. She suddenly removed her head and feet from the parents’ laps and sat up, gracefully swinging her legs into a cross-legged position and adjusting her hair.

			Madeline looked across at Nathan, ready to find him guilty, and then she realized that Abigail was looking at her.

			She pointed at herself. “For me?!”

			“Yes, for you. You love weddings!” said Abigail. “It’s your literal profession! That’s why you applied for the job at the hotel. I remember you saying, ‘I love a good wedding!’ ”

			“It was the flexible hours,” said Madeline. “It’s not my profession.” Motherhood had been her profession. Her career, such as it was, had been defined by flexible hours. Work had to run through the tributaries of her life left by three children. She had never seen this as a sacrifice, just a fact, but it was dispiriting that Abigail didn’t recognize that, and it was not the time to point at the man seated next to her and say, You do know he wasn’t there for most of your childhood, Abigail? How was I going to get a profession? My passion was you! He took you swimming ONCE!

			Abigail was now on a roll, describing all the injustices she’d suffered.

			“But I couldn’t work out what you wanted. You were so negative about everything to do with the wedding! I kept trying and trying and nothing made you happy.”

			That could not be true. It was Abigail who was being difficult about the wedding, not Madeline; she was just enduring it, in survival mode. Nathan was now eating the lollies by the handful. He reminded her of that little animated “person eating popcorn” people sent when there was conflict or drama.

			She’d thought she was coming here to rescue Abigail. She had not been prepared to find herself in the firing line. “Well, I had Granny to deal with, and you know, I’ve been so worried about Ed.”

			“I’m worried about Ed too!” exclaimed Abigail. Her bloodshot eyes were now dry and clear and filled with passion. “You act as if you’re the only one who cares about him, but he’s my stepdad, he taught me how to ride a bike, he took me fishing, he was a better dad than Dad—no offense, Dad!”

			“Ah, none taken?” said Nathan. He gave a rueful grimace. “Okay. Maybe a little taken.”

			“That day in the bridal shop when you suddenly yelled at us for not asking about Ed’s scan, when we didn’t even know he was having a scan—how would we, because you keep all the details to yourself, as if it’s nothing to do with us, and nobody else can help. I mean, you even complain about people bringing you lasagnas, Mum.”

			“I don’t like lasagna,” said Madeline. “But I sent thoughtful thank-you messages for every single one of those lasagnas! Even the vegetarian ones! I don’t have time for anything, Abigail. I’ve been losing my mind.”

			“Abigail, your mother is actually going through a really difficult time right now,” said Nathan sternly, and it brought Madeline up short. It was the first time Nathan had remonstrated with Abigail on her behalf. Ed had done so many times, but he was only acting in the position of dad. She gave Nathan a heartfelt smile.

			“Just look at her!” said Nathan passionately. “You can see she’s exhausted.”

			Madeline had gone hard with the concealer today, but apparently not hard enough.

			“I know,” said Abigail. “She looks terrible.”

			“Thank you, everyone,” said Madeline.

			“I asked you if we should postpone the wedding,” said Abigail.

			“I know you did,” said Madeline. “But Ed didn’t want it postponed.” How was it that the woman always ended up in this position? Trying to meet the competing needs of every member of the family, undertaking the most complex and sensitive of diplomatic negotiations, and then, when they failed, which they inevitably did, the woman had to take the blame?

			“Maybe Ed thought you wanted the wedding to go ahead,” said Nathan softly, as if he were the Dalai Bloody Lama.

			“Me?” Madeline pointed at herself again. What the fuck? Why did everything keep coming back to her?

			“Anyway, Mum, sometimes it seems like you don’t even like Luka,” said Abigail. “You’re always so suspicious and weird around him.”

			“I like him! Well, I don’t really know him yet. It happened so fast. To be honest, I sometimes worry he’s too perfect.”

			“He’s not perfect,” said Abigail grimly. “He gets a new glass every time he has a glass of water, like a kid. We keep running out of glasses, it drives me crazy. And he keeps forgetting to turn the fan on when he has a shower, so the bathroom mirror is all steamed up when I’m trying to blow-dry my hair.”

			“Oh, Abigail,” said Madeline. “Those things are just—”

			“And when he gets angry,” continued Abigail.

			Madeline held her breath. Okay. Here we go.

			“He tugs on his ear,” said Abigail. She pulled on her earlobe to demonstrate. “It does my head in.” She tugged over and over at her ear in an exaggerated mockery of Luka and made an aggravated face.

			Madeline and Nathan exchanged wry middle-aged smiles. Madeline saw the deep grooves on either side of his mouth, and she realized that the last decade had changed her ex-husband as well, that maybe he’d actually grown up and learned to compromise too.

			“He’s always done it,” said Abigail. “Even when he was a baby. His mother told me.”

			“It sounds adorable,” said Madeline. A deep peace was spreading through her body, or maybe it was fatigue. She was reminded of all the times that the most intense crises in her life had passed. They almost always did. The kid grew out of it or finally learned to sleep through the night or read or sit still. You got better or got over it or fixed it or sold it or got a divorce. All this would one day be in the past.

			“Mum,” said Abigail. “It is not adorable. Anyway, we’ve broken up, the wedding is off, I’m sorry I’ve been—how I’ve been. I think I thought if I got every detail of this wedding exactly right, then…I don’t know, it’s so stupid.”

			“Then what?” asked Nathan.

			“Then Ed would get better, then all my friends would say I had the best wedding out of everyone, then my marriage would last forever, then…I don’t know, I’d win at life.”

			The door of the apartment opened, and there he was, Perfect Boyfriend, carrying a gigantic bouquet of white roses—Abigail’s favorite. (She thought they were elegant and sophisticated.) The cellophane rustled. Madeline looked at her daughter’s face, radiant with relief, and in it was everything she needed to know.

			“Oh,” said Perfect Boyfriend when he saw them. “I’m sorry.” He looked at Madeline. “How is Ed?”

			“We were just going,” said Nathan. He and Madeline simultaneously rose with the timing of a long-married couple.

			“Luka. Sweetheart.” Madeline hugged him. “Welcome to the family.”
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			So when did you next see him? The man…?

			Chloe: Okay, so the six of us had put our names down to be in the same group for the history documentary.

			Skye: We spent a lot of time together working on it, which was good because Josh and I didn’t like to be apart and my mother was tracking my every move like she was in the CIA.

			Amabella: Also, we wanted to get a good mark because we wanted to impress Ms. Montclair. She was the kind of teacher you wanted to impress.

			Ziggy: We chose Winston Churchill for our subject.

			Max: Correction. You chose Winston Churchill.

			Skye: We all liked history because of Ms. Montclair, but Ziggy had a passion for it, I expect because of his own complicated history.

			Ziggy: Churchill is very misunderstood. For example, people think he was to blame for Gallipoli, which is actually not fair, because Kitchener was just as much to blame—

			Amabella: We decided to film the introduction on the beach because of Winston’s famous speech—

			We shall fight them on the beaches.

			Ziggy: Yes, although it’s actually “We shall fight on the beaches.”

			Chloe: We were doing it early in the morning before school so we could get the sun rising, so the lighting would be all shadowy and dramatic.

			Josh: And that’s when we saw him again.

			Skye: We couldn’t believe it! There he was, just roaming free in the wild!

			Chloe: We’d forgotten about him. We hadn’t seen him for ages.

			So this was when?

			Amabella: I know exactly when it was. It was in the morning before school on the day of the protest.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 54

				Celeste

			
			The morning of her “date” with Marco, Celeste dressed as she normally would for a casual walk with a friend, except she showered at length beforehand and then blow-dried and styled her hair in an elaborately casual ponytail, pulling down artful loose strands to frame her face, as if she were decorating a cake. She applied tinted SPF-50 moisturizer, which was not makeup, it was sunscreen. Tinted lip balm: also not makeup. Eyebrow pencil: okay, that was possibly makeup, but it was more…remedial. Her eyebrows were not meant to be that sparse. She didn’t mind her wrinkles; in fact, she liked them, they made her feel somehow protected—I’m marked by life, you can’t mark me—but the eyebrows did not feel like they belonged to her. She caught her own rueful eyes in the mirror, and remembered herself as a teenager getting ready to sneak out to her very first club, much too young, layering her face with makeup to make her fake ID credible. She would never forget the heart-exploding awe of the moment that lighting rig lowered from the ceiling over the dance floor, fake smoke swirled, and the opening notes of “Never Tear Us Apart” made all the girls scream. It was like she’d traveled to a new planet. Nothing could ever be that intoxicating again. Still. She felt…excited.

			She set off much earlier than she needed to, hyperconscious of herself as a person moving through the world, the star of her own movie, all her senses working overtime: the taste of toothpaste, the scent of her perfume (wait, had she gone too hard? Like Josh overdoing it on the cologne?), the gentle tickle of one of the artful strands of hair, the actually very annoying tickle. She stopped in her tracks.

			As she pulled her hair back into a normal ponytail, she saw Poor Jonathan walking his dog in the distance. Seeing Jonathan Montgomery always made her think of when the boys first started school and that circle of school parents who used to be such a big part of her life. They’d seen each other all the time at drop-off and pickup. It was like living in a small village. Their opinions mattered. Now the other parents were just names on that WhatsApp group, which she rarely looked at.

			It was such a long time ago, but also, simultaneously, last week. Everyone blamed the pandemic. The virus had infected the passage of time.

			She thought of her former self, the mother of twins with the secret bad marriage that looked so good from the outside. It was like remembering an old hapless friend. She felt affectionate and motherly toward her. Oh, Celeste, you poor sweet hopeful girl, you tried so hard and you were never going to win. Every day had been like enduring a test. She was constantly analyzing every move she made, second-guessing herself, thinking ahead.

			And now? Who was she now compared to that anxious young woman? She was funnier, more cynical, more sarcastic, more relaxed. Possibly too relaxed about the boys. But she was in control of her life. She made all the decisions. She never had to think before she spoke or worry about displeasing someone. She never got in trouble, because grown-up women were not meant to get in trouble. She was a regular person with no secrets. It was glorious being a regular person.

			Her mood suddenly tipped off a cliff.

			What did Celeste know about this Marco? He said he wasn’t working because he’d sold his software business and yes, that had checked out when she’d googled him, but he could still be a con artist or a criminal or a stalker. He’d admitted that his obsessive nature made him very good at his job but had not been appreciated by his ex-wife. Wasn’t that a giant red flag? One Celeste was willfully ignoring as it flapped in her face? It would be good if she could call his ex-wife for a reference. What were Marco’s strengths and weaknesses? Please give an example of a stressful time in his life and how he handled it. Did you ever think he might accidentally kill you?

			“You’re still in that relationship, and we still need to get you out,” her counselor, Susi, used to say, sounding a bit too pleased with herself each time she said it: Look at me with my wise therapeutic insights. We need to get you out. Too dramatic. Perry was dead, so she was out.

			What if there wasn’t anything terrible about Marco? What if he was just perfectly…fine? That was the most likely scenario. Her therapist had warned her of this too. “Abusive relationships can be addictive,” she said. “The highs seem so much higher because of the lows. You might find that a ‘normal’ relationship feels kind of dull without the drama.”

			“I don’t need drama,” Celeste had said.

			“You might even find yourself creating the drama,” Susi had warned.

			Celeste didn’t think she’d ever done that, but it was true that during her “slutty era” she’d often woken up the next morning and felt the most enervating sense of boredom at the thought of spending another minute with the man lying next to her. She’d used the twins as an excuse to make them leave. She had to rush to pick the boys up from Madeline’s or Jane’s place. (Her friends had facilitated her slutty era.) Then she’d ghosted the men, which was bad manners. It had been a strange time in her life. She’d craved sex back then. These days, her desire was like the tiny tremulous flame of a candle on a child’s birthday cake at a breezy-day picnic. She could take it or leave it. Madeline said that was crazy, she couldn’t tap out just yet because even senior citizens still had proper sex—supposedly some retirement villages were rampant with STDs, or so Madeline’s mother had recently informed her. Madeline was unsure if that was a pro or a con: Should she be looking for a retirement village that offered STDs?

			Even if this did turn into something, Celeste would probably “fumble it,” as the boys said. Like she had with the pet-food guy when he lost his temper. She hadn’t really regretted “fumbling” that relationship. She’d relaxed into being single, stopped shaving her legs and straightening her hair.

			Why complicate a lovely life? She was so happy! She could not be any happier, ergo the only impact of a relationship would be negative.

			Celeste, this is just a walk. You have not entered into a contract with this man. Please be normal.

			The ghost of Perry loped alongside her, an arm around her shoulders. But you’re not normal, are you, Celeste? You’re special. We’re special. Nothing could ever match us.

			She shrugged off Perry’s ghostly arm and continued walking at a brisk, no-nonsense pace. WE WERE NOT THAT SPECIAL, PERRY, AND THIS IS JUST A WALK.

			She and Marco had agreed to meet at the picnic table where they’d had their poke bowls and she could see he was already there, even earlier than her.

			He sat facing the sea, his elbows on the tabletop, his hands clasped behind his lowered head. He seemed to be shaking his head. Oh my goodness, what was he doing? Was he crying? Was he talking to himself? Was he…mad? Oddly, that made her relax. This would turn into a funny dating story. I dated a madman! People liked that.

			“Marco?” she said carefully when she got close enough for him to hear her.

			His head jerked up. “You’re early!”

			“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t have far to come.”

			He picked up a pair of sunglasses from the table and put them on. “No need to apologize!” Then he immediately took them off again. “Not that sunny really.” He chewed the stem of his glasses. “Hi! How are you?”

			“Are you okay?” she said. She sat across from him at the picnic table. They were back in the same positions they’d been in the other night, except in sunlight. He seemed both younger and older in the daylight. She could see his wrinkles and the silvery glint of his hair, but also the very specific brown of his eyes.

			“Yes,” he said. “I’m fine.” He banged his knuckles together. “This is embarrassing.”

			“No, it’s not.” They smiled at each other like they had in the library. His smile made everything feel simple again. She just really liked his smile.

			His shoulders were also extremely pleasing to her.

			“So, I haven’t done much dating since my divorce,” he said. “I got here early, and I felt very, unexpectedly…nervous.” He rubbed little circles into his forehead. “I was giving myself a really stern pep talk. Just be normal, Marco. It’s a walk, not an exam.” He shook his head. “I always got the worst exam nerves.”

			“Oh, me too,” said Celeste, with feeling. “Do you still have exam nightmares?”

			“One hundred percent,” he said. “Mostly they involve running.” He mimed himself running, chest forward, arms pumping. “I’m late for an exam and I don’t know where it is, but I’m running hard.”

			“I’m going into the exam and then I realize I never went to a single class the whole semester.”

			“That old classic,” said Marco. “And then I’m trying to work it out: But why didn’t I go to any of those classes?”

			“Did I just forget I was enrolled?”

			They grinned at each other. She tried to see the boy he’d once been, but she couldn’t really. They were two people in their fifties, with long messed-up lives trailing behind them.

			“Right, then,” he said. “But this is not an exam.”

			“It’s just a walk,” she agreed.

			He held out his hand across the table and she took it. It felt like a warm, safe hand. “Shall we go?”

			“I consent to a walk,” she said. She caught herself and blushed. “Sorry. I’ve got consent on my mind.”

			“You’ve got consent on your mind,” he repeated, with no intonation whatsoever, but she could see the spark of humor in the slight narrowing of his eyes.

			“My boys,” she explained. “They learn about it at school. They have to be sure they give and receive ‘enthusiastic consent.’ ”

			Marco nodded. She was getting used to the rhythms of his speech. There was always that contemplative pause before he spoke.

			“At first I thought, How’s this consent thing going to work in practice?” he said. “It didn’t sound romantic. It sounded transactional.”

			Their hands didn’t move, but they seemed to be communicating something. She’d forgotten that holding hands could create feelings throughout your entire body.

			“I know what you mean,” said Celeste. “It’s not how we did things. It was all…implied.”

			“One hundred percent. I used to imply my intentions by taking my chewing gum out of my mouth and then moving my head really, really slowly forward with my eyes shut, so she had plenty of time to escape if she wanted.”

			He demonstrated his technique and looked gratified when Celeste laughed out loud.

			He sat back and said, “But then I thought, Maybe it could be great. You don’t have to worry that you’ve misinterpreted signals. There’s an agreed-upon procedure, right? You just ask the question: ‘May I kiss you?’ ”

			“Yep,” said Celeste. “I think that’s how it works.” Actually she wasn’t so sure. Did you have to get verbal consent for a kiss? Or could you still rely on nonverbal signals? She’d need to check the government guidelines.

			She looked at Marco. Goodness, sustained eye contact was so intimate.

			She was a teenager again in that long-ago nightclub; INXS was playing, the lighting rig was lowering, her whole life was beginning—

			His phone, facedown on the table next to him, burst into an old-fashioned landline ringtone so earsplittingly loud they both jumped backward and dropped each other’s hands as if they’d been caught out doing something wrong.

			“Sorry,” he said. “I turned the volume way up because I kept missing calls.” He squinted at the screen and smiled wryly. “It’s my mother. Her timing was always good. Do you mind if I take it? If I don’t answer, she keeps ringing until I do.”

			“Of course,” said Celeste.

			He swung his legs over the side of the picnic bench and walked a few steps away to take the call. She watched his face change to one of concern. He rubbed his hand across his mouth. Frowned at his feet. He spoke rapidly in another language she couldn’t identify. There was so much she didn’t yet know about him.

			When he came back to the table, he sat down again and said, after his characteristic pause, “Sorry. It was good that I answered. My aunt in Melbourne just died.”

			“Oh no,” said Celeste. “I’m sorry.” She didn’t know how to arrange her face. Was this sad but expected? Should she reach over the table and pat his arm? Or, possibly, stand up and hug him? Was he close to the damned aunt? Oh God, he did look kind of teary.

			“She and my mother lived together,” said Marco. “My mother is distraught. I’ll have to get on a flight today, but we can still have our walk—”

			Now Celeste’s phone rang.

			She turned it over, ready to reject the call, but it was the one call she couldn’t reject.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said, picking it up. “It’s the school.”

			“You answer that,” he said. “I’ll book myself a flight.”

			“Mrs. White,” said the school secretary, Lottie Wang. Celeste always thought of Mary-Louise when somebody called her Mrs. White. “Nobody is hurt or ill, but unfortunately both your boys have been involved in an unauthorized student protest. Dr. Seawright requires you to pick them up immediately.”

			Celeste bridled at the word “requires.” She was not required to do anything, thank you very much. She thought about saying she was at work, but the problem with living somewhere like Pirriwee was that some other school parent was likely to say, “I just saw Celeste down on the headland walk.” Lottie could virtually pick up a pair of binoculars and see her from the office. You were still at school while your kids were at school. The school principal still had power over your life.

			She agreed she would pick them up within the next ten minutes.

			“You’ve got to go,” said Marco when she hung up.

			“I do,” said Celeste regretfully.

			They agreed they would try again for a walk when Marco was back in Sydney.

			“I might be away for quite a while,” he said. “I don’t think my mother will want to stay in the house on her own, so my brothers and I will have to make some decisions about the long term.”

			“I understand,” said Celeste. She was annoyed with her boys (what in the world did those two have to protest against?) and disappointed about the different direction her day had taken, but she was also aware of a faint sense of relief. It was like something scary—a job interview or a presentation—had been canceled at the last minute. That hand-holding had been very intense. Maybe that would do her for the next decade or so.

			He said, “Remember when we were kids and thought we’d have so much freedom to do whatever we wanted when we were grown-ups?”

			“I remember,” she said, and they held each other’s eyes, and dammit, the hand-holding was not going to be enough.
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			Chloe: So first we wrote a letter to Dr. Seawright explaining that it was sexist and wrong for teachers to complain about the length of our uniforms—they should not have been looking at our legs—but it made no difference, they kept doing it!

			Amabella: Every time Mrs. Marsh yelled, “Too short, ladies!” I went home and took my hem up even further. I explained as simply and slowly as I could that she was making us responsible for men’s behavior. This was on multiple occasions, Brenda, but it was like she just didn’t get it.

			Skye: Also, what if you’d just had a growth spurt the night before? It might not be your fault.

			Amabella: So that’s not really—anyway, so we organized a protest. We marched around the fountain. It was a peaceful protest!

			Ziggy: Ms. Montclair taught us that activism changes history.

			Josh: And there were only of a few of us marching in the fountain.

			Oh dear, that might not have helped your—

			Max: We strongly supported the cause. Uniforms should be short.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 55

				Jane

			
			“What in the world?” said Jane when she turned up at the high school and saw Ziggy seated outside the principal’s office in his drenched school uniform. He’d been given a towel to sit on, but she could see a puddle of water at his feet. Was she meant to offer to wash the towel?

			“Why are you so wet?”

			“What took you so long?” countered Ziggy. “You’re the last parent!”

			“I had a meeting with a client,” said Jane. “My phone was off.”

			“Ziggy, your mother probably didn’t anticipate that her workday would be interrupted like this,” said Lottie Wang. She handed Jane a letter. “From Dr. Seawright.” She lowered her voice. “Actions of this nature will not be tolerated.”

			“Why didn’t Tom come?” said Ziggy as they walked out of the school. He walked like a clown, holding up the knees of his sopping-wet trousers.

			“You know he can’t just leave the café at rush hour,” said Jane. “What happened? What were you protesting about? Wait. Were you in the fountain?”

			“Where did you park?” asked Ziggy.

			“I walked,” said Jane. “I was only around the corner.”

			“You walked?” Ziggy stopped dead. “Why would you walk? I don’t want to walk home in wet clothes! It’s freezing!”

			“Hey!” snapped Jane. The audacity of the kid. “You don’t get to complain! You’re in trouble.”

			“Do you want a lift?” A car pulled up next to them. It was Renata with Amabella in the passenger seat.

			“Yes, please,” said Ziggy at the same time as Jane said, “No, thanks. He can walk.” But Ziggy was already opening the back door of the car and getting in.

			“Don’t you dare, Ziggy, you’re all wet!”

			“Oh, it’s fine,” said Renata airily. “Doesn’t matter.”

			Jane got in the back next to Ziggy and shot him a silent, furious, “I’ll deal with you later” look. Ziggy shrugged.

			Amabella turned in her seat and caught the whole thing. She grinned, and Jane felt like a dowdy, middle-aged mother in the face of her effortless cool. Amabella had multiple piercings in her cartilage, movie-star eye makeup, bright green nail polish, and two insouciant pimple patches, as if adolescent acne was a badge of honor. This was the same girl who’d once jumped into Jane’s lap when she got frightened during a Smurfs movie. Teenagers were meant to be awkward.

			“Guess what?” said Amabella to Ziggy. “I’ve already found…” She mouthed something Jane didn’t catch. Was it to do with drugs? Vaping again?

			“Seriously?” Ziggy leaned forward.

			“I’m messaging her now,” said Amabella.

			Was she messaging a dealer?

			“What are you talking about?” asked Renata. She seemed in a strangely dreamy, detached mood for someone who had just been called to pick up her daughter from school, and for Renata. She wore a black T-shirt and jeans. Had Jane ever seen Renata in jeans before? Was it because she was grieving her mother?

			“It’s for our history assignment,” said Amabella.

			“For Ms. Montclair?” Renata snapped back to attention.

			“Yeah,” said Amabella.

			Renata harrumphed. She was always so prickly about Melody behind her back, although friendly enough to her in person, and she’d magnanimously “rearranged things” so she could join them on the upcoming weekend away that Melody was planning.

			“I bet you don’t get an answer,” said Ziggy to Amabella.

			It was like Renata and Jane weren’t really there, as if the kids were separated from the adults by an invisible, impenetrable membrane.

			“I bet I will,” said Amabella meaningfully.

			Jane looked at her son and Renata’s daughter. They seemed suspiciously intense—almost elated—about a history assignment.

			Whatever was going on, Jane was not relevant. There was really not much point to her at all.
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			Chloe: I wouldn’t say the protest worked as such, but it was fun.

			Amabella: Nonviolent protests can result in serious political change. I think we didn’t get enough participants. The current Year 7 cohort is especially docile.

			Ziggy: Anyway, the day of the protest was when we started working on our history documentary, and that’s all we cared about after that.

			Max: It was very time-consuming.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 56

				Madeline

			
			“I can’t believe I’m here, eating dinner in a cave,” said Madeline. She swirled one of the fluffy pink pom-poms that hung on either side of her moose antler hat. She felt exuberant. She didn’t even care that she was wearing this unbecoming absurd knitted beanie.

			“This is amazing.” Jane’s face in the flickering candlelight was flushed and happy.

			“I’m just glad we could make it happen,” said Melody Montclair.

			Madeline couldn’t see Melody’s face properly in the candlelight, just the shine of her eyes and the shape of her koala hat.

			“A toast to Melody,” said Celeste emotionally. It was hard to take her seriously in her bright yellow chicken hat, but everyone obediently lifted their glasses.

			It had taken her about a month after she’d first suggested it, but Melody had done it. She’d organized everything for this girls’ weekend away, booking them just the one night—that’s all they could manage—in a Blue Mountains lodge with its own cave, accessible by a steep, twenty-minute hike from their back door. Before they left the accommodation for the cave, she’d handed each woman a different animal-themed beanie with earflaps and hanging pom-poms. They were gifts. “Silly,” she said, “but warm.”

			When they reached the top of the trail, they all gasped on cue like generous guests at a housewarming. The cave faced the most spectacular vista, and they were from the Pirriwee Peninsula, so they knew their vistas, but instead of the sea, they stood on the precipice of a vast ocean of deep-rippled green bushland. Giant shadows of clouds moved slowly across the undulating valley like ocean creatures. The ancient sandstone cliffs turned gold under the setting sun, while tropical-colored lorikeets swooped and soared: not a squawking seagull in sight. No salt in the air, but instead the earthy, citrusy scent of eucalyptus, and then, wait, was that…? How could it be? But yes, it was, the aromatic, sublime scent of pulled pork ragu!

			They spun around from the view to find a long table with a white tablecloth, wineglasses, cutlery, and flowers. Each chair had a soft blanket ready for when the cool mountain air became unpleasantly frigid. Dozens of tiny tea candles provided the light. The food was laid out so everyone could help themselves, and yes, there was a vegan option for Bonnie. Bottles of good red wine dotted the table, and a cooler in the corner was stacked with bottles of everyone’s other favorite alcoholic and nonalcoholic drinks.

			There was a long discussion regarding logistics. How was this possible? Who had hiked up and down that steep trail carrying that cooler? And when? How did they manage to keep the ragu hot and the roast potatoes crisp? Melody kept saying, “Ladies, please! Just enjoy the magic!” But they were mothers and could not enjoy the magic because they were normally the ones in charge of providing it. They simply could not relax until they knew. So Melody finally gave in and explained that there was easy flat access from a nearby road and a local restaurant had handled it all—she had just made a phone call. In fact, when they’d finished dinner, they could walk back to the lodge the easy way, so they didn’t slip on the steep track after too much wine.

			Renata then got into the financials: surely the cost of this dinner could not have been included in the very reasonable amount they’d all chipped in for the accommodation. Melody said, firmly, that it was her treat because she wanted to thank everyone for their friendship and for making her feel so welcome in Pirriwee.

			The first stars appeared as they ate, and the valley turned misty blue and then ink-black. Now that they were all mellow, full of good food and wine, and warm in their funny hats and blankets, a kind of gentle euphoria descended over them.

			Madeline felt high on freedom. Ed was fine at home. It felt like he was enjoying a night off from her ministrations. Tomorrow she could sleep until she woke up, which was always the dream. (Checkout was at three, so it couldn’t be past three, but still.) This was exactly what she’d needed.
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			After Celeste’s toast to Melody, Renata said, “We should do this sort of thing more often. We should do it regularly! I’ll organize the next one!”

			“It’s like sex,” said Madeline. “You’ve just got to make the effort to make it happen.” She poured herself more champagne. “When Ed is better, I’m going to appreciate everything about my life, because life is, life is just so…” She didn’t bother finishing the sentence. She felt delightfully drunk.

			“Short?” suggested Renata.

			“Precious,” said Celeste.

			As they all got looser and tipsier, the conversation meandered and looped. Sometimes two people seated side by side or across from one another spoke privately, and then the conversation expanded to include them all.

			They talked about the previous month’s school uniform “protest,” and Melody admitted she had secretly encouraged it and asked them to please not report her to Dr. Seawright.

			“Amabella’s uniform is way too short,” said Renata. “She looks like a sex worker.”

			“Absolutely their uniforms are too short,” said Madeline. “But you heard what that Marsh woman said? About it not being fair on the men?”

			Then they got to talking about the current style in bikinis and how everyone’s buttocks were on display, and it wasn’t that they were prudes, absolutely not, it was that those bikinis were just not flattering.

			“Buttocks,” said Madeline. “That’s a funny word: Buttocks.”

			She used her finger to trace a picture of buttocks in the leftover syrup from their baked caramel pudding.

			“By the way, the kids are working so hard on their history assignment for you!” Jane told Melody. “Or that’s what they say they’re doing, anyway.”

			“I’m so happy they’re all friends again,” said Madeline.

			“They’re really engaged in the subject,” promised Melody.

			They asked Melody for school gossip, and she said she’d heard that before he came to Pirriwee, Dr. Seawright had got on the wrong side of some awful parents at a private school and had been booted out. She said, “School parents are the worst!”

			They laughed and reminded her that they were school parents. Melody said she didn’t think of them as school parents but as friends, and everyone said, “Awww.” She shared horror stories: the parents who phoned to dispute marks or request extensions for assignments, the woman who bizarrely blamed Melody’s syllabus for her daughter choosing to work in the funeral industry, the man who turned up at Melody’s home because apparently it was her fault his daughter had dropped out of school, when in fact, she’d done everything possible to help this child. “He virtually became a stalker,” said Melody. Renata began to ask more questions to clarify exactly why he thought Melody was to blame, but she said, “Oh, let’s change the subject! It’s bringing back bad memories!”

			They told Melody stories about their shared past. They laughed over school parenting dramas such as when Jane lost the kindergarten toy, Harry the Hippo. Then, inevitably, they shared “the” story. That long-ago trivia night. It had been years since they’d talked about it, and it was the first time all five of them had been together, sharing the story with someone new to the community. They kept checking in with each other. “Is it okay to tell her this?” Perhaps Melody knew more than she let on—teachers heard all the local gossip—but she listened without judgment or relish. It seemed like nothing could shock her and everything interested her. She was the person they hadn’t known they needed.

			When the conversation snagged on details that everyone remembered differently, Melody made some wise points, along the lines of how history was a matter of constant reinterpretation, how a person’s present views might affect how they interpreted the past, but when she started to talk about how a good historian referred to multiple sources, they got bored and hurried her along.

			The conversation then turned to first sexual experiences. It might have been Madeline’s fault. She always talked about sex when she was drunk, and of course she wasn’t having any at the moment.

			Madeline told everyone that she and Nathan lost their virginity to each other, and Bonnie, who had not been contributing much, suddenly perked up and said, “Is that when he first discovered the—you know—fingertip thing?” and Madeline said, “Oh my God, does he still do that?!”

			Bonnie said he’d incorporated the fingertip into their tantric sex practice, although she couldn’t be present in her own body right now because she was “in a state of turmoil” about Skye. Madeline promised herself that she would give Bonnie the opportunity to talk more about Skye later on.

			Melody said she’d lost her virginity to a much older man and she’d always felt so lucky because it was actually a beautiful experience, with candles and poetry and soft rock on a cassette player.

			“I think every woman deserves a first experience like that,” she said dreamily, running her finger around the edge of her wineglass.

			“I sure didn’t get an experience like that,” said Celeste. She told the story of losing her virginity in a tent on a muddy camping trip, while a leech sucked on her calf muscle, and how she’d got about as much pleasure from the sex as she did from the leech.

			“Speaking of sex, what’s happening with Blue T-Shirt guy?” Madeline interrupted, because she already knew Celeste’s leech story. “Is he back in Sydney yet?”

			Supposedly this man was interstate helping his mother because his aunt had died. Madeline didn’t believe a word of it. According to Celeste, he had no job because he’d “sold his business” and had moved to Pirriwee “on a whim,” then he’d bizarrely attended a local library talk about bringing up teenagers even though neither of his children were teenagers. Madeline found it highly suspicious. She wanted to meet this guy before Celeste took it any further. Sure, Perfect Boyfriend had turned out to be, well, literally perfect, so perhaps she was wrong about Marco Polo too, but she doubted it.

			Madeline didn’t trust Celeste’s instincts when it came to men. There had been Perry, his charm concealing the truth, and then there was that dreadful pet-food guy: a charmless bore who once talked for twenty minutes straight about eco-friendly packaging for cat food. They’d all been so relieved when that relationship ended.

			“Not yet,” said Celeste. “He’s helping his mother sell her house.”

			Well, Madeline could certainly relate to the stress of that.

			If it were true.

			“Yes, and speaking of sex,” said Renata.
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			So the day of the protest, you were at the beach working on your history project before school and you saw this man? And you recognized him?

			Skye: Yes. He just sauntered over to us. I hid behind Josh.

			Ziggy: He said, “Hi, I’m Marco.”

			Josh: I said, “Polo.” Because of the game. We played it a lot when we were kids.

			Max: Obviously, if we’d known, it would have been different.

			If you’d known what?

			Max: If we’d known he was trying to date our mother.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 57

				Jane

			
			“Guess who has been giving me the best sex of my life?” said Renata.

			They all turned to look at her.

			Renata squared her shoulders and put on a deep voice and a New Zealander’s accent. “Lit’s bind those knees!”

			Celeste said, “Brody?”

			“Beach Boot Camp Brody? Our Brody?” said Madeline.

			Once the shrieking stopped, everyone (except Bonnie, who had never been heard to shriek, and had never met Brody) admitted to having had at least one sex dream about their personal trainer. They could not believe that Renata had made hers a reality.

			Once Madeline finished describing her dream in more detail than necessary (but they generously let her run with it), Renata explained that since her mother’s death, she’d found herself doing all the rebellious things she’d never done as a teenager.

			“All my life I was desperate for my mother’s approval,” she said, “and now I can just forget all that. I can just do whatever I want.”

			She pulled aside her layers of clothing to reveal a cherry blossom tattoo on her collarbone. “And I bought a Harley-Davidson Sportster. I just got my provisional license last week.”

			“Oh my goodness, I think Mary-Louise and I saw you having a lesson,” said Celeste. “I didn’t believe her.”

			“So, Renata, how often?” asked Madeline.

			“Do I ride the bike? Well, it’s my main form of transport if I’m going somewhere on my own,” said Renata. “When I’m allowed to take a passenger, I’m going to take Amabella. She said—and I quote—‘That would be really cool, Mum.’ ”

			“No! I mean, how often are you and Brody…?”

			“Oh well, you know, it’s a new relationship.” Renata smiled dreamily. “And now I’ve got my HRT finally sorted out.”

			“I’m so happy for you, Renata,” said Celeste.

			“Also, he’s really aware of my injuries,” said Renata. “So he modifies where necessary.” She gave them all a mischievous look. “I introduced him to Geoff.”

			“Oh, well played!” Madeline clapped. “Was he wearing a shirt at the time? Brody, I mean, not Geoff. Ideally, Brody should have been shirtless.” She made a muscle-flexing move.

			“Geoff is my ex-husband,” Renata explained to Melody. “Many years ago, he had a very banal affair with our very attractive nanny, which I could not care less about now, but…I may have taken some immature satisfaction in showing off my ripped younger boyfriend.”

			“Vengeance!” cried Celeste. “Vengeance is Renata’s!”

			“Good for you,” said Melody. “Not immature at all.”

			Jane couldn’t tell if she was imagining the faintest shade of disapproval or even condescension in Melody’s tone. Sometimes she caught herself worrying that they weren’t cool enough for Melody and she didn’t like that about herself. Jane was too old to be trying to impress the cool girl.

			Madeline nudged Melody. “So you got yourself a younger man too. How did you two meet? Tell Celeste. She’s dating someone who supposedly just moved here and then he disappeared for a month because his so-called aunt died.”

			“Madeline,” sighed Celeste. “Stop being so suspicious. Aunts die!”

			“How did you meet Seth?” asked Jane.

			She was fascinated by all things Melody and Seth.

			“At an art exhibition,” said Melody. “I think I told you, he collects art.”

			“He could collect Brody’s art!” cried Madeline.

			“That’s his job?” asked Celeste.

			“He’s had lots of jobs,” said Melody. “He played in a band for a while. He’s been a chef. A stagehand. He’s traveled the world doing odd jobs! He’s had an amazing life. He tells such great stories. He’s a real raconteur.”

			“Raconteur,” repeated Madeline with relish.

			“But he makes enough money to collect art?” asked Renata. She always needed to understand the financial situation at play.

			“Oh, well, I had some money when we first met,” said Melody. “I’d got an inheritance from my grandparents. He’s never been interested in money as such, and he had learning issues at school, some, ah, problems with literacy.” She looked momentarily uncomfortable. “That’s confidential, by the way. He prefers me not to talk about it. Anyway, I was happy to help, I got him started, and he’s just gone from there. He’s got a real eye.”

			“Got it,” said Renata. You could virtually see the words “GOLD DIGGER” blaring from her forehead.

			“I don’t think he just wanted me for my money, Renata,” said Melody.

			“Of course not!” said Renata.

			“But you know what? Even if he did, I probably still would have helped him,” said Melody. “I was obsessed with him. I’m still obsessed with him.”

			“You’re obsessed with your husband,” said Jane. “Wait, how long have you been together?”

			“Ten years,” said Melody.

			Jane had been with Tom for a decade. First she’d liked him, then she’d really liked him, and then she’d loved him, but had she ever been obsessed with him? Definitely not. Was she even capable of obsession?

			“It’s just my nature,” said Melody. “My mother was the same. She used to run to meet my father when he came home from work so she could fall to her knees and take his shoes off. It was like she wanted to prostrate herself at his feet.”

			“You prostrate yourself at Seth’s feet?” asked Celeste with alarm.

			“Only metaphorically.” Melody laughed. “But I loved watching my mother take off my dad’s shoes. It felt…sexy. Or sensual. I don’t know. I remember thinking I couldn’t wait to love someone that hard, and I do love Seth like that.” She smiled. The candlelit shadows did something odd to her face. Only her smile was visible. Not her eyes. “It’s almost a sickness. I’d do anything for him.”

			There was a moment of awkward silence. Nobody they knew spoke about their partners that way. They could talk openly about sex but not love, or at least not that kind of love. It was too much. It was like someone had brought up a previously unmentioned fervent religious belief.

			“Raconteur,” said Madeline tipsily. “That is such a great word. I’m a raconteur!”

			“You sure are, honey,” said Melody, and she adjusted Madeline’s blanket tighter around her shoulders.

			Renata leaned forward toward Melody. “But how is it a sickness? What exactly do you do for him?”

			Celeste said suddenly, “Are you okay, Bonnie?”

			They all looked at Bonnie at the opposite end of the table. She was attempting to pour herself a glass of wine and couldn’t seem to get it in the glass.

			“Are you drunk?” said Madeline. “But—you don’t drink!”

			Renata removed the wine bottle from Bonnie’s seemingly slippery hands. “Bonnie? You might have had enough.”

			“It is not against the law for me to drink!” Bonnie tried and failed to take the bottle back from Renata.

			Jane studied Bonnie. Up until now, she’d been her normal shadowy self, although perhaps even quieter than usual. Bonnie didn’t know Melody as well as they did because she didn’t do Beach Boot Camp. Now, abruptly, she’d somehow slid into that awful, dangerous level of drunkenness that made you want to push your own glass aside.

			“Do you hate me?” asked Bonnie.

			“Why would I hate you?” said Renata.

			“Not you, her,” said Bonnie. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused. She pointed at Celeste.

			“Of course I don’t hate you, Bonnie,” said Celeste.

			“My daughter hates me,” said Bonnie. “For what I did.”

			“Skye doesn’t hate you!” said Madeline. “I told you before, Bonnie! Every teenager does this. You can’t take anything a teenager says seriously, or it will just fuck you right up!”

			“Is it what you wanted?” Bonnie asked Celeste. “I just wonder…did you want Perry to die?”

			There had been none of this red-raw emotion earlier when they’d talked about the trivia night: not from Bonnie, not from any of them. They had given Melody the facts without feeling. The facts spoke for themselves: abuse, infidelity, death.

			“Bonnie,” said Celeste. She suddenly pulled off her silly hat and held it on her lap. “It was a long time ago. I can’t bear to think of you still suffering for that night. After all this time! It’s over! It’s—” She looked about the table for a better word but couldn’t seem to find one. “It’s over.”

			Now Bonnie turned her wobbly head to Jane. “Is it what you wanted?” she slurred. “Because of what he did to you?”

			Jane felt her mouth open and shut like a fish’s. She wanted to give Bonnie the absolution it seemed she needed, but the truth was, she’d never wished for Perry’s death and had taken no satisfaction in seeing his lifeless body in her child’s schoolyard. She was glad that Celeste was safe. Could she say that?

			Bonnie gave up waiting for an answer.

			“It was what my mother wanted,” said Bonnie. “I wanted to do it. I wanted to kill my father. I dreamed of doing it. I should have done it for her.” Her face warped with the memory, and Jane wanted to look away from her pain.

			“Oh, Bonnie.” Celeste stood and went around the end of the table as Bonnie began to jab her finger over and over at her chest. “Because I’m a murderer, a murderer, a murderer!”

			“You are not,” said Celeste. She stood behind Bonnie and put her arms around her. “Did this all start from what Mary-Louise said to you at Madeline’s fiftieth? It’s possible she has the early symptoms of dementia; her mother had Alzheimer’s, you know. You can’t take anything she says seriously.”

			Bonnie held on to Celeste’s arms. She closed her eyes and tipped back her head to rest on Celeste’s chest.

			Celeste pressed her lips to the top of Bonnie’s head. “It’s okay. It’s all okay, Bonnie, it really is.”

			Celeste caught Jane’s eyes. Perry was the cause of their oddly shared trauma, but none of them had ever considered Bonnie’s guilt over his death. She’d told the truth, she’d been charged, she’d done her community service, and then she’d gone on her tranquil way, but maybe she’d never truly got over it, and that’s why it was so easy for Mary-Louise’s comment and Skye’s casual teenage cruelty to rupture that old wound.

			For a moment, they all sat in silence, watching the two women, and then Melody said quietly, “We should call it a night.”

			They had shared their stories with their children’s history teacher, as if they were her students describing historical events like the First World War, with causes, key dates, and conclusions, but history never ended, it all flowed together, and sometimes it carried you right back to a time you thought you’d escaped.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Later that night, when they were all back at the house, Jane went into Renata’s room to see if she had a spare phone charger.

			Renata was in a Grateful Dead T-shirt, studying her Motorcycle Riders’ Handbook.

			Jane sat on the end of her bed while Renata unplugged her own phone because she was at one hundred percent, although she wanted Jane to please bring it back before she went to sleep because she never let her phone dip below eighty-five.

			“Do you think Bonnie is okay?” asked Jane.

			“I think it’s possible she’s on the verge of a mental health crisis,” said Renata.

			“Oh!” said Jane. “Should we—”

			“We just monitor,” said Renata. “I actually thought Madeline would be the one to have a breakdown, with everything she’s got going on, but that woman is as tough as old leather.”

			“Don’t let her hear you compare her to old leather,” said Jane.

			“It was a fun night,” said Renata, “although I still can’t work out her game plan.”

			“Whose game plan?” Jane lowered her voice. “Do you mean Melody’s game plan?”

			“Yes.” Renata wound up the phone charger cord in a neat circle. “What does she want, and did she just get it? She’s a very strange person. All that stuff about prostrating herself at her husband’s feet. What the hell was that about?”

			“That was her mother, not her!” said Jane. “She just wants our friendship! Is that so bad?”

			Renata smiled cynically. “Bring back that charger.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 58

				Celeste

			
			“So,” said Marco.

			“So,” said Celeste.

			It had been six weeks since she’d seen him, and now it was spring. He was finally back in town, and they’d just had lunch at a new restaurant that had opened up on the same street as Marco’s apartment building, and now they stood outside on the pavement, with no plan of what to do next, and she didn’t want their first kiss to be here, and she wasn’t even sure if she wanted a first kiss at all.

			The lunch had not been a success. The food had been fine, but the restaurant was too small and crowded; it was like eating in a mosh pit. Marco had been sitting in a thoroughfare for the waitstaff. They kept apologizing as they bumped elbows and plates into the back of his head.

			Also Marco and Celeste couldn’t hear each other very well.

			He had tried to tell her about his aunt’s funeral and his mother’s decision to move into his brother’s granny flat, and there had been a story about packing up her home, something to do with a library book, maybe, that Celeste had misjudged to be sad but realized at the last moment from his facial expressions was meant to be funny, and she didn’t laugh in time.

			At one point, Celeste had said, “My friend’s husband is going through cancer treatment at the moment,” and Marco had nodded enthusiastically and said, “Great! Me too!”

			Now Celeste had a stress headache, and she suspected Marco did too from the way he squinted at her, his sideburns silver in the afternoon sun. His brown short-sleeved shirt was unflattering. It was too small and it made him look like a 1960s NASA engineer. It was time for some woman to carefully sneak that shirt into a charity bin.

			“I’m so sorry,” he said. “That was terrible.”

			“Should we go back to your place for coffee?” said Celeste, surprising herself, because she’d thought she wanted to go home.

			“Coffee?” repeated Marco, as if the word was unfamiliar to him.

			“Only if you’d like.” She raised her eyebrows. She’d actually meant coffee, but did he think she meant coffee? And did she mean coffee?

			She was certainly not envious of the passionate, postmenopausal sex Renata was now enjoying with a gorgeous young man. Brody apparently used safe ergonomic lifting techniques to throw Renata across the bed and up against walls, while carefully taking into account her dodgy left knee. Celeste and Perry used to have that kind of theatrical sex. Sometimes she’d felt like she should applaud at the end. It was important to him that she understood they were having better sex than everyone else. They were special. They were different. They had the kind of passion everyone wanted but nobody else got.

			“Well, I think I feel like coffee,” said Celeste. Now she was regretting it and her head really did hurt. “Possibly. But if you don’t feel like coffee—”

			“It’s been a long time since I’ve had…coffee. I was not expecting coffee.”

			This was getting ridiculous. “We could just see how we feel,” she said reassuringly.

			“Yes,” he said. He touched the side of his face. There was a tiny scratch where he’d cut himself shaving.

			“In fact, maybe we should leave it. I’ve got a terrible headache coming on.” Celeste rubbed her forehead. She wanted to go home after all.

			Marco suddenly put his hands on her shoulders and swung her to one side, out of the way of a clueless kid walking along the footpath behind her, a fishing rod flailing about carelessly in one hand.

			She gasped in shock. It was an over-the-top gasp, as if a horror-movie villain had suddenly appeared.

			“Mate, watch where you’re going,” Marco said sternly to the kid, who responded with a typical blank stare but lowered the fishing rod and continued on his way.

			Celeste put her hand to her heart and tried to still her breathing.

			“I’m so sorry,” said Marco to Celeste. “I didn’t mean to scare you. The hook was just—I thought you were about to lose an eye.”

			“It’s fine.” She startled too easily. Her boys teased her about it, and she let them tease her, as if it were just Mum’s funny little habit, Mum being dramatic. Years ago, her therapist had told her that her jumpiness was a symptom of post-traumatic stress and Celeste had said, “No, I’ve actually always been like that.” She refused to have a personality forever defined by Perry.

			But now she couldn’t still her breathing fast enough to trick Marco into believing she was normal.

			“Sorry,” she said. “Goodness.” Her eyes met his. He did not look alarmed. He put his arms around her, slowly, with infinite gentleness.

			“No. It was my fault for grabbing you like that.”

			He rocked her, almost imperceptibly, the way you rock a child who is too big for it now.

			“I have paracetamol upstairs in my sad divorced-dad apartment,” he whispered in her ear as if he were saying something sexy.

			She laughed. He smelled like shower gel and clean laundry dried in the sun. No cologne. She wondered how he dried his clothes at his sad divorced-dad apartment and what sort of music he liked and what he ate for breakfast and if it was too soon to make fun of him about the shirt.

			“I also have anti-inflammatories,” he said, taking a step back and speaking in his normal voice. “And three kinds of antacids.”

			“Statins?” she asked.

			“Of course,” he said.

			They chatted about cholesterol levels and joint pain all the way up to his apartment.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 59

				Madeline

			
			The second day after chemo was always the worst. Ed spent most of his time in the bathroom desperately gargling with mouthwash to heal the lining of his throat, and he did not want to be touched or comforted or nursed in any way, really, but Madeline still had to be there to watch for signs of infection, to take his temperature, to bring him water and change the sheets as needed.

			She placed a cup of ginger tea on the nightstand next to him without saying a word. Madeline had learned that words should be kept to a minimum, which was hard for her, but she could do it. She badly wanted to straighten the pillow behind his head but resisted.

			“Thank you,” said Ed.

			“TV?” Madeline picked up the remote. They’d never had a television in their bedroom before, but now it seemed necessary.

			He shook his head.

			It was remarkable how much more invigorated she felt after that one night away in the Blue Mountains. She found that she was no longer expecting Ed to be a different kind of patient: more grateful and less grumpy. It was Melody who had told her that she needed to be the carer Ed needed, not the carer Madeline thought he should need.

			Melody seemed to know everything. She said she’d learned this when she was a carer for her mother, who went through cancer treatment. The mother who threw herself at her husband’s feet each day. Hopefully that guy had helped out too, but probably not.

			Her phone beeped with a message. It was from her brother:

			Just landed. Will go straight to Mum’s place.

			“Oh my goodness.” She held up her phone to Ed in shock. “My brother just landed in Sydney.”

			“Huh. That’s good.” There was something about his smile. It was the pleased, satisfied smile he used when she thanked him for fixing something for her.

			“Wait, did you know he was coming?”

			He picked up his phone, tapped on it, handed it to her, and then leaned back against the pillow and closed his eyes.

			It was a text message exchange between Ed and her ex-husband.

			The first message was from Nathan:

			Anything I can do for u mate?

			Then Ed:

			Get her fucking brother to come home and help out.

			Nathan:

			[image: Thumbs up emoji.]

			Nathan again:

			He’s booking a flight.

			Ed:

			Thanks.

			The cursory way men spoke to each other! If this had been an exchange between two women, there would have been so many more sentences and explanations, emojis and double exclamation marks.

			She understood why Ed had asked Nathan. Ed and her brother had never got on especially well, but Paul had hero-worshipped Nathan because he used to buy beer for him when he was underage and take him to football games. This apparently had bought a lifetime of loyalty, because even when Nathan had left his sister, six weeks after Abigail, his niece, was born, Paul had said, “Okay, sorry to hear that, but it’s an amicable breakup, right? I can still be friends with him?”

			The thought of not having to deal with her mother, even if it was just for a short while, gave Madeline the instant weightless feeling of handing over a heavy suitcase or a screaming baby. Her brother was infuriating and often pompous with that new faux British accent, but he could handle their mother so much better than Madeline, and he was like Madeline in that he got things done. They could now get the house on the market. Paul would no doubt make all the same suggestions as Madeline, but they would be Paul’s suggestions, presented with manly authority, and they would therefore be accepted without question.

			“Thank you, darling,” said Madeline. Ed didn’t open his eyes, but he nodded.

			She looked again at the text message exchange between her current and former husbands, and teared up. They both loved her in their different ways, and she thought how far they’d all come since they were snippy little forty-year-olds, when they thought they were so, so old, they could hardly believe how old they were, when in fact they were still so young, and had no idea how much more life could and would throw at them. It occurred to her that she should return Nathan’s favor by calling his wife. Of course it was typical that Nathan’s favor for her had required only a phone call, probably just a text, whereas working out what was going on with Bonnie was a far more complex task. Still. She would give it a go.

			“I’m coming tomorrow night,” croaked Ed. “I’ll be fine.”

			“What’s tomorrow night?”

			“Chloe’s History Showcase.”

			Madeline opened her mouth to say it wasn’t necessary, it would be too much for him, that the last thing he needed was to sit in a drafty school hall and nobody would expect that and Chloe wouldn’t care either way, but she checked herself. That was not the sort of carer Ed needed. Melody Montclair would be so proud of her. She was such a good student.

			“Great,” she said. “Chloe will be happy.”

			“One more thing,” said Ed as she was leaving the room. “I called that fucking gangster.”

			Madeline froze. She slowly turned around. “You did what?”

			“I told that Tortinas guy if he had a problem with my wife, then he had a problem with me,” said Ed, as if it were perfectly normal to get on the phone to Pirriwee’s only underworld figure and make unspecified threats.

			“But, Ed, he doesn’t have a problem with me,” she said. “Nothing happened! I told you! That was months ago. We never heard from them again. They didn’t ask for their deposit back. It was all fine.”

			“All fixed,” muttered Ed. “Everything fixed. Nobody messes with my fucking family.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 60

				Jane

			
			“I hear Ms. Montclair is dressing up as Marie Antoinette tomorrow night,” commented Tom.

			“Let them eat cake,” said Jane. “Let them eat lemon elderflower cake.”

			They were in the café’s small galley kitchen, standing side by side at the stainless-steel countertop, sharing the last remaining piece of this week’s best-performing baked good. Tom used an excellent wholesale bakery supplier, but he also baked his own muffins, as well as “Tom’s Cake of the Month.” This one was three layers of fluffy sponge, lemon curd, and elderflower buttercream, and customers, not just the women, made inappropriate sounds of pleasure when they ate it.

			Jane had come in to help Tom close because the rostered-on kid had called in sick at the last moment. Gen Z staff had delicate constitutions. She would have sent Ziggy, but he and the rest of the group were putting the finishing touches on the “documentary” that was “premiering” tomorrow night.

			“They’ve been working so hard on this documentary,” said Tom.

			“Well, we presume they have,” said Jane.

			She looked at him, in the same black T-shirt and jeans he always wore. Being back here in the kitchen, as clean as an operating theater, still gave her that privileged feeling of being allowed backstage with the star of the show. Tom. The Tom. His kind open face.

			“I can’t wait to see it,” said Tom. He was not kidding. He’d always loved attending Ziggy’s school events, whereas Jane was interested only in the scant few minutes of each school assembly or performance that featured her child, or at least the children of her friends.

			Out of the two of them, Tom was of better character. It was just a fact.

			He’d built Blue Blues from scratch. A late bloomer. His parents had despaired of him as a teenager and young adult. All he’d wanted to do then was smoke weed and surf. When he asked if he could borrow money to buy the old run-down beach store and turn it into a café, they nearly fell off their chairs and told each other the money was gone, but he’d paid them back in five years. Now Blue Blues won “Most Popular Café” at the Pirriwee Council Local Business Awards every year. It had become kind of a joke. Nobody could knock him off his pedestal.

			Her husband was totally satisfied with his wholesome, hardworking life. All he needed was a baby. She was the piece that didn’t fit.

			“The documentaries are about misunderstood historical figures, right?” she said vaguely.

			“They were originally doing Winston Churchill,” said Tom. “Was he a hero or a racist war criminal? It’s so interesting.”

			“Is it, though?” said Jane.

			He elbowed her. “I think they must have changed to someone else. I don’t know why. They’d already put a lot of time in on Winston.”

			Jane knew nothing about any of this.

			She ran the edge of her spoon idly across the last remnants of icing on the plate.

			“I wonder what Melody will wear,” she said, licking the spoon.

			“I feel like you’ve got a crush on Ziggy’s history teacher,” said Tom, straightening up and stretching his arms above his head.

			“What?” She put down her spoon. She felt her cheeks warm. “What do you mean? No I don’t.”

			He dropped his arms and studied her. “I just thought you might have a fun girl crush. I didn’t think you were having an affair with her.”

			“She’s not a girl,” said Jane.

			“Right,” said Tom. He took the plate over to the sink and began to scrub it hard and quick. He’d taught Ziggy good dishwashing techniques, along with his excellent barista skills. When—if—Ziggy chose to travel, he could get a hospitality job anywhere in the world.

			Tom didn’t turn from the sink. “So is there something going on with her?”

			Jane put her hands to her burning cheeks. “Of course not. The night we went dancing, I thought she was about to kiss me. But she didn’t.”

			“But you wanted her to kiss you,” said Tom, turning around, the plate in his hands.

			She lifted one shoulder. She couldn’t look at him. There was something mortifyingly paternalistic about this interaction: she the sulky teen, he the sensible dad.

			“You know that’s fine, Jane. That’s not a big deal.” He dried the plate and put it away. “We’re not dead. We can have feelings about other people.”

			“Sure,” said Jane. “I know that.” Did that mean he had feelings about somebody else? If she set him free, he’d be snapped up like the last buttery croissant on a Saturday morning.

			She took a deep breath. “Lately, I’ve been thinking…” She’d been thinking about it all the way home after her girls’ weekend in the mountains. “If we broke up, you could have a baby with someone else. I could, I could…set you free.” Jane met his eyes and looked away. “Let you go.”

			She’d used his mother’s words, but she wasn’t going to tell him that it was Hannie’s suggestion. She didn’t want to damage Tom and Hannie’s relationship; it was the kind of close but not weird mother-son relationship she hoped she and Ziggy would have one day.

			“We’re married,” said Tom. He held up his left hand in a fist and showed her his wedding ring. “We don’t just ‘break up.’ We separate. Then we divorce. There’s paperwork. I hear it’s not fun.”

			Jane flinched. He wasn’t raising his voice, but he was using a stony tone she heard only rarely, like when he was telling off a staff member who had spoken rudely to a customer, or a customer who had spoken rudely to a staff member. She hadn’t thought he’d ever use it on her.

			“Is that what you want?” He looked at her steadily. She wished the kitchen weren’t so small.

			“No,” she answered. “But I don’t know if I can live with this guilt. I hate feeling like the bad guy.”

			“I’m not asking you to feel guilty,” said Tom. “I’ve accepted your decision. You’re my wife. You’re the wife I choose, you’re the wife I’ve got. I feel sad, but that’s…the way it is.”

			“But I feel awful all the time,” said Jane.

			Tom exhaled. “It’s a bit much to expect me to accept your decision and also make you feel good about it.”

			“I know it is,” said Jane, suffused with shame. She lowered her head and locked her hands behind her neck. She could see her own gargoyle-like face in the reflection of the stainless steel countertop. “Oh God, I’m sorry.”

			“Jane. I’m trying to understand.” The stony edge was gone. All she could hear was his love. Lucky, lucky, so damned lucky. “Are you trying to tell me you want to have an affair with Melody Montclair?”

			She thought of that moment on the dance floor, and how Melody had said it was up to Jane what meaning she ascribed to it. Jane preferred to think there was an objective truth to be discovered. It did or didn’t mean something.

			“Because I’ve got the feeling those two—Melody and her husband—would be up for anything,” said Tom. He paused. “That guy is a dickhead.”

			She unlocked her hands and looked up at him.

			“Seth? Really?” She’d found him charming, and Tom had seemed to like him at the restaurant. Tom mostly liked everyone, although sometimes he did surprise her like this with an unexpected judgment she would never have guessed from his demeanor. He said he could pick the customers who were going to give him trouble the moment they walked in the door.

			He didn’t answer. He put the plate on a stack of similarly sized square white plates, and ran a cloth over the countertop so that not a crumb of lemon elderflower cake remained. He raised his eyebrows at her and waited.

			“I honestly don’t want to have an affair with her. Or him.” As she said this, Jane realized it was true. She didn’t know what she wanted. She just wanted.

			She was filled with the most ravenous, insatiable desire for something she could not name.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 61

				Celeste

			
			“Gosh, it’s very…neat,” said Celeste.

			“You mean soulless,” said Marco.

			“Well.”

			He pressed a button on a remote so that a blind whirred up to reveal the view, but it didn’t help; in fact, it made it worse. She’d never seen the beach from this angle before, and it felt touristy.

			They exchanged strained smiles. Her headache pounded. She should have been prepared. She knew this apartment was not his home, so it was not meant to reflect his personality. He’d rented a furnished apartment for six months while he tried out the area, learned to surf and sail and so on, but there was no evidence of him living there at all. Not a pair of shoes, or a discarded piece of clothing, or an unopened bill. The peach, cream, and beige tones were relentlessly neutral. The botanical wall art was carefully inoffensive. The furniture looked staged and uncomfortable, as if nobody was expected to truly live here. Celeste felt like she was on a work trip. She should be putting on her lanyard and heading out to hear the CEO deliver his keynote address.

			Was Marco a hit man? A spy? Something felt very off.

			He went into the bathroom and came back with three boxes of painkillers. Even they looked too pristine, as if they’d been purchased only as props.

			She pointed at one of the boxes, and he carefully removed two tablets, then went into the kitchen and returned with a glass of water.

			She took the tablets and drank them down.

			“I could make you a coffee,” he said. “I have a pod machine. I always thought you needed an expensive Italian machine, but—”

			“Where is all your stuff?” she suddenly blurted.

			“Oh,” he said. He looked around him. “I’m just…really tidy. I know. People give me a hard time about it. Since I’ve been living on my own, there’s nobody to, you know, rein in my tidiness.”

			“No photos,” she said, and she didn’t mean it to sound like a criticism, but it did.

			“Oh,” he said again. “This is meant to be just temporary. This is…a strange time in my life. Celeste, I’m kind of in transition. I don’t know where I’m going to end up.”

			“You’ve never shown me photos of your girls. Let me see some!” she demanded. She sounded so peculiar and shrewish! But she suddenly wanted proof that they existed.

			“Sure.” They both sat down on the awful couch and Marco looked through his phone. She watched his face turn tender.

			“This is my eldest, Quinn,” he said. “With me at a restaurant when I visited her last summer. I think I told you she’s studying at the University of Queensland.”

			Celeste took the phone.

			There was Marco at an outdoor restaurant with his arm around the shoulders of a young olive-skinned woman in a white halter-neck top, leaning toward each other, the same eyes, the same smile, clearly relaxed and happy in each other’s company.

			“Oh wow, she looks so much like you,” said Celeste. She felt herself soften with relief. He was just a dad. “She’s beautiful.”

			“I know,” said Marco fondly. He looked down at the shirt he wore. “I just remembered she told me to get rid of this shirt, but there’s nothing wrong with it, is there?”

			“She seems very astute,” said Celeste.

			He didn’t look up from his phone, but he grinned and tapped one knee gently against hers. It seemed like he was a man who it was safe to tease. She’d always had to think twice before she made fun of Perry. Relief circulated through her bloodstream along with the pain relievers.

			“Here is Betty,” he said. “This was her last birthday before…before we had our troubles with her.”

			He showed her a photo of a curly-haired young girl with a freckled nose. She smiled radiantly at the camera as she gripped a knife to cut a chocolate birthday cake. She held the knife handle in both hands, pointed down, like she was about to murder the cake.

			“Clowning about,” said Marco. He smiled so sadly it was almost as though Betty had died.

			“Gorgeous,” said Celeste.

			Marco frowned at his phone. “This is my most recent photo of her.”

			She didn’t look that bad. One eyelid drooped and there was some sort of abrasion on her top lip, perhaps a cold sore. Betty sat on a brown leather couch, caressing a tiny white kitten, and she’d looked up to offer the photographer a strained parody of a smile.

			“I got her a kitten,” said Marco. “I read that a pet might help, and she did love him, but then the ungrateful little jerk decided to move next door.”

			“Betty moved next door?”

			“No! The damned cat moved next door!”

			“Oh!”

			They both laughed, and she remembered how much she’d liked it when they’d laughed together at the picnic table. They harmonized well.

			He said, “Betty is actually employed right now. She’s been working for a youth mental health service up here in Sydney. I guess she understands what the kids are going through.”

			“But that sounds great!” said Celeste. “That might be just what she needs.”

			“I know,” said Marco. “My ex says it’s time we stopped holding our breath over Betty. I don’t know. I’d still like to know what happened to her, but I guess if she doesn’t want us to know, that’s her choice. I can’t change the past.” She could tell by his face that he hadn’t accepted this yet.

			He turned to her. “Your turn: Let me see the twins.”

			Celeste took out her phone and found a photo of the boys she’d taken just as they’d come back in from a surf. They were still in their wetsuits, boards under their arms, wet blond hair plastered to their heads, grinning down at her, because the waves had been gnarly.

			“Ah, look at your surfer dudes,” said Marco, but then his face changed and he frowned. “Can I see another one? I think I might have actually met your boys.”

			“On the beach?” said Celeste. “Were you surfing? I hope they were polite.”

			The boys had little patience with beginner surfers from out of town who didn’t understand surfing etiquette, but she didn’t think they’d shout at an adult like they would at a kid. They need to learn, Mum.

			“This is a recent one.” She showed him another, more recent photo of Max and Josh taken at the Indian restaurant on the day that Mary-Louise had tried to give them cars.

			“Yes,” said Marco. “I talked to them early one morning a few weeks back, just before I went to Melbourne. They were with their friends.” His forehead creased. “Actually, it was the same day you and I met for our walk. When I got the call from Mum? They were filming something on the beach. They said they were all working together on some kind of group assignment.”

			Why did he look so unhappy about this?

			“Oh God,” said Celeste. “What did they do?”

			She would kill them! It was most likely Max, not Josh. She’d failed; she should have been a tougher parent to make up for the absence of their father; she had not sufficiently leaned into the ethos of “actions have consequences.”

			“They weren’t rude to me,” said Marco. He laughed a little, remembering. “They really weren’t.” He took her hand. “But now I need to tell you something.”

			“What?” Wild thoughts: Your children are wanted for bank robbery.

			“It’s about why I chose to move here. I was always going to tell you eventually.”

			She remembered Madeline asking, “How did he end up in Pirriwee? Does he know anyone here?” Madeline had the old-fashioned instincts of a local because she’d lived here her whole life.

			“I didn’t move here on a whim.”

			Now Celeste felt the dizzying spin of the wheel of history. She was back again on that balcony at the primary school trivia night, ten years earlier, when she saw Jane see Perry for the first time and recognize him. Jane had not ended up here by chance. She’d seen the real estate pamphlet at the hotel the night she’d met Perry. She’d moved here deliberately to find Ziggy’s father.

			“So I think I told you that when Betty was fourteen, I was dementedly busy; I couldn’t think of anything else but work.”

			Marco looked at her hand in his, and seemed to decide it wasn’t appropriate for him to be holding it. He carefully set it down on her leg as if he were returning something fragile to her.

			“My ex and I were not in a good place—we knew we were done—but we agreed we’d limp along until Quinn did her Year 12 exams and I hopefully sold the business. So it was a strange time for the family as the four of us were leading separate lives. Betty became very close with a teacher at her school. This teacher took an interest in her. And my wife also became close with this teacher.”

			The patterns emerging were like words coming to the surface in a puzzle. Once you saw them, you couldn’t understand why you hadn’t seen them earlier. Melody, sitting at that long table in the cave, telling them about a parent who’d blamed her for his daughter “going off the rails,” the same words Marco had used, when in fact Melody had done everything she could to help.

			“She was a history teacher,” said Marco.

			Celeste moved herself away from him. She pulled a small, rock-hard cushion from behind her back and rested it on her lap.

			“Was her name Melody Montclair?”

			She saw his eyes widen in recognition. So, yes.

			“You think Melody has something to do with what happened to Betty?” She drummed her fists on the cushion. “Oh, Marco, please tell me you’re not Melody’s stalker.”

			He shook his head and said, “Please tell me you’re not her friend.”
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			Skye: He said to us, “Do you have a teacher called Melody Montclair?” and we said yes. He said, “Oh, that’s interesting,” and he said Ms. Montclair had been his daughter’s teacher. He said his daughter Betty and Ms. Montclair had been super close, but one day Betty’s personality changed and she stopped going to school.

			Max: I said, “You’re blaming Ms. Montclair for that? Because when Josh refused to go to school, she was the one who convinced him to go back.”

			Amabella: I felt so sorry for Ms. Montclair! I thought, What? This man is delusional.

			Ziggy: Me too. I said, “Ms. Montclair is actually a very good teacher.” He said he’d heard that too, but he’d also heard of another student who was close to her who had ended up on antidepressants.

			Amabella: I said, “So what? A lot of kids are on antidepressants. There’s a mental health crisis. You’re meant to blame our phones, not our teachers.” I said, “Did you ask Betty?”

			Josh: He said of course he did, he tried and tried, but she wouldn’t talk to him. He said he forgot about it for a while, but then when he was packing up his house, he found an old notebook in Betty’s stuff.

			Max: I said, “You know we call you Pedo Pete? You’re always hanging around the school. You drive a green Volvo, right?” That shocked him.

			Ziggy: His mouth went into an oval shape, and he was like, “No, no, no,” walking backward with his hands up as if we had guns. But then Chloe said, “What did Betty’s notebook say?”

			Oh, Chloe, that’s exactly what I wanted to know!

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 62

				Madeline

			
			Madeline didn’t give herself time to think. Sometimes you needed to think twice, but sometimes you just needed to act. Decisively. Not send an email or make a phone call. Get in the car and drive, knock on a door, accept nothing less than a face-to-face conversation.

			She knew the address. Everyone knew it.

			From the outside, the house looked normal. In fact, she’d been inside before when it belonged to the previous owners. Fred used to take a martial arts class with their son.

			As she got out of the car, she saw a girl emerge from the house next door in the local school uniform. The local school miniskirt. The girl was in Chloe’s year at school. They weren’t friends, but the teenager knew Madeline’s face well enough to wave.

			Madeline waved back enthusiastically.

			See. This was suburbia. This was not The Godfather. This was God’s country. Pirriwee. Nobody was going to shoot her.

			She would apologize and explain to Bruce Tortinas that her husband was not of sound mind. She would say, Please don’t leave a horse’s head in my bed. She would say, My friend’s mother-in-law’s friend’s daughter does Zumba with your wife! What are the chances? She would say, My mother broke her hip! Have you recovered well from your recent drive-by shooting?

			She reached the front door and thought, What the hell are you doing? You’re only going to make things worse!

			But it was too late.

			A deeply suntanned, silver-haired man opened the door. He held a very large straw hat by the brim.

			“Hi,” he said pleasantly as a woman’s voice called out, “Don’t forget your big hat!”

			He grinned, popped the hat on his head, and pulled the drawstring tight.

			“Sun safe!” said Madeline. It was possibly the most idiotic thing she’d ever said in her entire life. “I’m Madeline Mackenzie,” she hurried on. “My husband called you? I just wanted to apologize. He’s not well, he’s undergoing cancer treatment, and…I’m not sure exactly what he said to you, but I want you to know he’s not himself.”

			He looked at her sympathetically and removed his hat.

			“I’m sorry to hear about your husband,” he said, “but I don’t quite follow?”

			“Your daughter’s wedding. I work at the Pirriwee Pacific and we weren’t able to return the deposit and—”

			“Obviously not,” he said. “She canceled at the last minute. I hope the little brat didn’t tell you we expected it back?”

			A woman, presumably his wife, perhaps even his first wife judging by her age, appeared at the door pulling a Louis Vuitton wheeled suitcase. “Everything all right?”

			“The wedding,” said Bruce.

			The woman slapped her forehead with her fingers. “The wedding, the wedding, what now with the damned wedding?” She gave Madeline a mother-to-mother look. “That child has been nothing but trouble from the day she was born.”

			“We’re going away,” Bruce explained. “Flying out tonight. Croatia.”

			“I’m sorry to disturb your packing,” said Madeline. “I wanted to apologize for my husband.”

			“I think someone has their wires crossed, love, I never talked to anyone,” said Bruce Tortinas. “So don’t worry. It’s all good.”

			“Really?” She was bewildered. “I’m so sorry.”

			He winked. “People in this neighborhood sure do worry about causing offense.”

			Madeline took a step backward. “Oh. Well, ah, this is awkward. In that case, bon voyage! Everyone says Croatia is beautiful!”

			“I’ve had some serious medical issues myself,” he told her. “I’ll pray for your husband’s recovery.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Madeline got back in the car, drove around the corner, parked, and waited for her heart to return to its normal rhythm. She wondered who, if anyone, Ed had actually called, or if he’d hallucinated the whole thing. She wondered if a gangster’s prayer, like a gangster’s request, carried more weight than a regular person’s prayer. She hoped so.

			She turned the key in the ignition. When she got home, she was going to call Ed’s oncologist and tell him he needed to listen up. Something was not right with her husband’s brain.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 63

				Celeste

			
			7:30 a.m., D-Day

			Celeste drank her morning coffee at the kitchen table and massaged her eyelids. She’d slept badly.

			It felt like grief. She was reminded of how she used to feel all those years ago each time an IVF cycle failed. She and Perry never realized how high their hopes were flying until they crashed. Always that vague sense of humiliation: You were grieving for something that had never really existed, and your dopily optimistic former self should have known it wasn’t going to work.

			As she’d left Marco’s apartment yesterday, she’d said she would call him and he’d said, “Okay,” but they both knew it was over. Their fledgling relationship, such as it was, could not withstand a complication like this, one that involved, even tangentially, her children. She wasn’t choosing Melody over Marco; she was choosing sanity over insanity. Was it too much to ask for normality? Was it too much to ask for a man who had not managed to acquire a nickname as unsettling as “Pedo Pete”?

			At some point, she would tell Melody that she’d accidentally dated her stalker. She’d find a way to make it funny. If that was possible.

			No, it probably was not possible.

			Marco had admitted that he’d moved to Sydney for Betty, but Melody was the sole reason he’d moved to Pirriwee. He’d called the Department of Education, who’d given him short shrift. (Of course they had!) He’d called the high school and spoken to the school secretary, the deputy principal, and the principal, all of whom had sent him on his way. Ms. Montclair was highly qualified, with glowing references.

			He’d turned up at Melody’s home and her husband had accused him of “stalking” and said he’d take out a restraining order against him if he turned up again.

			Then Marco decided he would try to talk to some of Melody’s students, but that hadn’t worked out as planned because—surprise, surprise—middle-aged men who roamed the neighborhood trying to talk to high schoolers, to high school girls, tended to be viewed with suspicion. Perhaps he was not that intelligent; perhaps he was an actual idiot. “The parents have been talking about the car you drive!” Celeste had cried when she realized that he was the driver of the infamous green Volvo. “There are vigilantes on the lookout for you!” He said that he knew this now, and he’d stopped, he’d given up, but he still believed that the teacher knew something about Betty that she wasn’t revealing. He also said he believed something might have gone on between his ex-wife and Melody, although he didn’t really care so much about that, only insofar as it had affected his daughter. His ex was adamant in her denial, and she was also adamant that the history teacher had nothing to do with Betty’s issues.

			“There’s something about Melody,” he said. “Something not right.”

			“You’re wrong! Melody is a good person,” Celeste had assured him as she left his apartment. “You need to drop this forever. It’s madness!”

			“Yes,” he said sadly. “You’re probably right. Maybe I need to let it go.”

			So that was that.

			She’d spent years making excuses for Perry. She would not make excuses for another man.

			She looked now at one of the framed pictures on the sideboard: Perry holding the twins as babies, one in each arm. It was during the “before” time, before he’d ever hit her, before she knew that was something that could happen to her. Celeste never saw a single red flag. She’d been over it and over it and there was nothing. She’d thought he was perfect until he wasn’t. There must be something wrong with her. A disorder of some kind. She didn’t have the correct instincts. Not only did she not recognize damaged men, but she somehow attracted them.

			The boys tumbled into the room, fully dressed in their school uniforms, phones in their hands, hoisting backpacks over their shoulders.

			“Gosh,” she said. “You’re up early.”

			They were distracted. Busy men with more important things on their minds.

			“So, I’ll see you at school tonight?” she said. The plan was that the students would stay at school that afternoon preparing for the showcase. It started at 6 p.m. “I’m looking forward to it!”

			Josh looked up from his phone. “It might not be what you expect, Mum.”

			“What do you mean?” asked Celeste. “I’m really interested! Are you having breakfast?”

			“He doesn’t mean anything.” Max hit his brother’s head. They were hurrying out the door as if to an appointment. “We’ve gotta go. We don’t need to eat.”

			“Don’t hit your brother,” said Celeste. “What’s the rush? Where are you going?” They never went to school early. It was highly suspicious.

			“Hey,” she said, following them to the front door in her pajamas. “Did you boys talk to a man on the beach, a few weeks back? A man called Marco?”

			They both stopped and looked at her, a little stunned.

			“How do you know Marco?” asked Max.

			“He was that man I met at the library,” said Celeste.

			“The man you liked?” said Josh. “You’re going out with him?”

			“It’s sort of over before it began,” said Celeste. She didn’t understand why he looked so aghast. “Why would that be a problem? He’s a really nice guy.” Apart from the unacceptable stalking of their teacher, of course.

			“It doesn’t matter.” Max grabbed Josh by his upper arm, pulling him from the house. “We don’t have time for this now.”

			Celeste held the front door, watching them run out into the beautiful spring day.

			“Make good choices!” she cried, and then, because something was definitely going on with those two, something suspicious and probably not good, she added, “Please don’t do anything illegal!”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 64

				Madeline

			
			7:35 a.m., D-Day

			“See you tonight,” said Madeline as Chloe rushed out the door to school.

			“What?” Chloe whirled around. Her enormous ice-filled water bottle sloshed and clanked. Children today were obsessed with hydration.

			“Your dad and I are coming to watch your history documentary,” said Madeline. “The notice said you’ll stay after school to prepare for it?”

			“But you have to get tickets online,” said Chloe.

			“Yes, I got tickets,” Madeline lied. It was a free event. The tickets were just to give the school an idea of numbers. Nobody ever asked to see tickets.

			“But I never thought you’d come!” said Chloe. “I thought Dad would be too sick, and you’ve had so much on. It will be…boring.”

			“We want to come,” Madeline reassured her. “Your dad is feeling well again this morning.”

			It was true. His mood seemed stable. There had been no more odd pronouncements. Obviously, she’d said nothing to him about her visit to Bruce Tortinas.

			Once again, Ed’s oncologist had been no help whatsoever when he deigned to return her call. His manner was curt and disinterested and she hated him so much. He said, “Your husband is going through a very difficult time right now. Of course he’s not himself. That is to be expected.”

			“This feels serious, though,” Madeline had said to him. “I read that personality changes could be a sign of…” She didn’t want to say it out loud, in case that made it true, but she said it anyway. “Brain cancer.”

			The oncologist replied with the mighty forbearance of a parent on his way out the door to an important event, who has to then stop and deal with a child clinging to his leg and complaining about monsters under the bed. He asked if Ed was suffering any symptoms like headaches, vision disturbances, or seizures and she admitted that he was not. He told her to stay away from Dr. Google. He could not have been more patronizing.

			“But something is not right,” insisted Madeline.

			“I suggest you try counseling,” he said, and it sounded like he meant she was the one who might benefit from it.

			Ed’s psyche was of no interest to him, he only did cancer, and Madeline could tell he was in a hurry to get off the phone. He probably had golf to play and his next ski trip to Aspen to arrange.

			Anyway, perhaps he was right, because Ed was good again this morning, although hyper, and looking forward to seeing Chloe’s documentary.

			“Please don’t come,” begged Chloe.

			“But why?” Madeline was bemused. “I don’t understand. You’ve been working so hard on this documentary. I’ve hardly seen you and I’m…interested! I know I’ve been distracted lately with your dad and Granny and Abigail—”

			“Which is why I never expected you to be there!” wailed Chloe.

			Madeline studied her youngest child and felt a sick lurch of love and panic, because Chloe seemed to have had one of those overnight growth spurts. She seemed suddenly older, taller, thinner, her hair in need of a cut. Madeline remembered that Ed had noticed that Chloe’s friends hadn’t been around for a long time. She always told other parents that the kids needed you more when they were teenagers, not less, but she hadn’t been following her own advice. What had been going on with Chloe while she’d been looking the other way?

			“Chloe, I don’t understand—”

			“Oh! I don’t have time for this right now!” Chloe stamped her foot like a stressed career woman dealing with a family issue. “Just please don’t come!”

			She left the house, slamming the front door.

			That poor old door had been slammed so many times by Madeline’s children, she sometimes wondered how it was still on its hinges.

		

	
		
			Year 10 Parents WhatsApp Group

			Anyone else heard about the school receiving an actual FINGER in the mail this morning?

			What the hell? It can’t be real.

			That’s what I’m hearing too.

			A human finger?

			Surely not.

			Is the school in lockdown?

			Do we think the History Showcase will still go ahead tonight? It would actually really suit me if it was canceled, busy week with in-laws visiting and dog not well.

			Why has there been no communication from the school?

			I think it literally just happened.

			I’m sure it’s not true.

			It will be a prank.

			Just heard the police have been called.

			I can’t get through to the school.

			Me neither.

			I hear the police are there.

			Still nothing from the school!

			It’s not acceptable.

			It’s not good enough.

			I’m sure we will hear soon.

			I’m on hold now.

			Sorry, run off my feet, can somebody pls bring me up to date with what’s going on? Thx.

			NOBODY KNOWS WHAT’S GOING ON, DEB!!!!

		

	
		
			
				From the Office of Dr. Ferdinand Seawright

				For the Attention of All Pirriwee High School Parents

				It is my sad duty to inform you of a shocking incident at Pirriwee High School this morning.

				Due to the inevitable efficiency of the “rumor mill,” many of you will already have heard that a human body part, namely a finger, was anonymously posted to the school, addressed to me. Apart from anything else, this is illegal. Australia Post prohibits the sending of “any item that will become, or may reasonably be expected to become, physically offensive during the ordinary course of delivery.”

				To say that I was shocked by this delivery is an understatement. The NSW Police are now involved. We are as yet unaware of the sender’s identity or intention, but we shall keep you abreast of further developments as we learn more. Your children are not in any danger.

				Actions of this nature will not be tolerated.

				Yours respectfully,

				Dr. Ferdinand Seawright, BEd (Hons), DEd MEd (EdMgt), DEdPsych

				P.S. Tonight’s Year 10 History Showcase will go ahead as scheduled. We’re all looking forward to seeing some wonderful documentaries about misunderstood historical figures!

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 65

				Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan

			
			3 p.m., D-Day

			It had been a tedious, stop-start, traffic-clogged drive from Pirriwee to the semirural address south of Sydney where the severed finger had most recently resided, and unfortunately Adrian could not justify lights and sirens. Two local officers were meeting him there, and an ambulance was on standby in case medical attention was required.

			He drove down a long, bumpy dirt driveway past an audience of two grazing horses and at least a dozen white woolly creatures with long necks, bug eyes, and goofy smiles.

			“Alpacas?” he asked as two officers got out of the car behind him.

			“I think they’re llamas,” said the female officer.

			An innocuous Kia SUV was parked outside the single-story, homestead-style house. The place looked well maintained. There was nothing to suggest any kind of criminal enterprise. As they approached the front door, Adrian heard the thump of familiar rock ’n’ roll. AC/DC. He could hear the iconic riff from “You Shook Me All Night Long.” He used to be able to play it on the guitar.

			When he rang the doorbell, the music went off immediately and he heard barking and the excited scrabble of paws. The woman who answered was accompanied by three small dogs that darted in and out around her legs. She was in her sixties, gray-haired and greyhound thin, barefoot and wearing torn jeans. She carried a glass of wine and a lit cigarette in one hand.

			“Is this the address for Ewan Drew?” Adrian asked.

			“Technically,” she said. She yelled at the dogs. “Git! Git!” The dogs pattered off and she opened the screen door with a friendly smile.

			“Is he here?” asked Adrian.

			“He’s in the bedroom,” she said. “Picked him up this morning. Got there first before one of his girlfriends did. Is that what this is about? Because we never separated.”

			There was a roguish glint in her eyes.

			“We need to speak with him,” said Adrian.

			“Well, that’s going to be difficult.” The woman chuckled. She took a long, considered drag on her cigarette. “That’s going to be real difficult.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 66

				Celeste

			
			5:30 p.m., D-Day

			“How is your beau?” asked Mary-Louise as Celeste drove them to the high school for the showcase. “Did he ever return from his interstate trip?”

			“He did, but, uh…it didn’t work out,” said Celeste.

			“Oh, well,” said Mary-Louise. “He didn’t seem especially intelligent to me.”

			“You saw him for about three seconds from the car!”

			“I’m just telling you my impression,” said Mary-Louise complacently. “Perry was very intelligent. You need intelligence. You have a quick wit.”

			“Do I?” said Celeste.

			“Occasionally,” said Mary-Louise.

			They drove into the high school car park and Celeste watched parents emerge from cars, straightening clothes and smoothing hair, looking more energized than you would expect. Normally they’d have the pleasantly vacant expressions of guests about to endure a dull, wholesome event like a baby’s christening, but tonight everyone would be eager to workshop their feelings and theories about “the finger.”

			Needless to say, Celeste had not mentioned the scandal to Mary-Louise, who already behaved as if her grandchildren were being educated by crime lords rather than attending a school offering such good results that real estate agents always listed “Pirriwee High School catchment zone” as one of a property’s attributes to make up for a lack of views.

			“I wonder what Perry would think of his boys attending a state high school,” remarked Mary-Louise on cue. “Oh, look, there’s…your friend.” She pointed at Bonnie walking toward the school auditorium, hand in hand with Nathan.

			“Mary-Louise, please don’t upset Bonnie tonight. You know Josh and Skye are dating.”

			“What has she done to her hair? What an unfortunate life decision!”

			Celeste agreed that it was a strange decision. Bonnie’s signature long plait was gone. It looked like she’d snipped it off on a whim, rather than going to a salon. Celeste was reminded of old movies where beautiful young women entered nunneries with sad shorn heads. She had not seen much of Bonnie since their weekend away. She hadn’t been coming to Pilates and Celeste had been unusually busy at work because of the unexpectedly early arrival of a colleague’s baby. She’d assumed that Bonnie’s behavior at the dinner had been an aberration because she’d had too much to drink (and she didn’t drink!). Celeste felt a sudden spasm of guilt. Bad friend. She would call her tomorrow.

			It occurred to her that if neither Mary-Louise nor Bonnie was of especially sound mind right now, she would need to make sure they sat at opposite sides of the auditorium.

			She slowed her pace as she and Mary-Louise walked toward the school building. Mary-Louise’s mobility was fine, but whenever Celeste walked at her normal pace, Mary-Louise asked if they were running late, and if so, why hadn’t they allowed more time?

			“Oh, look, it’s this way, Celeste.” Mary-Louise pointed out a sign reading, This Way for Year 10 History Showcase, and Celeste nodded as if this were helpful even though she knew exactly where they were going.

			As they reached the ramp that led into the auditorium, a parent Celeste did not recognize called back to her, “Tell your mother it’s slippery just up here.”

			Celeste lifted a hand in thanks. Mary-Louise leaned confidentially toward Celeste, and she waited for her to say something mildly snarky about being mis-mothered, but Mary-Louise said, “I wonder if our boys are nervous.”

			Our boys. It was kind of lovely to be reminded that Max and Josh were indeed their boys.
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			Josh: We were so nervous. I thought we might be expelled.

			Max: I was hoping we’d get arrested. I knew Mum would get us off.

			Ziggy: We didn’t know until the day before if we were going to go through with it.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 67

				Madeline

			
			5:40 p.m., D-Day

			Madeline and Ed walked toward the high school auditorium past the Ponder Fountain. Madeline knew Patty Ponder’s bequest had been for a fountain, but surely they could have just got a tiny token fountain and then used the rest of the money for something the school really needed? A fountain at a high school was just asking for trouble.

			She let Ed set the walking pace. He wasn’t saying much. He seemed subdued. Relatively normal. Not frenetic, like he so often was these days. He’d developed a new, unsettling habit of striking up intense conversations with strangers in car parks, especially after medical appointments. It was awkward. Still. As long as he steered clear of gangsters.

			She saw Celeste and Mary-Louise heading inside. Celeste bent her head to hear something that Mary-Louise was saying, her hand hovering solicitously near the older woman’s shoulder.

			“You okay?” she said to Ed.

			“Yep, yep,” he said brusquely.

			There were the Hajeks leaving their car and thankfully pretending not to see them. In the early days of Ed’s treatment, when he still looked like himself, people would forget his diagnosis. They’d stop for a chat and tell a long story about a sick pet or renovation project, and then they’d say, “So, what have you been up to?” and you could see the exact moment they remembered. Oh my God, I just spoke for fifteen minutes about Coco’s kennel cough and he’s got fucking cancer!

			But now Ed was so painfully thin that there was no danger of anyone forgetting. He was a walking reminder of death and bad luck, and some people did not want that reminder.

			Still, Madeline almost preferred the ones who pretended not to see them to the ones who approached with their faces pleated with so much loving sympathy you would think Ed was a bald little Make-a-Wish child.

			“Let’s not sit too close to the front,” she told Ed as they walked inside. “We’ll embarrass her.” She had not told Ed that their presence tonight was not required or even welcome.

			She thought sadly of long-ago school events when Chloe’s face would light up with pleasure and relief when she caught sight of them. All the parents would be waving madly. You couldn’t relax until your kid had clocked your presence. Now you had to hide in case you embarrassed your children simply by virtue of your existence. Once, Madeline got into trouble for the way she clapped at a school assembly. Apparently “nobody else in the world” clapped like that.

			“Over here, Madeline! Ed!” Celeste waved them over and Madeline found herself seated next to Mary-Louise.

			“Your mother not here tonight, Madeline?” said Mary-Louise. “Did you forget to invite her?”

			Before Madeline could answer (she had not even mentioned this event to her mother), Mary-Louise said, “Only teasing! How is the poor thing? How is her hip? Has she had a bone density test? My bone density is excellent. Does she eat almonds?”

			Madeline widened her eyes at Celeste, who shrugged.

			The lights went down.

			A spotlight appeared on the stage, illuminating a woman with her head bowed. A French queen transported directly from Versailles. Marie Antoinette.

			Melody wore a sumptuously embroidered blue silk gown with a huge wide skirt and stiff bodice. Her red hair was hidden beneath a tall white wig adorned with a feather. If any other friend had dressed up so extravagantly, Madeline might have been tempted to giggle, but Melody held herself with such dignity, and the costume was just too damned good.

			Marie Antoinette lifted her head and the audience erupted into the kind of applause normally reserved for celebrities. Celeste put two fingers in her mouth and whistled.

			“So this is the famous Ms. Montclair?” asked Ed as he clapped. “She sure is popular.”

			“Isn’t she amazing?” said Madeline.

			Melody spoke into the microphone. “ ‘The moment at which my troubles are going to finally end is not the moment where my courage is going to fail me.’ Those are the words of a famous eighteenth-century French queen, and yet when people hear the name Marie Antoinette, what do they say?”

			Someone called out, “Let them eat cake!”

			“Exactly,” said Melody. “However, most historians believe that this maligned woman never said those words!”

			She paused. The woman knew the value of a pause.

			“As Marie Antoinette walked up the steps of the scaffold to the guillotine where she would lose her head in one swift blow, she accidentally trod on the foot of the man about to execute her. Her manners did not fail her. She said, loosely translated, ‘Excuse me, sir. I did not do it on purpose.’ ”

			She said it again. “ ‘Excuse me, sir. I did not do it on purpose.’ ”

			Melody put a hand to her neck as if she felt the sharp blade of the guillotine.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, the theme for tonight’s showcase is ‘Misunderstood Historical Figures: Villains or Heroes?’ Marie Antoinette is just one of many misunderstood figures from throughout history, and your children have each chosen one such person to explore. They have worked so hard researching, writing, and producing the ten extraordinary short films premiering tonight!”

			“Ten!” said Mary-Louise and Madeline, in a rare moment of horrified solidarity.

			“It was in the letter.” Thea turned around to give them a baleful look.

			“Her husband is undergoing cancer treatment,” hissed Mary-Louise, leaning forward and pointing at Ed.

			“Yes, of course, I do know that, goodness, so sorry!” Thea spun around fast.

			Ed held out his fist to Mary-Louise in acknowledgment. To Madeline’s astonishment, Mary-Louise responded in kind.

			“Fist bump,” she said knowledgeably.

			“That’s the one,” said Ed.

			Oh my lord.

			“Cleopatra! Was she a femme fatale or a brilliant strategist? Let’s find out!” cried Melody.

			She walked off the stage and seated herself in the left-hand aisle seat of the front row where she could easily access the stage. Madeline wondered if the person behind her could see over that amazing wig. Talk about commitment.

			The first film began, and within minutes Ed was sound asleep.
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			Amabella: Marco showed us a photo on his phone. It was just one page with tiny writing in blue. It said: I was the gift. It was in capitals and underlined, over and over, like his daughter had been digging her pen into the page. And then it said in tiny writing: Ms. Montclair knew.

			Josh: He said, “I don’t know what her teacher knew.” He looked kind of sad. Then he put his phone back in his pocket and said, “I’m so sorry for disturbing you or scaring you. I should have thought about how it would look. My daughters tell me I’m clueless.”

			Max: I said, “You didn’t scare us!” And he gave a kind of sad smile, lifted his hand, like, bye. And he walked away fast. I felt bad for him.

			Skye: I’d been looking at Chloe’s face when she read the page from Betty’s notebook. She went white as snow and then red as a tomato.

			Chloe: Because I knew right away what it meant.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 68

				Jane

			
			6:25 p.m., D-Day

			Jane had found the first three documentaries interesting and well-produced, but her attention was beginning to flag. She wished she’d brought a snack. Her husband, on the other hand, was rapt. “Huh,” he kept murmuring. “Is that right?” She studied his profile. Even with the glint of his nose ring and his ponytail, Tom seemed to be morphing from cool surfie into a middle-aged man right in front of her.

			Melody was back once more to introduce the fourth film, lifting the skirts of her magnificent Marie Antoinette dress as she approached the microphone.

			“Winston Churchill!” she said. “Was he a war criminal or a war hero? Let’s investigate!”

			“Wait, is that us?” Jane sat up straighter and looked at Tom. “I thought they weren’t doing him anymore?”

			“Maybe it’s another group.” Tom shrugged, then his head jerked. “No, it’s us. Look.”

			Ziggy walked out onto the stage in his school uniform: his shirt rumpled, hair in need of a comb. He looked nervous, as if he was breaking a rule, and maybe he was, because no other students had done this. Each group of students had come out onstage as the closing credits of their documentary rolled, held hands, and bowed at the same time, like independent filmmakers. It was charming. (Jane kind of wanted to go to an independent film festival. Or, wait, a music festival. She’d never been to a music festival. What kind of life was that?)

			“Yeah, so originally, our group was working on a film about Winston Churchill,” said Ziggy into the microphone, his hands held awkwardly behind his back.

			“He should have had a shave,” fretted Tom. “I didn’t know he was presenting. I would have ironed his shirt!”

			“But then we got some…information, and we changed our subject.” Ziggy glanced nervously offstage, presumably toward Melody, who should have approved this change. What was he doing? Jane needed to be more involved with her child’s school life instead of thinking about musical festivals.

			“The assignment was to research a historical figure. How long ago is history? We would argue that anything that has happened, even if it happened seconds ago, is now history. A historical figure is someone who has had a significant impact. We believe this person’s actions will almost certainly go on the public record, so…” He trailed off.

			“What is he doing?” whispered Tom. “He’s not making sense.”

			“We’ve been calling today D-Day,” said Ziggy, and he suddenly sounded clearer and stronger. “That was the day the Allied Forces stormed the beaches of Normandy. The D-Day strategy involved secrecy and deception, and we admit we’ve had to employ some of those strategies. We don’t apologize for that. As Eisenhower said, ‘We will accept nothing less than full victory!’ ” He punched a fist in the air, as if he himself were about to go into battle.

			“Get a move on, kid,” muttered a man in the row in front of them, and Jane wanted to kick him in the head, although she also wanted Ziggy to get a move on.

			“Our documentary tonight is about…Ms. Melody Montclair,” said Ziggy, and Jane couldn’t tell if his tone was proud or apologetic.

			The lights went down and the film began to play.
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			Amabella: At first we all said, “Chloe, you need to tell someone.”

			Skye: But she said, “What if nobody believes me?” Max said, “Yeah, they probably won’t,” and we all yelled, “NOT HELPFUL, MAX!”

			Josh: I said, “I bet it’s not just you and Marco Polo’s daughter. I bet there are other girls.”

			Amabella: And that’s when I said, “Forget Winston Churchill. Let’s do a documentary on Ms. Montclair.”

			Ziggy: I said, “But she’s not a historical figure.”

			Chloe: I was still feeling very confused about the whole thing.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 69

				Celeste

			
			6:27 p.m., D-Day

			At first Celeste thought the kids had produced a kind of obsequious tribute to their teacher. They were sucking up to get a good grade. She was pretty sure that Melody wouldn’t approve, and that the definition of a “historical figure” was someone who had lived in the past. She needed to get more involved in the boys’ schoolwork.

			The first couple of minutes of the film showed footage of dozens of students and their parents praising Melody.

			
				“The best history teacher I’ve ever had.”

				“She brought history to life for me.”

				“I would never have considered studying history if it wasn’t for her.”

				“I’m now working at the Acropolis Museum in Athens. It’s my dream job and it would have never happened if it wasn’t for Ms. Montclair.”

				“She is a teacher who went above and beyond.”

			

			But then a handful of the interviewees, young women and girls who had previously been waxing lyrical about Melody, began talking about the first time they met Ms. Montclair’s husband, Seth Montclair.

			
				“I first met Ms. Montclair’s husband when we were out on a school trip for Bastille Day.”

				“We went to see an exhibition and he came too.”

				“We went to dinner at a French restaurant and he stopped by. All the girls thought he looked like a celebrity.”

				“He put his hands on the back of my chair.”

			

			“I remember he stood behind me at the restaurant,” said a young woman with dark eyes and short hair.

			The camera zoomed in on this young woman. Curly hair. Freckles. Celeste recognized the face immediately. It was Marco’s troubled daughter, Betty.
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			Chloe: Amabella found Marco’s daughter really easily online. We messaged her. She replied: I thought it was just me.

			Max: Betty is really cool. She said, “Let’s see if there are more girls.”

			Amabella: We wanted to find out as much as we could before we got shut down.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 70

				Madeline

			
			6:36 p.m., D-Day

			It took so long for her to get it. At first she couldn’t understand what was going on, what point the kids were trying to make, but the stories all began to follow a similar pattern, and their interview subjects’ comments were edited so that they came one after the other, got faster and faster, telling one story—the same terrible story.

			
				“I was going through a divorce, so I was relieved when Melody took my daughter under her wing.”

				“My mother was very sick—”

				“It was a stressful time for our family—”

				“She said she could offer my daughter—”

				“—me a part-time job. I thought it was to do with history.”

				“It turned out it was working for her husband.”

				“She said it was confidential, he had—”

				“—literacy issues, and he was embarrassed about it because—”

				“—he didn’t want anyone to know he couldn’t read.”

				“She said it was a secret.”

				“She said I mustn’t tell anyone because he was embarrassed.”

				“…a secret.”

				“…a secret.”

				“…had to be a secret.”

			

			Parents began to mutter and shift in their seats.

			“Madeline,” said Ed from the seat next to her. She didn’t know when he’d woken up. “Is this the job Chloe was doing?”

			“Shhh,” said Madeline. She looked to where Melody had been sitting in the front row and saw that she’d left her seat and was now walking gracefully up the stairs on the side of the auditorium, her head high. She didn’t look like she was hurrying, or escaping, or walking toward the guillotine; she looked like a blameless high school teacher with a task that needed undertaking. Surely this could not be what it seemed? But the film continued:

			
				“The first time I went over there, she said it was his birthday.”

				“It was his birthday. She sang ‘Happy Birthday’ and I saw them looking at each other and I didn’t really get it.”

				“It took me years to understand what she was doing that day.”

				“She was giving me to him.”

				“I was the gift.”

				“I looked older, but I was still only fourteen. I thought—I’m such an idiot—I thought Seth and I had this great, passionate love affair.”

				“I’d just turned fifteen. I thought he saw me in a way that nobody else did. So embarrassing.”

				“I was sixteen, and I actually thought it was my fault because I was, you know, so irresistible, he couldn’t help himself.”

				“I thought I should not have worn that top—”

				“—that skirt—”

				“—so much makeup.”

				“I thought I’d betrayed my teacher. It took me so long to understand that she’d betrayed me.”

				“The first time it happened was the weekend Ms. Montclair was away with a group of school mothers.”

			

			Madeline heard herself make a mousy squeak of distress.

			
				“My mother kept going on about how she loved Ms. Montclair so much.”

				“I can’t stress enough how popular she was at the school. She did things for people. All the time. She loves helping people.”

				“She basically seduced all the mothers.”

				“She groomed everyone. Not just me. Everyone. She groomed the whole damn school.”

				“He told me it was over, but it had been a beautiful experience and he would never forget me.”

				“He said he’d remember me forever and what we had was special and his wife must never find out. As if she didn’t know.”

				“He reminded me there were photos.”

				“There were photos.”

				“If I ever said anything—”

				“—he’d ‘have no choice’ but to release the photos.”

				“And so I tried not to think about it.”

				“I was underage, but I honestly never saw it as rape.”

				“I never said no. I thought it was beautiful and romantic, like something from a movie.”

				“Oh, I said yes! For sure. I thought we were in love. It’s so embarrassing.”

				“He never had to force me to do a single thing.”

				“He broke my heart and I couldn’t tell anyone.”

				“It was my first breakup and I couldn’t even tell my mother.”

				“So I tried not to think about it, but I felt…”

				“Kind of, I don’t know, dirty. Disgusting.”

				“I started trying to tell my mother once and she said, ‘You should be so lucky,’ so I just stopped talking about it. I don’t think she believed me.”

				“My mother said, ‘Yes, I’ve got a crush on him too.’ ”

			

			Madeline looked sideways at Ed. He had his fist to his mouth as if he were punching himself in the face. Voices were beginning to rise in consternation.

			She saw the school principal, Dr. Seawright, in the front row, on his feet, facing the back of the auditorium and looking up at the students manning the control booth. He was making exaggerated “Cut it” motions, waving his hand frantically back and forth across his neck, but whoever was up there—Madeline didn’t turn around to see—took no notice, because the film kept playing and the girls and women kept telling their stories.

			
				“Later I realized that when he touched the back of my chair at the restaurant, he was letting Ms. Montclair know that he chose me. Like if you take someone to a shop and ask them to discreetly point out their favorite bracelet or something like that? Yeah. So I was his favorite. Yay! Lucky me.”

				“But now I understand that she does it every year.”

				“Every year for his birthday.”

				“No other young girl should—”

				“—go through that. It’s not right. I’ve had a lot of problems with relationships—”

				“—with alcohol—”

				“—with my mental health—”

				“—with depression—”

				“It took me so long to understand that—”

				“—she’s kind of a sex trafficker—”

				“—a pimp—”

				“—maybe even sicker than him.”

				“She needs to be stopped.”

				“I reported it, but she—”

			

			And then the film stopped abruptly.

			A white square appeared with the error message: Something went wrong. Please try again.

			“Something went fucking wrong all right,” said someone as the lights came back on, and the room erupted. Suddenly it was pandemonium: swearing, shouting, the sound of one person crying. “There should have been a trigger warning!” said one parent, who was really missing the point. Some parents immediately tried to leave their seats, while others turned to speak to other parents or sat in stunned silence staring straight ahead, trying to process what they’d just seen.

			“Where is Chloe?” Ed grabbed Madeline’s arm too tightly.

			“They’re backstage,” said Madeline. “We’ll find her.”

			Chloe had not been “interviewed.” (The kids were not journalists! Madeline couldn’t believe this incredibly professional-looking film had been produced by teenagers!) Did that mean the kids had found all this out before it had happened to Chloe too?

			Dr. Seawright walked onto the stage, round-shouldered and grim, with none of his usual school principal gravitas. He began to speak into the microphone but could not be heard over the sound of agitated parents.

			“What the hell was that?”

			“Did anyone vet these films?”

			“Is it true? Is it even true?”

			“Parents, please!” Dr. Seawright made forceful downward movements with his hands to get them to sit and be quiet. “May I have your attention. Just for a moment. Please. Please sit.”

			The parents responded automatically to his tone like the students they’d once been. The room quietened enough for him to be heard. Dr. Seawright looked sweaty and ghoulishly white under the stage lights. He tugged nervously on his tie while sucking his teeth.

			“For obvious reasons, we need to stop tonight’s event.”

			“Ya think?” yelled someone. Madeline thought it was Stu.

			“As most of you know, the police have already been investigating this morning’s macabre postal delivery to the school.”

			That caused another wave of consternation because people had momentarily forgotten about the finger. The finger! It was all too much for any law-abiding middle-aged parent to handle.

			“The revelations we just saw on that student documentary may or may not be related,” said Dr. Seawright. “I hope it goes without saying that I have no knowledge about the veracity of these…accusations, but obviously this must all be…investigated, and we will need to pass this information on to the police without delay. You will be kept informed of future developments.” He lifted his hands in defeat. “I’m very sorry, but that will be all. Your children will meet you outside.”

			“WHERE IS SHE?” A woman in motorbike leathers thumped down the central aisle toward the stage. It was Renata. She didn’t look like she was cosplaying a bikie. She looked like she’d always been this woman and she’d been cosplaying her entire life until now.

			“WHERE THE HELL IS SHE?”

			But Melody Montclair was nowhere to be seen.
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			Amabella: We got to show most of it. I was worried they’d pull the plug sooner than they did.

			Josh: We knew they’d try to stop it, of course. We locked the control room door so nobody could get in.

			Max: I was guarding the backstage kill switch with my life. I had no weapons, Brenda, I was just putting my body on the line.

			Ziggy: Ms. Montclair unplugged the network cables, which was smart of her. Dr. Seawright obviously had no clue how to stop it.

			Skye: Poor guy. He seemed so sad when he talked to us backstage. He said, “Why didn’t you come to me first about this? Did I not create a welcoming environment?”

			May I ask, did you ever consider telling him?

			Skye: I did, but sometimes I have too much respect for authority.

			Amabella: I never considered it. Ms. Montclair would have wriggled out of it. She’d done it before. There was one girl we found who tried to report it and Ms. Montclair accused her of being a “fantasist.” The school made her apologize for making false accusations.

			Chloe: That boils my blood.

			Amabella: You mean it makes your blood—

			Ziggy: We needed all the accusations to come out once, Brenda. We were basically deploying the “shock and awe” military strategy.

			Max: When Dr. Seawright saw us, I said, “Oh, by the way, Doc, we broke into Ms. Montclair’s house this morning and stole her husband’s laptop while he was cycling and she was teaching her Year 9 class.”

			Oh my goodness, you broke into your teacher’s house?

			Ziggy: You did not call him “Doc.”

			Max: I can’t remember my exact words, but I told him that we hadn’t looked at the laptop. We stole it because we thought it might have helpful evidence for the police on it.

			Josh: Then Dr. Seawright said, in a shaky voice, “Please tell me you kids didn’t cut off anyone’s finger.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 71

				Celeste

			
			6:52 p.m., D-Day

			Celeste felt sick and befuddled. Prior to this, she would, if asked, have written a glowing character reference for Melody Montclair, without equivocation, with pleasure. These revelations about her friend’s true nature had come to Celeste via her children. She was meant to teach her kids about the reality of the world, they weren’t meant to teach her.

			All around her she could hear urgent voices.

			“I don’t believe any of it. She’s an incredible teacher.”

			“If it’s real, why didn’t they go to the police with this?”

			“If it’s not real, she’ll sue for defamation.”

			“Presumably this didn’t happen to a Pirriwee High student? To one of our girls?”

			“I’ve got a tracking app. I know where my daughter is at all times.”

			“You know they can turn off those apps.”

			“I heard Madeline Mackenzie’s daughter was working for Melody. Was she a victim?”

			“Isn’t she the one whose husband has cancer?”

			Celeste stood and picked up her handbag.

			“Are we leaving?” Mary-Louise looked up at her. She seemed blissfully unperturbed by the film. “Was there a power outage? Madeline and Ed have gone off in a hurry.”

			Celeste had not seen them go. They would be looking for Chloe. She had not appeared in the documentary, so did that mean she had not been “given” to Melody’s husband? Please God? Chloe was worldly-wise, nobody’s fool. She would not have fallen for it. She was too much like her mother.

			“Yes,” she said to Mary-Louise. “Let’s go. We’ll see the boys outside.”

			As she turned to leave, her eye was caught by a man in the front row of the auditorium. He resembled Marco, but he could not be Marco. This was not a public event and he was not a school parent. He was just on her mind because she’d recognized his daughter in the film. Wait, had Marco been involved with its production? She looked again, and this time the man had turned his head to speak to the young woman in black jeans and a hoodie next to him. It was Marco. It was Marco talking to his daughter Betty.

			“Can I meet you outside?” she said to Mary-Louise. “I just need to speak to some people.”

			“Yes, yes, off you go.” Mary-Louise waved her away, and Celeste saw Jane take her into her orbit. She headed toward the stage, pushing her way as politely as she could through the tide of departing parents, some of whom knew her and wanted to talk. Sorry. Excuse me. No, I didn’t have any prior knowledge. Yes, it’s upsetting. Outrageous, I agree. We’ll catch up later.

			Marco was in the aisle seat. Celeste sat down next to Betty and he looked up.

			“Celeste,” he said, and he smiled the way he’d smiled that very first night they’d seen each other in the library. He reached across his daughter to touch her arm.

			“This is my daughter Betty,” he said. “Betty, this is Celeste. Her boys are the twins.”

			“Max and Josh,” said Betty. “They’re hilarious.”

			“They didn’t tell me any of this,” said Celeste. “I don’t know how it all came about.” She looked at Marco. “Did they tell you?”

			“I didn’t know anything about the film either,” said Marco. “Until last night. The kids invited Betty and me. I didn’t know if I should call you. But Betty said I should do nothing.”

			“I wanted to be here tonight and see Melody Montclair’s face when she was exposed,” said Betty. “But when the lights went on, she was gone.”

			“I’m so sorry,” said Celeste, “about this.” She waved at where the screen had been. “Your dad guessed something had happened, something to do with Melody Montclair. He was right. His instincts were…right.” She met his eyes with an apology. “I told him he was wrong, because Melody is a friend of mine.”

			“Don’t worry, I told him he was wrong too,” said Betty. “Many times.”

			“She wasn’t ready to talk about it,” said Marco.

			“I was ashamed of myself,” said Betty. “I still feel kind of ashamed—”

			“No,” said Celeste, “you should not—”

			Betty shook her head. “I know I shouldn’t, but I do. Anyway, I’m fine. Dad thinks all my ‘troubles’ can be traced back to Melody and Seth’s perverted little game, but I don’t know if that’s necessarily true. I just got in with the wrong crowd. Went down that slippery slope!” She made a whooshing motion with her hand. “I might have done all that anyway. Dad is into cause and effect. But I don’t want Melody and Seth to do what they did to me to anyone else, because it was…you know…pretty confusing for me.”

			Celeste saw something flicker in Marco’s jaw. He was keeping the fury he so obviously felt in check.

			But Betty seemed in good health. Her skin was clear, her eyes bright. She had a lot of piercings all around both earlobes, and in her eyebrows and her nose and her top lip, as well as a tattoo of a snake coiled around her collarbone (Celeste was not keen on snakes), but her demeanor was engaged, almost verging on nerdy.

			Celeste and Marco made parent-to-parent eye contact across her and communicated telepathically: She seems good? Chatty? Healthy? Maybe back on track? Yes, I know, feeling positive.

			“I can’t believe they got away with it for so long,” said Celeste.

			Betty said, “Well. They kept moving. They moved all around the country. Sometimes there would be rumors, but they’d be like, ‘Did you hear about the girl who slept with the nice history teacher’s husband? What a bitch. What a slut.’ ”

			Marco winced.

			Betty continued, “That’s why it wasn’t that hard to find the girls. We found out where Ms. Montclair taught and just started asking questions. ‘Who had their reputation trashed?’ ‘Who was especially close to Ms. Montclair?’ These girls always felt so guilty because they loved Ms. Montclair and they didn’t know she knew.”

			“How did you work it out?” asked Celeste. “I mean, that she knew?”

			“I started thinking about how she’d always come home just at the right moment, like, as if he was telling her when it was safe to come in, and how she’d give me this little pat on the shoulder, like, Well done, Betty.” Betty shuddered as if at the sight of a cockroach. “I was pissed off about what they did to me, I was embarrassed, but you know what? I lost my freaking mind when I heard I wasn’t the only one.”

			Celeste nodded, unable to speak for a moment, because she understood that feeling all too well. The anger she felt over what Perry had done to Jane always dwarfed the anger she felt over what he’d done to her.

			“I’m sorry,” she said again.

			Betty shrugged. “You know, there was one girl we found who thinks it’s great that her first love affair was with her history teacher’s husband. She wouldn’t change a thing. She tells it like it’s a kind of edgy, sexy story. She didn’t care when I told her that Ms. Montclair set it all up. That basically she’d been sex trafficked. She said that made it ‘even hotter.’ I mean?! As Ms. Montclair used to say, history is all about how you interpret it.”

			“I know how the law will interpret it,” said Celeste.

			“Celeste is a lawyer,” said Marco to his daughter, as if lawyers were rare and remarkable beings.

			“Is she, now?” Betty looked back and forth between the two of them and then her face split into a huge grin. She had her dad’s smile. She said to Celeste, “He’s very nice, my dad. You could do worse.”

			She leaned over to Marco and said, in a mock whisper, “Way out of your league, Dad.”

			“One hundred percent.” Marco’s hand was on his daughter’s narrow back, his eyes on Celeste.

			“No, I’m not,” said Celeste.

			Gold stars everywhere.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 72

				Jane

			
			6:54 p.m., D-Day

			“I must admit I didn’t quite understand the boys’ documentary,” confided Mary-Louise as Jane shepherded her up the stairs of the auditorium. Perry’s mother seemed somehow vulnerable, almost frail, in this environment. Not many other grandparents had come and the jostling crowd of parents was energized by scandal.

			“It was about their teacher,” said Jane.

			“But it was meant to be about a historical figure,” said Mary-Louise.

			“Yes,” said Jane. “It’s confusing.”

			Her brain was scrambled. A churning sea of guilt and humiliation. Once again, she’d been charmed by someone who wasn’t what they seemed. Was nobody in the world who they seemed? She saw herself on the dance floor with Melody. She thought of that one young woman in the film who’d said: She basically seduced all the mothers.

			“I’m a giver,” Melody had told her. With pride. So Seth asked for schoolgirls and Melody gave them to him. Had she believed this was acceptable because she was into moral ambiguity, the ambiguity Jane had found so seductive, and because Melody herself had lost her virginity to an older man and had found it so romantic?

			Not one of the women in that stupid freezing-cold cave had shown concern when Melody had shared her story about that older man. They’d played it cool because it was a long time ago and “a different time” and perhaps because Melody mentioned candles, so that sounded romantic. If she didn’t feel like a victim, she wasn’t one. Jane could almost imagine Melody’s argument: The age of consent is just an arbitrary number. How can something be wrong one day and right the next just because of a birthday?

			Jane and Mary-Louise made it out of the auditorium and joined the crowd of parents gathered around the Ponder Fountain while they waited for their children to be released from backstage.

			Jane tried to find Madeline and Ed, but she couldn’t see them either. Chloe had not appeared in the documentary. Did that mean the kids had uncovered this…scheme…before anything happened to her?

			Agitated gossipy conversation swirled around them.

			But what I don’t get is, why did they air the accusations in a forum like that?

			I guess they liked the idea of doing a public takedown of their teacher.

			They believe they were given to him? Like they had no agency of their own?

			Come on. They were children.

			Teenagers. Not children. Old enough to know exactly what they were doing.

			What’s wrong with you? If they were under the age of consent, then we’re talking about rape.

			A woman bumped into Mary-Louise and apologized. “I’m so sorry.”

			It was Bonnie. She looked like all her limbs were too heavy for her, as if it were an effort to hold up her newly shorn head. A strong sweet smell of alcohol emanated from her. Was Bonnie drinking again? It had been so strange to see her drunk on the Blue Mountains weekend. Jane had called a couple of times to check in on her, but Bonnie hadn’t returned her calls and Jane hadn’t wanted to embarrass her by making too big a deal of it.

			“Are you?” said Mary-Louise. “Are you sorry?”

			“Okay, Mary-Louise,” said Jane. “Let’s not do this now.”

			Bonnie yawned enormously and swayed on the spot. She sat suddenly on the edge of the fountain and slumped forward. “Everyone told me it would be best to never talk to you.”

			“It’s been ten years.” Mary-Louise took a step closer to Bonnie’s limp form and looked down at her. Mary-Louise’s face was somehow naked and raw with pain as if her regular face was a mask that she’d finally ripped off. Jane wondered if she was considering pushing Bonnie into the fountain, the way Bonnie had pushed her son all those years ago.

			“You never said you were sorry. People expect me to have forgotten, as if he never existed, and there you are, happily living your life, and recently, I began to think, For crying out loud, this is laughable. This is the absolute pinnacle of bad manners.”

			Bonnie lifted her head. She looked vaguely past Mary-Louise and wrapped her arms around herself. She gazed for a long, disconcerting moment up at the sky and swayed back and forth. She looked like she didn’t require pushing. She might fall backward at any moment.

			“Well,” said Jane, “tonight was quite a shock—”

			“I thought an apology was too…too tiny, too puny for the magnitude of what I’d done,” said Bonnie to Mary-Louise. She wasn’t so drunk that she didn’t make sense, but there was a kind of pulpiness to her speech, as if she was right on the brink of proper slurring. “I thought it would be disrespectful to apologize. I thought I should honor your anger and your grief by staying silent.”

			“I see,” said Mary-Louise.

			“But I’ve never forgotten. Don’t think I’ve forgotten. I wake in the middle of the night and I think, I took someone’s life.” Bonnie’s hand went to tug on her plait and when she found it missing, she put her hand to the back of her head and clutched it as if someone had hit her.

			“It was an accident,” said Jane. “It was a long time ago.” She was beginning to feel panicked. If Bonnie admitted fault or intent or some other legal-sounding word, could there be a new trial after all this time? Where was Celeste?

			Mary-Louise and Bonnie ignored her. This was between them.

			“I took your son away from you,” said Bonnie.

			“Yes,” said Mary-Louise. “Yes, you did.”

			“I’m so sorry,” said Bonnie.

			“Thank you, Bonnie.” Mary-Louise adjusted her handbag on the crook of her arm like she was the queen. “Thank you for saying it.”

			“You hate me. Of course you hate me. If someone took away my daughter, I would…” Bonnie’s face collapsed in on itself like a sinkhole.

			Jane looked around. Where the hell was Nathan? Why wasn’t he here?

			Bonnie swung her hips around and put her feet in the fountain.

			“What are you doing? Stop that. Don’t be silly.” Mary-Louise tried to pull her back. “That water is cold.”

			“I must do penance,” said Bonnie. She was in the fountain now.

			It was deep and Bonnie was short. The water came up to her hips. She wore a long Indian-style cotton skirt and the water dragged it down to reveal her stomach.

			“Get back out of there!” Mary-Louise leaned forward over the edge of the fountain and held out a useless hand. “I know it was an accident, Bonnie! I know! I just wanted an apology!”

			Jane pulled on Mary-Louise’s arm. “Don’t worry, I’ll get her,” she said. She started to take off her shoes and considered rolling up her jeans, but there was no point. If she was going in, she was getting wet. People were beginning to stop and stare.

			“What is going on tonight?” said someone. “Is it a full moon?”

			Bonnie waded out to the middle of the fountain, turned, and positioned herself directly under the stream of water. She lifted both hands in supplication, closed her eyes, and tipped her head back. She shouted, “Forgive me! Forgive me! Forgive me!”

			“Bonnie?” Finally Nathan was here.

			“Mum?” Skye shot past her father. She vaulted over the side of the fountain in one fluid movement, as if she’d done it many times before (perhaps she had), and splashed toward her mother. She took Bonnie into her arms and hoisted up the waistband of her mother’s skirt. “It’s okay, Mum, everything is okay.”

			“You need to get her some help,” said Mary-Louise to Nathan as he too climbed into the fountain and began to wade unsteadily toward his wife.

			“I know,” said Nathan without looking back at her. “I know I do.”

			There was nothing but sorrow and sympathy on the older woman’s face.
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			Skye: So I came out of the auditorium and my mother was standing in the fountain and shouting. She was drunk. You probably think I was embarrassed, Brenda, because I’m a teenager, and this was happening in front of my peers, but I actually wasn’t, not at all, which is quite interesting. I just knew there was something really, really wrong with my mother, and when there is something serious and medical going on with someone you love, you don’t feel embarrassed, do you?

			No, Skye, you don’t.

		

	
		
			Year 10 Parents WhatsApp Group

			Apart from anything else, I’m disappointed not every student group got to show their documentary! Charlie put a LOT of work into Ivan the Terrible.

			I don’t think we should be talking about tonight’s events here. It’s very likely this will end up as a criminal investigation.

			You’re right.

			Agreed.

			Message deleted

			Message deleted

			Message deleted

			Message deleted

			Agreed.

			Agreed.

			Agreed.

			What time is band practice tomorrow?

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 73

				Madeline

			
			10:59 p.m., D-Day

			Ed and Chloe were both asleep. Madeline had checked twice. They both slept the deathlike sleep of the exhausted. Ed’s mouth gaped. Chloe’s curly hair was all over her face, and her steady breathing didn’t change when Madeline brushed it away.

			There was a time when Chloe wouldn’t sleep unless Ed or Madeline lay down next to her, and they’d inevitably nod off before her and then wake to her big blue eyes staring straight at them. She’d say, with perfect comic timing, “Hi there.” She was so funny. So independent and strong-willed, but she needed Mummy or Daddy to help her sleep. Madeline had failed her. She knew that her daughter was more fragile than she appeared and she knew that all teenagers helpfully pushed you away when they needed you most, and you just had to stand there and take it. She’d been too busy with Ed and her mother and Abigail and work, but those were just excuses. She’d found time for Beach Bloody Boot Camp, hadn’t she? She’d found time to be love bombed by Melody Montclair. She’d been so condescending about her mother’s naivety with those scammers while she was being scammed herself.

			She went back into the kitchen and considered pouring herself a glass of wine, but any time she drank wine these days, she woke in a lather of sweat. She would never sleep. Her whole body was caffeinated on rage. She thought she knew rage so well. She’d felt rage toward Nathan when he’d left her with Abigail, when he’d remarried and got a second chance at fatherhood. But Nathan had never been so calculated or devious, he’d just been infuriating. This felt more personal. This was about a woman exploiting female friendship, the most sacred of gifts.

			“You don’t need to be upset,” Chloe told them from the back of the car on the way home from the showcase. “Nothing happened to me. He didn’t try anything! I’m fine.”

			Madeline wanted to ask, “What about when I was away with the mothers and Melody?” But she didn’t want to hear the answer to her question in front of Ed, and Chloe had barely paused for breath anyway.

			“I didn’t fall for their stupid games!” she declared. “I’m a daughter of Madeline Martha Mackenzie.” And then she’d said to Ed, “It’s like Watergate, right, Dad? We were like investigative journalists. We uncovered a scandal! Because I’m also the daughter of Edward Peter Mackenzie.”

			Both the older kids had done this too: ignored them for what seemed like months, respecting only the opinions of their friends, and then suddenly, often at an inconvenient time, were heartbreakingly desperate for parental approval.

			It never really ended, that desire: Look at my drawing. My bike trick. My assignment. My pay slip. My boyfriend. My children. Tell me how amazing I am.

			(Madeline’s mother had secretly called earlier today to say she’d had to sit through hours of videos on Paul’s phone showing off his children. “I love my grandchildren, Madeline, but I don’t need to see them playing the flute. They don’t seem very musical to me.”)

			When they got home, Ed and Madeline had listened and praised and asked questions as Chloe told them in great detail how they’d done the documentary with Betty’s help, how they’d tracked people down through social media and convinced them to “go on the record,” how they’d filmed them over Zoom, how they’d spent hours and hours editing it all together. Then she ate a giant plate of pasta, and suddenly said, “I’m going to bed. Love you.”

			Ed, haggard with fatigue, barely said a word. “Me too.”
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			Madeline tried to distract herself from her fury without waking Ed or Chloe. She did her shoulder exercises. She did her facial yoga, which supposedly prevented jowls. She loaded the dishwasher, folded clean laundry. She did some lunges because it was hard to think of anything else while doing lunges, but it just made her angrier because she remembered how good Melody was at lunging at Beach Boot Camp and how dare that demented sick bitch have good knees.

			A message buzzed on her phone. Renata:

			Should we go to her place? Give her back her stupid fucking animal hats?

			Celeste texted:

			We probably shouldn’t, we don’t want to do anything that impacts a possible criminal case.

			Jane:

			I’d like to see what she says.

			No word at all from Bonnie. Chloe had mentioned something about Skye’s mother possibly being drunk at the school and jumping into the fountain, which would normally be big news, but Madeline didn’t have time for Bonnie’s issues right now.

			She texted:

			Let’s go.
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			Ten minutes later, they were on Melody’s doorstep, Renata’s finger pressed to the doorbell so they could hear it ringing over and over.

			“I knew it.” Renata was still in her “leathers,” her helmet under one arm, full of vindication. “She was always schmoozing us like a fucking sleazy sales exec. I always know when I’m being hustled. I have an instinct for it. I just couldn’t work out what she—”

			“Madeline,” interrupted Jane. “What did Chloe say to you? Did Seth—”

			“She said nothing happened,” said Madeline. She remembered a day when Chloe came home from her “work” at Melody’s home, and Madeline had asked, “Do you enjoy it? Is it interesting?”

			“It’s just so interesting, Mum,” Chloe had said mockingly, and she was redoing her ponytail at the same time as she read something “urgent” on her phone, one hip jutted, and Madeline had thought, She’s so beautiful, she looks like she’s twenty-two, and also: Why bother trying to make conversation if you’re going to patronize me like that?

			But Chloe was not twenty-two. She was a kid in a gorgeous young woman’s body.

			“Do you believe her?” asked Jane.

			“No,” said Madeline. “No, I don’t.”

			“The best way to handle this is to be calm,” said Celeste.

			The door opened. It was Melody in a long white silk dressing gown, her hair over one shoulder, tranquil as a monk, not even the grace to look guilty.

			Madeline leaped at her like a werewolf.

			Jane

			It took the three of them to pull Madeline away.

			Jane could not believe Madeline’s strength as they wrestled her back. She was incoherent. She roared and spat and snarled, her hands like claws. It was terrifying to see. They hadn’t been prepared. She’d seemed fine!

			“Ooof!” groaned Celeste as Madeline’s elbow banged her against her ribs. “This was a bad idea!”

			“Oh God, watch her frozen shoulder,” said Jane.

			“I never liked you!” Renata shouted at Melody.

			“Ladies, this is all just a big misunderstanding,” said Melody as if she were addressing hysterical teen students, and it did feel to Jane like she and her friends were the ones misbehaving, losing their dignity in a quiet suburban neighborhood on a weeknight. “They’re schoolgirls, they get crushes!”

			Seth came to stand behind her, his hands resting on his wife’s shoulders, so handsome and serene, and if Jane hadn’t seen all those girls and women telling the same story, she could almost have believed an innocent couple had been defamed. That’s how they’d got away with it for so long.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 74

				Madeline

			
			The Morning After D-Day

			“Where were you?” said Chloe, bare-legged in an oversized T-shirt, when Madeline walked back in the house. “I’ve been calling and calling!”

			“I didn’t take my phone.” It was 2 a.m. Madeline was calm again. She had not expected to react the way she had and she felt embarrassed. Worse, it had achieved nothing. Melody’s complacency had been the tripwire. She and the others had sat on the beach for an hour, saying, “I can’t believe it,” over and over, until they believed it.

			Madeline had been ready to fall into bed, assuming the house would be as she’d left it, but every light blazed and her daughter was wild-eyed.

			“Dad woke me up,” she said. “He’s gone crazy.”

			“It’s okay,” said Madeline. She gave herself a rousing shake. She just needed enough energy to get both husband and daughter back to bed. “Where is he?”

			There was a crash from down the hallway.

			“He’s throwing things,” said Chloe.

			Ed, wearing nothing but boxers, was tearing apart his office as though he were a member of a SWAT team with a search warrant. The drawers of his desk had been pulled free and their contents dumped out. The shelves were virtually empty: paperbacks were strewn across the floor.

			“What are you doing?” Madeline tried to keep her tone free of judgment but failed. She was afraid, and her fear made her angry.

			“Looking for the contact details of that woman…worked with the federal police. Child exploitation offenses.” He spoke so fast, all the words ran together, and she could decipher only certain phrases. “…call her…can’t rely on local police, don’t know what the fuck…incompetent…let it go on and on. She was senior, knew what she was talking about, we met her at what’s-a-fucking’s place…big tits—” He used cupped hands in front of his chest to demonstrate. More than the swearing or the gibbering or the destroying of his office, the fact that he’d used the expression “big tits,” not just in front of her but in front of Chloe, confirmed for her that he was not Ed right now.

			“Dad, I’m not talking to the federal police,” said Chloe. “If that’s what you think.”

			“Chloe, just go to your room now, please,” said Madeline. “I’ve got this.”

			Chloe didn’t move.

			Madeline knew who Ed was talking about. They’d met a large-bosomed woman at someone’s drinks party, years ago. She worked for the Australian Federal Police and said she’d never let her child go on a sleepover, even if she knew the parents, even if they were close friends, because she’d learned that you could never trust anyone, and for a while all the parents at that event had considered permanently banning sleepovers (“They come home so tired!”), but their children had vetoed that idea and Madeline and Ed didn’t want their kids to be the “weird kids” who missed out on stuff. You can’t wrap your kids in cotton wool. You’ve got to let them break an occasional limb. Madeline and Ed decided to accept a certain level of risk. No they didn’t. They just put the risk out of their minds.

			“I can get her contact details,” said Madeline. “I’ll make some calls in the morning, but it’s too late now, we all need to sleep.”

			Ed pointed at Madeline and growled, “You let my daughter go to that woman’s house. Nobody asked me!”

			It felt so surreal and theatrical, as though it were a stupid prank, as though he were playacting the role of a melodramatic villain, and that at any moment he would burst out laughing.

			“I need that number now! Where is it?”

			He picked up his desktop monitor with both hands and threw it against his empty bookshelf.

			Chloe and Madeline both gasped. The monitor landed facedown on a pile of paper. Big sheets of paper, stiff with ancient paint. Ed had always kept his favorites of the endless paintings the kids used to bring home from preschool and kindergarten. Madeline could read the words written in big letters by some long-ago teacher: Chloe Mackenzie, age 5.

			“Stupid fucking computer,” muttered Ed, and he scratched viciously at the tape over the chemo port just below his collarbone. The port-a-cath would not be removed until the oncologist gave the all clear. Madeline pulled Chloe away from the door. They were the exact same height now, but Chloe looked at her with the round frightened eyes of a little girl.

			“Go call Jane,” Madeline said quietly. “Ask her if Tom could please come over.”

			She returned to the doorway.

			“Everything is okay,” she said, but her heart raced as if she’d been doing soft sand sprints at Beach Boot Camp.

			“Oh everything is okay, is it?” He imitated her in the nasty manner of a schoolyard bully, and then advanced menacingly toward her like one. She thought of Celeste, and wondered in a strangely detached way if Ed would hit her and if it would hurt. He was so scrawny. She thought, If he hits me, at least people will believe there’s something wrong with him.

			“You controlling bitch,” he snarled.

			That did actually hurt.
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			Chloe: My dad had a kind of breakdown in the middle of the night after the showcase. Mum told me to call Ziggy’s dad because Dad was shouting his head off and throwing things. It was the scariest thing I had ever seen. Tom said, “We need to call an ambulance,” and I heard him on the phone telling someone that Dad was like the Incredible Hulk. The police came too, and it took four people to get him onto the stretcher. I could not stop crying and Mum kept telling me it was not my fault, but it kind of was my fault.

			Amabella: No, it was not.

			It certainly was not your fault, Chloe.

			Skye: So, Brenda, you will note that Chloe’s mother and my father, who used to be married, both had partners with “mental health challenges” at the same time.

			Chloe: So what?

			Skye: I think they probably bonded over it. It was a common interest.

			Chloe: They did not. Our parents are bipolar opposites, Skye.

			Amabella: You mean polar opposites.

			Chloe: Whatever.

		

	
		
			
				From the Office of Dr. Ferdinand Seawright

				For the Attention of All Pirriwee High School Students and Parents

				Dear Melody,

				Please, please answer your phone. I would dearly love to speak with you about what happened tonight.

				I cannot believe those accusations could possibly be true.

				I have always felt that our relationship transcended that of a normal relationship between a headmaster and teacher. I have spoken with you about intimate matters regarding my marriage and your wise counsel has been invaluable. Some of the practices you suggested have had a profound impact on my relationship with my wife. Your friendship means the world to me, but I’m sure you understand I must pass this film on to the police first thing in the morning.

				Please call me as soon as you can.

				Yours,

				Ferdinand

				From the Office of Dr. Ferdinand Seawright

				For the Attention of All Pirriwee High School Students and Parents

				Please disregard the previous email, which was sent in error.

				Yours with deepest regret,

				Ferdinand

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 75

				Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan

			
			8:30 a.m., the Morning After D-Day

			“Yes, I sent the finger,” said the young woman, as if she were mentioning a professional achievement to a potential employer rather than admitting a crime to a police officer. “I wanted the school to investigate Melody Montclair. I wanted you guys to investigate her. I was so angry with her.”

			Her name was Clara Long. She was a memorial consultant at the Eternal Peace Crematorium and she was speaking to Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan in a small office where bereaved family members would normally pick up the ashes of their loved ones. There were fresh flowers, tissues, and a bowl of mints on a shiny black table, the shiny black of a coffin.

			Ewan Drew, serial philanderer but otherwise law-abiding citizen (except for his drunk-driving charge), had died the week before in non-suspicious circumstances. An intracranial hemorrhage. Doctors at the hospital where he was treated had confirmed that he was still in possession of all ten fingers when his body was picked up by Eternal Peace Crematorium. His wife had collected his ashes yesterday and intended to scatter them in the llama paddock. She did not explain if this had been Ewan’s request or if it was for her own private amusement—Adrian suspected the latter. He suspected it was possible she was intending to feed his ashes to the llamas.

			Clara Long, sweet and apple-cheeked, wearing a pencil skirt and a pink silk blouse that tied at the neck with a large bow—the effect was clown-like—did not look like someone capable of removing a body part.

			“I don’t think the family would be happy about their loved one’s finger being sent in the post,” said Adrian. Although actually, who knew what Ewan’s wife would think.

			“I respectfully disagree,” said Clara. “This man was an organ donor. I feel he would have been very happy to know he was helping to stop a sexual predator.”

			“Are you saying Melody Montclair is a sexual predator?”

			Straight after this, he would once again battle the traffic to head all the way back across Sydney to the Pirriwee Peninsula. A message had come through from Dr. Ferdinand Seawright, the high school principal. The previous night, more information had come to light regarding their “beloved history teacher.” Every day, this job surprised Adrian, and not in a good way.

			“Were you one of her students?” he asked.

			“Five years ago,” said Clara. “Back when I lived in Adelaide. She was the best teacher I’d ever had. I loved her class. She was amazing.”

			Adrian frowned. “That doesn’t sound like you’re describing a predator.”

			“Exactly. That’s the problem. She’s wonderful. She’s actually the reason I entered this industry. I did an assignment in her class on the history of the Australian funeral industry and I got the highest mark I ever got in my whole life.” She smiled. “My mother was so angry. She didn’t like telling people her daughter was studying to be a funeral director. She called Ms. Montclair to complain.”

			“So, she was a great teacher, but—”

			“But she has a bad habit. She takes a special interest in one student, and offers them a job teaching her supposedly illiterate husband to read.”

			“ ‘Supposedly illiterate’?”

			“Seth Montclair can read,” said Clara. “But he likes teenage girls, and Melody gets them for him.”

			Jesus. “And you know this because—”

			“Firstly, because it happened to my best friend.” Clara’s mouth moved as though she were chewing on something hard and bitter. “My friend got pregnant. She had to have an abortion. She always felt so guilty about having a secret underage affair with our teacher’s husband. She always talked about it like it was something bad she did. It was like the abortion was her punishment. We went to a Catholic girls’ school, so we were taught to take our spiritual medicine.”

			She shook her head. “You know what, I agreed with her that she was paying for her sins! I was so young and dumb and I liked Ms. Montclair so much, but recently, it’s interesting, I had started saying to my friend, ‘Wait a minute, you were a child. That was on him. You were his wife’s student.’ We thought we were so grown-up in high school, you see. We thought we knew everything. Also, Seth is very good-looking, so that made it seem like, I don’t know…different. Not as bad? Pretty privilege for pedophiles.”

			Adrian nodded. He got it.

			“Naively, I guess, we thought it was just her. But then a few weeks ago, my friend found out that she wasn’t the only student—and that Ms. Montclair knew about it all along.”

			“She knew her husband was sleeping with her students?”

			“Like I said, not only did she know, she orchestrated it.”

			What the…? “How do you know this?”

			“My friend got a message from some kids at Pirriwee High School saying that they were making a ‘documentary’ about Melody. They asked my friend if she wanted to be interviewed, but she said no. I mean, that’s her right, if she doesn’t want to talk about it. I’m not going to tell you her name. I will not divulge it, no matter what you do. Throw me in a jail cell.”

			“That’s okay. You don’t need to divulge it,” said Adrian. If a group of teenagers found it, he assumed he might be able to as well, even given their obviously superior technology skills.

			“But I just kept thinking about it. I started to think about how it had affected her, and I wondered what kind of person my friend might have been if that had never happened to her, and I got angrier and angrier.” She blazed with righteous passion. “I thought, How can I help those kids with their mission? How can I make sure Ms. Montclair doesn’t keep getting away with it?”

			“So you severed a finger from a corpse with a bolt cutter and sent it to her school principal.”

			“Yes,” said Clara. “It was an unattended direct cremation. The basic package. No embalming. I thought: This might be a way to get her boss’s attention. An actual finger pointing at Ms. Montclair.”

			She untied the bow of her blouse, retied it firmly, and ran her fingers through her hair. “It was meant to be anonymous. I didn’t think you’d be able to identify the deceased. Mr. Drew didn’t look like someone with a criminal record.”

			“Yes, that was bad luck for you,” said Adrian. If it weren’t for Ewan’s drunk-driving charge, they would never have identified him and Adrian wouldn’t have to charge Clara with interfering with a corpse and using a postal service to menace.

			“I feel good about it. It felt morally right, even if it was legally wrong. Ms. Montclair always taught us to take risks, break the rules, do something nobody has ever done before. She taught us to embrace ambiguity. So that’s what I did.”

			“You knew it was illegal?”

			“Obviously.” Clara sat up straight, hands clasped, like a good student. “But ‘every revolution begins with a single act of defiance.’ That’s what Mahatma Gandhi said. Guess who taught me that quote?”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 76

				Madeline

			
			8:30 a.m., the Morning After D-Day

			Madeline sat in the office of the hospital’s mental health unit waiting for the on-call psychiatrist to finish a phone call. He was a sloppily dressed and disturbingly young man for the seriousness of his responsibilities. She wanted to say, “Tuck your damned shirt in, darling.”

			She looked at the notices on the wall above her head. A “Statement of rights for both voluntary and involuntary patients under the NSW Mental Health Act.” A “Feelings Wheel.” A “Kindness and Respect Policy.” Ed was most definitely an involuntary patient. He’d been “sectioned.” It had been explained to her that this meant he was legally deemed to be suffering from a mental illness or disorder that could result in him harming someone else or himself. Nobody so far had seemed that kind and respectful as they forcibly sedated her husband, removed his shoelaces and belt so he wouldn’t kill himself, and then locked him up.

			The young psychiatrist finished his call and came around the side of his desk to sit in front of her.

			He explained that Ed’s cancer had not spread to his brain. Rather, he was suffering from something called “steroid-induced mania.” The high-dose steroids prescribed by his oncologist to help boost the effectiveness of his chemo treatment and make it more tolerable (ha!) had resulted in serious psychiatric side effects.

			“It’s kind of like the ’roid rage that bodybuilders experience when they overreact to anabolic steroids.”

			“We weren’t told about this,” said Madeline. “I knew something was not right.”

			But Ed was now a mental health patient. The fact that he was also a cancer patient was not relevant. The fact that his condition was a side effect of his medication was not relevant. This was where they were now.

			“Steroid toxicity is often not expected like this,” explained the psychiatrist. Ed would need to be on anti-mania medications for several weeks. He would need to remain in the mental health unit for now. The side effects of the steroids could last for up to two months after the last dose.

			“Nobody told us this could happen,” said Madeline. She knew she was repeating herself, but she’d been up all night and she was so, so angry with the entire world. Her daughter’s history teacher was a sex trafficker. Her husband’s oncologist was an idiot.

			“Unfortunately, all medicines have side effects,” said the psychiatrist. “This is the best place for him right now.”

			He stood. He was wrapping things up. She stood too. She needed to get home to Chloe. She needed to shower. She needed coffee.

			She meant to say thank you, but instead she heard herself snap, “Tuck your shirt in!”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said calmly, and he did.

			She guessed he was used to dealing with crazy people.
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			Ziggy: The morning after the showcase, we normally would have had history first period. I hadn’t thought about the fact that we’d never have another lesson with Ms. Montclair. Her lessons were my favorite part of the day.

			Amabella: Dr. Seawright told us to stay home until we got called in to talk to the police. I did some gaming, a bit of knitting, played my guitar, but my mother was home and she kept stomping about and finally I said, “Mum, do you need to talk?” And she said, “Yes, Amabella, yes I do.” And then she talked for twenty minutes straight about how she knew there was something not right about Melody Montclair, how she’d groomed everyone in Pirriwee except her. So that was fun for me.

			Ziggy: I felt flat. Empty. Like a desert. Just, like, nothing.

			Skye: You’re describing symptoms of depression. You probably had depression!

			Ziggy: Well, don’t look so excited about it. My mum said, “Let’s go for a walk.” That was good, I felt like I hadn’t talked properly with her for a while.

			Skye: Speaking of depression, my mother was eventually diagnosed with a major depressive disorder along with complex post-traumatic stress disorder from her childhood and the incident with Josh’s dad. I did not know much about trauma before this. I love it so much—

			Amabella: You love trauma so much, Skye?

			Skye: I meant I find it really interesting. Especially intergenerational trauma. Do you know about that, Brenda? My mum has it so bad! We have family counseling sessions twice a week by Zoom now, where we all sit at our laptops in separate rooms. I have an aptitude for it. Dad is so bad at it. He looks like he’s being tortured the whole time, bless his heart.

			Max: The morning after the showcase, Josh and I went for a surf. It was good.

			Josh: Yeah, it was good. When we were coming back from the beach, we heard the sirens and the helicopters.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 77

				Jane

			
			9 a.m., the Morning After D-Day

			“Did you ever consider telling us about all this?” Jane asked Ziggy.

			They were doing the familiar headland walk. Jane sometimes got so lost in her thoughts on this walk she may as well have been on a treadmill, that’s how little notice she took of her surroundings, but today, even as she processed the shock of the previous night’s events, she also registered both the beauty of the rocky coastal trail and the many memories it invoked. It was like she’d experienced a kind of dazzling explosion of clarity. There was the wooden memorial bench where she and Tom had kissed for the first time. (No more memorial benches for loved ones, said the council! That’s enough!) There was the park where she and her friends had hosted so many of their children’s birthday parties until, overnight, or so it seemed, they got too old for that kind of party. There was the plush velvet blue sea thrown out like a blanket to the horizon.

			Dr. Seawright had written to the parents of “the children involved with the events of last night” and asked them to keep their children home for now until he spoke to the police. He also said that he had been in touch with an organization called “Safe Space Student Counseling” and that the students would be given “the opportunity to speak freely with a trained professional”—for a maximum one-hour group session on the school premises.

			“Not really,” said Ziggy. “She was your friend. You would have defended her. You would have gone straight to her.”

			“Yes,” said Jane. He was probably right. “I’m sorry. I actually really…liked her.”

			“Me too,” sad Ziggy flatly. “History was my favorite subject. I mean, I kind of…almost…had a crush on her. Almost.”

			“It’s so horrible when you learn people aren’t who you think they are,” said Jane.

			“She taught us that ‘truth is subjective, truth is about perspective,’ ” said Ziggy with a cynical grimace.

			“I bet she did.” Ziggy was too young to be that cynical.

			“But maybe her husband was, like, controlling her?” asked Ziggy, with hope in his eyes.

			“I don’t think we’ll ever understand what was going on in that marriage,” said Jane. It occurred to her that nearly all her fury was directed at Melody, rather than Seth, not solely because Melody had been her friend but because Melody was a woman. As women, they were meant to be in this together. Us against them. Did an old-fashioned part of her subconsciously believe women should be held to higher standards of morality because men “couldn’t help themselves”? Men will hurt us, oh of course they will, that’s to be expected, but we don’t enable them, Melody, we protect each other, and we especially protect girls and younger women because we remember our own vulnerability. Didn’t Melody remember?

			Ziggy looked up at the sky. “Do you think that police helicopter is something to do with Ms. Montclair and her husband?”

			“I don’t think so,” said Jane. It was sweet that he thought the police force would be out with guns blazing after their exposé. Who knew how long it would take for a police investigation, let alone an arrest or prosecution.

			She wanted to ask Ziggy about Chloe, but it felt too gossipy, somehow inappropriate, and she wasn’t sure if she could bear to hear the truth. Instead she changed the subject. “When you said you almost had a crush on Ms. Montclair—I thought you might have one on Amabella. I thought maybe that was why you were selling vapes.”

			Ziggy gave her a crooked smile. “For one thing, Amabella likes girls.”

			“Oh, okay,” said Jane.

			“I don’t have a crush on her, but maybe I was kind of inspired by her? She doesn’t care what people think. She’s always just…who she is.”

			“I admire people like that too,” said Jane.

			“I just thought I could start a business selling something,” said Ziggy. “Like Tom started Blue Blues.”

			Tom was asleep at home right now. After his middle-of-the-night visit to help Madeline with Ed, he’d gone straight to open the café, but he’d come home early at the insistence of his staff because he was “scaring the customers.” This was true. Jane had received three messages this morning asking if Tom was okay because he didn’t “look well.” This was the problem with being a man who permanently glowed with good health.

			Madeline had called to explain what was going on with Ed. “Steroid-induced mania.” The steroids supposedly helped with the nausea. The nausea would have been better than the mania! Poor Madeline sounded quite manic herself.

			In the meantime, Bonnie had been admitted to the hospital for alcohol poisoning, so all in all, Jane’s closest friends were going through a difficult time right now.

			She and Ziggy rounded the point.

			“Is that a whale?” Jane pointed at the magical white puff of water in the distance. “Oh, look, Ziggy, it’s a whale with her baby!”

			As they watched, the mother breached, and then a second later, the calf copied her, launching its whole body up so that it was momentarily horizontal with the sea.

			“Cool,” said Ziggy with minimum interest. “Hey, Mum, do you want to see the documentary I did on Winston Churchill? I finished it on my own.”

			“I’d love to see it,” said Jane. “So would Tom.”

			Tom really would love to see it.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 78

				Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan

			
			10:30 a.m., the Morning After D-Day

			“I’m sure you’re as shocked as I am,” said Dr. Seawright after he finished playing the film on his desktop computer for Adrian. “I don’t know how much of this ‘documentary’ is true, or if it relates in any way to yesterday’s ‘delivery.’ ”

			Adrian had not yet informed him that he knew who had sent the finger, and why, and was therefore not especially shocked.

			“I am also in possession of this laptop, which apparently belongs to Melody’s husband, Seth Montclair,” said Dr. Seawright. “It was given to me by the students who made the documentary. I have not looked at it.” He pushed a laptop across his desk toward Adrian with an expression of extreme distress. “I’m a little unsure as to how they came to have it.”

			Adrian assumed the kids had broken in and stolen it. That’s what Seth Montclair had been talking about when Adrian went there yesterday looking for Melody.

			“Have you talked to Melody Montclair yet?” asked Adrian. Next week’s fly-fishing trip was safe. Crimes of this nature against children were thankfully not his domain; this investigation would be handled by the Australian Federal Police.

			He would not have pegged Melody Montclair as a small-time sex trafficker. For fuck’s sake, why? There was so much sex available. Sex work was legal. Suburban sex clubs advertised in the local papers. Porn was easily accessible. Why did these two need to go after schoolgirls? He preferred his crooks with motivations he understood.

			“She left the event early last night,” said Dr. Seawright, “and she hasn’t returned any of my messages.”

			I bet she left the event early, thought Adrian. Parents would be baying for blood.

			“I messaged her last night to say that I would be passing all this on to the police,” said Dr. Seawright. “I don’t know if that was the right thing to do, or if, for example, that has given the pair the opportunity to make good their, ah, escape?”

			He looked very guilty about that.

			“So this whole film was aired publicly? Last night?” said Adrian.

			“Nearly,” said Dr. Seawright. “I should have acted more promptly to stop it. I was in a state of shock. Needless to say, I have had a lot of calls from parents this morning.”

			The school secretary appeared at the office door.

			“I’m sorry to disturb you,” said Lottie Wang, “but I thought this was relevant to your discussion. I just got a call from the hospital. Melody Montclair and her husband were involved in a serious car accident early this morning.”

			Adrian already knew there had been an accident with possible fatalities on the peninsula. He’d heard about it just as he was leaving the crematorium. A helicopter traffic reporter had spotted a car that had rolled down an embankment. Emergency services had discovered two occupants of the car, both pinned under the dash.

			It had not, however, occurred to Adrian that this accident might involve the key players in his severed finger case.

			“Oh dear.” Dr. Seawright dropped his forehead into his palms so that Adrian could see a worrying-looking sunspot on top of his head. “Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.”
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			Skye: I think we heard about the accident by about maybe lunchtime the day after the showcase? We were told that Mr. Montclair was in a critical condition and that Ms. Montclair had suffered an “internal decapitation.” It’s where your skull is separated from your spine.

			Amabella: So Ms. Montclair was decapitated just like her hero Marie Antoinette.

			Skye: Would we call that irony?

			Amabella: Or we could call it karma. I guess it’s up to Chloe to make a call.

			Chloe:

			Skye: Sometimes she doesn’t feel like talking about it.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 79

				Jane

			
			Noon, the Day After D-Day

			Jane sat in her study checking her email for the first time that day after returning from her restorative long walk with Ziggy and exhaled when she saw Melody Montclair’s name right there, in bold. The message had been sent late the previous night, about an hour after the ruckus on her doorstep. Jane opened it with heart-racing anticipation, as if it might explain everything and make everything okay, or offer redemption for her own amorphous sense of negligence.

			
				Hi Jane,

				Just a quick one! Don’t worry about tonight’s hullabaloo—we’ll sort it all out.

				I found this course online and thought it would be perfect for you.

				(By the way, I think Ziggy has a real aptitude for history. He should get in touch with me if he wants to talk about undergraduate courses.)

				Much love,

				Melody xx

				P.S. Don’t think I have Celeste’s email on hand, also attaching an article she might find interesting re her mother-in-law.

			

			Who would write an email like that after her students have denounced her as a sex trafficker in a public forum? Melody was clearly mad, and clearly guilty. If she had been innocent, she would have been outraged with Ziggy, not talking about his aptitude.

			Jane opened the attachment. It was an advertisement for an “Art Travel Workshop” in Germany. There were photos of people sitting serenely at easels, brushes in hand, surrounded by laughably stunning scenery of mountaintops and Gothic castles. There was talk of fine dining and luxury boutique hotels. It was for wealthy retirees. Did Melody think Jane had the money or the time to do something so extraordinarily self-indulgent? That’s not how the world works, Melody, you psycho bitch.

			But part of her still wanted to talk to Melody about it, to hear why she thought it would be a good thing for Jane.

			“Do you want coffee?” Tom called out from the kitchen.

			“Yes, please! You’re meant to be napping,” Jane called back.

			“I did!”

			“Look at this,” she said as Tom appeared with her coffee. She turned the monitor so he could read it. “Melody sent it to me last night.”

			He looked over her shoulder. “Did you tell her you wanted to study art?”

			“No! I just told her it was something I used to enjoy.”

			Tom looked at it for a while too long.

			“I don’t want to do it, Tom.”

			“Sure, maybe not exactly that one, but maybe you could travel. Maybe you should travel. On your own. For a few months.”

			“I’ve got the business—”

			“It’s time to give up the business,” said Tom. “The way you talk to Ziggy about having a gap year, it’s kind of obvious. It’s not him who needs one, it’s you.”

			“That’s embarrassing,” said Jane. “I’m not eighteen. I can’t have a gap year.”

			“But you could take a break. You don’t have to stay in fancy hotels like that, and it doesn’t have to be Germany, although you sure do bring up that Berlin nightclub a lot.”

			She was suddenly afraid. Had he changed his mind? Was he now accepting her offer? “You mean we should break up?”

			“No, no, no.” He put his hands on top of her head and gently swiveled it back and forth in a “no” motion. “We are not breaking up.” He made her head nod. “We are working this out.” He left his hands on top of her head.

			“My mother confessed something the other day,” he added.

			She moved her head free of his hands and looked up at him.

			“She told me about her visit when she asked if you’d set me ‘free’ so I could have children with someone else.”

			“Ah,” said Jane.

			“I was angry,” said Tom. “So angry! She apologized. Dad insisted she tell me.”

			Poor Hannie. “It was fine,” said Jane. “I understood.”

			“It was very wrong of her,” said Tom sternly. He paused, and when he spoke again, his tone had changed. “She told me you said something about not having had the best experience when you gave birth to Ziggy.”

			“Oh!” said Jane. “It was nothing. Nothing that unusual. It was an uncomplicated birth.”

			“But it must have felt complicated,” said Tom. “I can’t believe I’ve never even asked you about it.”

			“Well. I never really wanted to talk about it,” admitted Jane. “And I guess it’s something that women talk about with each other. Secret women’s business.”

			“I should have thought about it,” said Tom.

			“Oh, babe,” said Jane, touched. “No. Why would you?”

			“I’ve read that when you’ve been through a sexual assault, childbirth can sometimes, kind of, reactivate the trauma. It’s maybe…” He shoved his hands in his jeans and looked at the floor. “The loss of control?”

			She wondered what she’d find if she went through his search history. Had he asked AI: Why is my wife so weird? All the answers were there on the internet. Name your trauma! You’re not special. Someone else will have experienced the exact same thing. This was why she had never told a counselor. She didn’t want to hear something so personal, so intimate yet trite be analyzed, summarized, and tidied up.

			Jane put a fingertip to her eyebrow. “It was nothing, really. It was just that there was this man…this perfectly nice but kind of grumpy obstetrician…with horrible eyebrows. For some reason, I always think about his eyebrows.” She laughed a little.

			Tom nodded, as if that were perfectly normal. His face was open and he sat, unhurriedly, on the study floor next to her desk—there were no other chairs in the room—and looked up at her patiently, his back against the wall, his hands resting loosely on his knees.

			She told him and he listened. He was the first person she’d ever told.

			When she finished, he said, “It wasn’t nothing.”

			“No,” she said. “I mean…to another woman in labor it would have been nothing. It was just not best practice, and I was so messed up.”

			“I’m sorry,” said Tom. “And I bet…assuming he was a good guy, and if he heard how you felt, he’d be sorry too. I think he’d be so sorry, Jane, he’d feel terrible, and he’d never do it again.”

			His face as he looked up at her, with its tired eyes and dark stubbled jaw, was so painfully sincere, and his love for her so palpable and precious, that she had to look away. It was too much. A gift she didn’t deserve. She ran a fingertip across the dusty edge of her keyboard as her vision blurred with a sudden rush of tears.

			She’d always thought that if she ever told someone about the guy with the eyebrows, it would be a woman. She thought what she needed to hear was another woman’s rage against a stupid clueless man.

			It seemed that what she actually needed was simply to hear a good man apologize for another man’s mistake.

			“Hmmm,” she said. She sniffed.

			“Rez me! Rez me, PLEASE!” shouted Ziggy from the living room, and he laughed raucously.

			She and Tom grinned at each other. Resurrect me. It meant he was on the PlayStation, probably gaming with Amabella. One moment they were so grown-up, so sophisticated and knowing, and the next they were just kids.

			“I don’t want to be set free, Jane,” said Tom.

			“Okay,” said Jane. “I’ll keep you locked up.”

			“But I don’t want to keep you locked up.” He gestured up at the silly pictures of Germany on her computer screen. “I think you should take a break. From me. From the peninsula. I think you need a break from your life. I think that’s why Melody got in your head the way she did.”

			“But I can’t do that, I have a teenage son—”

			“—with a father,” said Tom. “Ziggy has a father.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 80

				Anna Kennard, Head of Science

			
			Three Days After D-Day

			“My dilemma is that I need new hiking boots, but I’m going away on Monday and have no time to break them in.”

			There was something as familiar and comforting as Vegemite toast about the man’s voice, although Anna couldn’t immediately place it.

			She’d stopped by her favorite sports shoe store and was sitting on the long fitting bench in her white ankle socks waiting for a kid she’d once taught to bring her a pair of purple cross-trainers in a bigger size. He’d been a lackadaisical student who had shown zero recognition of his old science teacher (that’s how little attention he’d paid in her class), so she was expecting to be waiting for some time.

			The man with the familiar voice was facing away from her, speaking to the store manager. He wore black jeans and a white T-shirt, and he had one hand in a back pocket of his jeans.

			A parent? If he was a parent, he’d want to talk about the school scandal, and she was over talking about it. It was distressing. When Anna had heard the news about Melody, she’d stood on the balcony outside the science lab and considered the students milling about in the quadrangle below: their feral hormones and loud voices, their acne and beauty. There was so much sensuality in that schoolyard, yet Anna required no legislation, no code of conduct, moral code, or willpower to resist a student’s charms. Sometimes extremely handsome seventeen-year-olds practiced their flirting skills on her and she’d think, You’re going to be a heartbreaker, mate. She did not think about taking them home to bed, and it wasn’t because she was good.

			How could Melody have done that? Anna felt guilty by association. Were the students looking at the staff differently now, wondering if their teachers were sizing them up as sexual favors to offer their partners? If so, it wouldn’t scare the kids. It would disgust, titillate, or maybe even delight them. Fortunately, they mostly seemed to want to talk to Anna about the mechanics of removing a finger from a corpse. She could handle that. That was a science question. The humanities teachers would have to deal with their questions about morality, redemption, and “Do you find me hot, miss?”

			The shoe shop manager and the man with the familiar voice were discussing lightweight hiking boots that wouldn’t require breaking in. The manager disappeared out the back to find options. Hopefully he’d help her former student find her runners at the same time.

			The man wandered around the store for a bit before sitting at the other end of the bench and removing his sneakers.

			She looked at his black socks.

			“Anna Kennard,” said the man. “Head of Science.”

			She looked up. He appeared younger out of uniform. Not as imposing. He hadn’t shaved that morning and his hair was all over the place.

			She said, “Detective Chief Inspector Adrian Quinlan.”
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			They had their first coffee date at the café across the road, orange shoeboxes at their feet.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 81

				Madeline

			
			Five Days After D-Day

			It was Sunday morning and Madeline woke late. She immediately grabbed her phone, and as she did, she registered the fact that her shoulder felt quite good. Back to just being a shoulder.

			No messages, no missed calls.

			Ed was technically allowed only one phone call a day, although he was somehow managing to get around these rules. Yesterday he’d called Nathan and told him it was a travesty that he’d been sectioned, that there was nothing wrong with him, that Nathan needed to help get him out of there. Nathan told her it sounded like Ed’s voice but on triple speed. Meanwhile, Bonnie had voluntarily admitted herself to rehab. Madeline wondered whether Bonnie’s body had just overreacted to a few drinks because of all those years of beautiful clean living. She and Nathan agreed that it was ironic that their partners were having these kinds of crises, when both of them had married people who were so much nicer and calmer than themselves.

			The staff told Madeline that she must not take to heart anything Ed did or said during this time and that she didn’t need to visit every day, but of course she did. She sat there and endured it while he ranted and raved and asked for a divorce, and she silently recited to herself, In good times and in bad, in good times and in bad. He was so angry, so betrayed and hurt, not sane enough to recognize his own insanity.

			“What about all the times you lost your temper?” he said. “Did I get the police involved? Did you get strapped to a stretcher and taken away to a loony bin, to a nuthouse? Did I ever do that to you?”

			It was like dealing with a teen: You had to remind yourself that this was the hormones talking. Everyone was at the mercy of their biology and what they put into their body.

			It’s the hormones. The dementia. The alcohol. The drugs. The grief. The childhood.

			Now she got out of bed and went down the hall to Chloe’s room. Chloe was turned on her side, facing the wall. Madeline pulled back the covers and got into bed with her.

			“What are you doing?” asked Chloe sleepily.

			Madeline turned on her side and hugged her daughter, sniffing her hair. “Your hair smells divine.”

			“It’s that shampoo Amabella uses,” said Chloe. “You should try it.”

			Madeline took a chance. “Are you in a group with Amabella now?”

			“No.” Chloe turned over and lay on her back, and then suddenly she was talking, talking, talking. About how Alicia “like-liked” Max, so therefore Max “belonged” to her, how Chloe was not even interested in Max, he was so stupid, but they’d become friends again after Madeline’s fiftieth and then she’d crash-tackled him, but not because she like-liked him, and that’s when she got blacklisted. She was lonely and she started having lunch with Ms. Montclair and they became friends and that’s when she offered her the job.

			She stopped talking.

			Madeline said, “Will you tell me about what happened with Mr. Montclair?”

			A very lovely woman called Brenda Moors-Charles had phoned Madeline and said that she’d been asked by the school to do a one-off counseling session with the students involved with the documentary on Melody. She said she’d promised the kids that everything they discussed was confidential, and to be honest they hadn’t revealed much to her anyway, but she wanted Madeline to know that if Chloe would like further counseling, she was available.

			“I think your daughter might benefit from talking to someone,” Brenda said very firmly, and Madeline got the message she was meant to get.

			“Nothing happened,” said Chloe. She turned back over, pulling the duvet with her, and faced the wall again.

			Madeline said, “You don’t have to tell the police. You don’t have to tell your dad. You don’t have to tell anyone else. But, sweetheart, you’ve got to tell your mum.”

			Nothing.

			“It’s embarrassing,” said Chloe finally.

			“No, it’s not.”

			“It’s not like I was innocent,” said Chloe. “Some of those girls had never even had a boyfriend before.”

			Madeline clenched her core so it was rock hard, ready for what was coming, and she thought, You’re so innocent, my baby girl, so very innocent.

			“Having sex with a boy your own age is very different,” she said. “It’s entirely different.”

			There was another long pause and finally Chloe said, in a tiny, broken voice, “I consented.”
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			Music. He got her through music. They’d work on their “literacy lessons” for a while and then they’d play their favorite songs to each other and Seth couldn’t believe she had such good taste in music and he told her she was beautiful and special and that he hoped they could be together one day. It might take a while, he said, he didn’t want to break Melody’s heart, but it would definitely happen. He said he wanted to take Chloe to Coachella next year and she’d never felt like that before, and he was so good-looking, she felt so proud that a guy like that could fall in love with her, her stupid friends would be so jealous, and he taught her about art and said her responses to the paintings showed real maturity. But at the same time, she felt so guilty. She couldn’t really eat, because she felt so sick to her stomach over the guilt of betraying Ms. Montclair. She loved Ms. Montclair! Seth told her she didn’t need to feel guilty, but she did. She still felt guilty. She’d broken her own moral code.

			Then suddenly it was over and Seth didn’t want to see her anymore, and she thought she must have done something wrong, but once she saw what Betty had written in her notebook—I was the gift—it had all made sense. That’s when she realized it was just a game between Seth and Melody, like a kind of sophisticated sex game she was too dumb to recognize, like Ms. Montclair actually got off on it, and then it occurred to her that Seth could probably read, that his fake illiteracy was all part of the plan to get her on her own, and she felt so humiliated because she’d thought, she’d honestly believed, that theirs was a real relationship, that she and Seth were properly in love, but only her feelings were real; he was just pretending, he was probably laughing at her the whole time.
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			That man had crushed Madeline’s little girl’s precious heart in the palm of his hand like a butterfly.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 82

				Celeste

			
			Two Weeks After D-Day

			“I have very sad news,” said Mary-Louise.

			She was at Celeste’s place for an early Sunday-night dinner and was busily cutting her chicken schnitzel into tiny cubes, presumably in the forlorn hope of making it disappear from her plate. Skye and Josh had cooked dinner together and there had been a lot of focus on the playlist rather than the food, so the schnitzel was overcooked.

			“Oh dear. What’s that?” asked Celeste.

			“Guess who actually does have dementia?” Mary-Louise tilted her head like someone greeting a mourner, although Celeste discerned a glimmer of triumph.

			“Definitely not you, Grandma.” Max pointed his knife at her.

			“Not me, Max,” agreed Mary-Louise. “But we don’t gesture with our cutlery, do we?”

			“Sometimes we do,” said Max.

			The night of the showcase, Melody Montclair had sent Jane an email attaching an article for Celeste about “medication fog.” It explained how older patients didn’t process substances as effectively as young people and were therefore more likely to experience certain side effects that might, for example, mimic the signs of dementia.

			Celeste had remembered the new allergy medication Mary-Louise was prescribed last summer and suggested she stop taking it for a while. Mary-Louise did so, without reluctance, and her dementia-like symptoms—she now admitted there had been symptoms, that she’d often felt “odd” or “a little muddled”—had, according to her, at least, completely subsided. She also confessed that there had been a couple of occasions when she took two tablets, and she could now see, with the benefit of hindsight, that those were the times she felt especially strange and disorientated. For example, Mary-Louise recalled taking two tablets the night before the day Celeste had to pick her up from the shops.

			So once again, Melody Montclair, ever the “helper,” the “enabler,” had provided a solution. Renata said it was all part of her “grooming.” Jane said she didn’t think Melody consciously “groomed.” Maybe it was just a habit because even when she must have known it was all over, after the kids had done their glorious public exposé, she was still trying to help people.

			Along with the article about medication fog, Melody had sent Jane details about an overseas art course. Jane wasn’t doing the course, but she was planning on giving up her business and going on a solo trip to Germany.

			Celeste had been thinking about the theory that childhood trauma can keep you stuck at that stage of your emotional development. Jane was only nineteen when she lost control of her life. Did she need to catch up on some of the teenage experiences she’d missed? Maybe once she did, she’d come home and give Tom a baby. Celeste had not told a soul about this faint, probably delusional glimmer of hope. As if a budget Euro summer was the answer to trauma. Everyone, including Tom, accepted that Jane was “one and done,” but pregnancies were contagious. Perhaps if someone in Jane’s social circle got pregnant? Of course, that would mean Jane needed a social circle beyond her fifty-something friends. Bonnie? No.

			Celeste sometimes caught herself wanting to discuss Jane with Melody, because Melody had always seemed so fluid in her thinking. She missed the Melody she’d thought she knew. She kept trying to understand her, to find a way to make her actions forgivable. Her thoughts led her down dark alleys. Celeste had been with a man who forced her to make compromises she never thought she’d make, and so many women seemed to have an innate desire to feed men. But it wasn’t roast potatoes, Celeste, she was feeding him underage sex. She could not forgive. She could not understand. She’d give that bitch moral fucking ambiguity.

			“The sad news is that my GP has been diagnosed with dementia,” said Mary-Louise. “My good friend. I told you I had better cognitive skills than she did. She failed Wordle all the time! She has to stop working. She’s devastated. I’m very upset for her, and obviously I’ve now forgiven her for her negligence.”

			“You mean her medical negligence, Mary-Louise?” spoke up Skye. “For not realizing it was the medication that was causing the brain fog?”

			This was the second time Mary-Louise had met Skye. So far there had been no awkwardness; in fact, unlike Celeste’s boys, who got bored fast, Skye was brightly interested in everything Mary-Louise had to say.

			Skye was sitting next to Josh and they’d moved their chairs so close together, their shoulders touched. She wore a small white T-shirt that didn’t quite reach the waistband of her flowy white pants but was definitely not a crop top. Her eyelashes were curled, her fake tan was a little splotchy on her neck, and she was as fragrant as a beauty store. When she giggled, she sounded like she was crying, and when she was embarrassed, pink circles appeared on her cheeks like on an old-fashioned porcelain doll.

			Friends had warned Celeste that you should never get too attached to your sons’ girlfriends because first relationships mostly don’t last, and this was even more complicated because of the fraught Bonnie connection, but it was too late, Celeste was officially attached.

			“It’s just like what happened to Chloe’s dad,” said Skye. “The doctors should have monitored the side effects of the steroids. Everything has a side effect! It’s like the Law of Unintended Consequences. Ms. Montclair taught us about it.”

			“Oh yeah, so in China they killed all the sparrows because they were eating all the seeds,” said Max. “But without the sparrows to eat all the insects, there was a locust explosion, right? And the locusts ate all the crops, and that led to the Great Chinese Famine.”

			Oh, Melody, thought Celeste, damn you to hell, why couldn’t you have just stuck to teaching?

			“Unintended consequences indeed,” said Mary-Louise dryly. “How is Ed now?”

			“He’s back home,” said Celeste. “They’re waiting for the results of his next scan.”

			“And tell me, how is your mother?” Mary-Louise suddenly asked Skye. Josh sat up straight and gave his grandmother a steely look.

			“Mum is doing well too,” said Skye. “She had a tough time. Unfortunately, she was self-medicating due to the long-term effects of trauma. More salad, Mary-Louise?”

			Oh my lord, she was a funny little thing. Josh and Celeste both watched Skye adoringly as she passed the salad bowl across the table.

			“Everyone has trauma in their lives, Skye.” Mary-Louise cocked her head.

			“Oh, yes, I know, although I’ve hardly had any yet!” said Skye regretfully. “But I may have a genetic tendency toward alcoholism because of my family history. So I probably won’t ever drink.”

			“Yeah, better stick to…you know.” Max mimicked the inhalation and lighting of a bong with far too much authenticity.

			“How did it go with your car today, Mary-Louise?” interrupted Celeste. Mary-Louise had mentioned a repair job of some sort. “Something to do with your mirror?”

			“Just a little problem with the side mirror. It was nearly snapped off. The glass was all cracked and it was sort of hanging sadly to one side.”

			Mary-Louise demonstrated the sad side mirror by hanging her body to one side like a scarecrow. Skye chuckled and imitated her as if it were a dance move.

			Mary-Louise smiled at her and Celeste thought they’d probably be doing Dancercize together soon. It seemed like some remnants of Mary-Louise’s changed personality lingered, or perhaps Celeste had never known her mother-in-law’s true personality at all.

			“How did that happen?” asked Celeste.

			“I don’t remember,” said Mary-Louise. She frowned and scratched her ear. “Anyway! All that fogginess is behind me now that I have…” She pressed one nostril closed.

			“Cocaine?” suggested Max.

			“Nasal spray.” Mary-Louise winked at her grandson. “A fancy one. For my hay fever.” She turned to Skye. “Tell me, are you learning to drive yet, Skye?”

			“I’m going to be a terrible driver,” said Skye. “I have poor spatial awareness.”

			“No you don’t,” said Josh loyally.

			Celeste saved up all the details to share with Marco tomorrow night.

			They were taking it slow. Like a slow dance.

			He was a night owl, an online Scrabble player, a cozy crime reader, a contingency planner. He had a shameful one-cigarette-a-week habit. The pained expression on his face when he saw the way Celeste packed the dishwasher was priceless. “I’m just trying to understand the logic,” he said. He had a regular laugh, and another laugh—silent, wheezy, tears in his eyes—when he found something very funny.

			She had told him about Perry. Not all of it, but nearly. He listened, and after she was done, he said, “I’m sorry, Celeste. I wish I could have—” He caught himself. He didn’t need to finish the sentence. She knew what he wished.

			Once, when the boys were out, she caught him standing in front of the sideboard, holding the photo of Perry with a baby in each arm.

			“Does it bother you?” she asked. “Having his photo around?”

			“Of course not,” said Marco. “He’s the boys’ dad. But—can I just say this once? Only the once? And then never again?”

			“What’s that?”

			He looked at the picture again. “What a fucking arsehole.” Then he looked quickly at her. “I know it’s more complicated than that.”

			But she shook her head, because yes, it was more complicated than that, and also, no, it wasn’t.

			The sex was extremely pleasing, but just as good was the talking in bed afterward. There were no conversational land mines to avoid, or none that she’d discovered yet. Marco understood her sensitivity to male anger, and he admitted he sometimes got grouchy, even sulky, but he never yelled, she could call his ex-wife for a reference if she liked (she did not like, thanks, Marco). His ex would say he was boring, overly analytical, and as tidy as a serial killer but was otherwise fine, just not for her.

			Marco was not boring. He was lovely. He was for Celeste.

			Sometimes it felt like maybe it was safe to relax. Sometimes it felt so simple, so easy, like she could let herself sink into this peace and happiness as if it were as ordinary and permitted as the bliss of a warm bed on a cold Wednesday night.
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			Chloe: Obviously, I never wanted them to die. I liked them! I just didn’t like what they did. I wanted them to face charges.

			Amabella: Which they will. It’s going to be extremely satisfying when the judge says GUILTY AS CHARGED! Sorry, Brenda, I didn’t mean to scare you.

			That’s fine, Amabella, you just startled me.

			Skye: They both lived because they got first-class medical care. It’s an interesting ethical issue. Did they deserve to die? They weren’t murderers, but they—

			Ziggy: —sure weren’t nice people.

			Max: They knew what they did was wrong, because they were on the run. Like fugitives.

			Josh: Yes, I heard they’d booked tickets to leave the country.

			Amabella: My mother said she heard that Ms. Montclair told the police somebody deliberately drove them off the road that morning. I said, “Was it you, Mum?” She just laughed. Kind of suspiciously, I have to say.

			Max: We done here, Brenda? Because I think we’re all good. Great chat.

			Sadly, I was only given an hour—

			Skye: You did an excellent job, Brenda.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 83

				Madeline

			
			The First Day of Summer After D-Day

			There was a complicated system at Ed’s oncologist’s office, where you were taken from the waiting room to another office and then the man himself—the king, the dictator, the person with the power to determine your future happiness, to decree exactly how your life would proceed, whether you could rebook your holiday, whether you would leave this office elated or distraught—swanned back and forth between offices, presumably so he never had to waste a precious second waiting for his patients—the commoners, the peasants—to take their seats.

			Ed did not find him arrogant. He said he didn’t care if he was warm and chatty or not, as long as he knew his stuff, and this guy knew his stuff. Madeline argued that a little patience and empathy and fucking humanity might actually improve his patient outcomes, and she wondered if anyone had ever done any research on that. The guy had phoned Ed when he got released from the mental health unit and apparently expressed sympathy for what he’d been through. He had not, however, apologized to Madeline for not acknowledging her concerns. She was not the patient.

			Ed was good. When he first came back home, she’d worried that he would never be the same again. Instead of speaking too fast, he spoke and moved too slowly, like an astronaut moving in slow motion. She told her friends she was worried he’d been given a lobotomy. But as the anti-mania medication left his system, he gradually began to stabilize.

			Their relationship, however, still felt as tottery and fragile as a newborn foal. They both thought before they spoke. It was like they’d had a terrible argument, the worst of their marriage. He’d apologized for the things he’d said when he was in the grips of the mania, especially for asking for a divorce, and said it must have been frightening for her, but she could tell that his feelings of betrayal and resentment still lingered, because they’d felt so real at the time, because they were real at the time, even if his rational mind now understood what had happened. She was the closest person to him and yet she’d done nothing while strange young men pinned him to a stretcher. He felt defensive and ashamed, and part of her was still hurt by some of the things he’d said. The phrase “controlling bitch,” for example, had been used a great deal, as if it had always been there, on the tip of his tongue. Sometimes, in the middle of the night, she wondered if the steroids had excavated real feelings, as if after all these years she’d seen the real Ed, and the Ed she thought she knew had just been a performance. He also still blamed her for letting Chloe work for Melody. Ed had never met and been charmed by Melody, and Madeline could tell he believed, with all the wonderful benefits of hindsight, that he would have seen right through her and immediately intuited her evil.

			Melody had not been expected to live. Most patients suffering the kind of injury she had sustained died on the way to the hospital, but Melody, of course, broke the rules. Two world-class neurosurgeons operated on her. She would have permanent injuries and there would be no more Beach Boot Camp, but there probably would be Pilates. In the meantime, her husband had made a full recovery. (Of course he had.) This was all hearsay. Nobody in Madeline’s closest circle had spoken to Melody, but her influence had spread far and wide. There were some in the local community who would still not hear a bad word said about her and were probably writing character references right now.

			The police investigation was moving forward. It seemed as though only the older women were prepared to speak. Celeste’s new boyfriend’s daughter Betty said she didn’t care if all the others dropped out, she was doing it for everyone. Chloe had made a police report but had not yet decided if she would go to court. She still couldn’t get it straight in her head. She kept saying, “But I said yes.” She was too young to see that she was too young to say yes.

			“I think Melody truly believes she did nothing wrong,” Celeste said the other day. “I think she told herself that these girls had a lovely romantic experience with her gorgeous young husband. That she was giving them a gift.”

			Just thinking about it caused Madeline to press her palms to her abdomen to try to alleviate the nausea.

			“You okay?” Ed put his hand on her knee.

			She put her hand on his. “I’m okay, are you okay?”

			“I’m okay, but are you okay?”

			Maybe they were okay.

			The oncologist came into the room, all swagger and postgraduate qualifications. “Good afternoon, sorry to have kept you waiting.” Not at all sorry, of course.

			Madeline watched for signs. Ed wouldn’t know until the words were spoken, but she’d know from the nonverbal cues. Last time, when the news wasn’t so good, she had known immediately.

			The oncologist sat on the opposite side of the desk, swiveled his burgundy leather chair to face them, opened Ed’s file, put his hands flat on the desk, met their eyes, and smiled.
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			In all the times they’d seen him, that arrogant fucker had never smiled once.
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			Abigail and Luka were waiting at home for them together with Chloe, throwing open the front door as soon as their car pulled into the driveway.

			They’d bought a bottle of champagne to celebrate, because even though everyone understood Ed wasn’t completely out of the woods yet, champagne was still appropriate. The chemo had done what it was meant to do. Next would be eighteen rounds of radiation. The oncologist did mention the possibility of a late recurrence, but there was no need to mention that to the kids, and actually, as far as Madeline was concerned, there had been no need for the oncologist to mention it to Ed, either. He’d obviously just felt like tossing a few sobering statistics about along with his hair. She was pretty sure Ed had missed it. His concentration span could no longer handle too many facts.

			“Luka got Ed a present.” Abigail glowed with pride as she took her stepfather by the hand and led him to a giant box placed in front of the television, wrapped in red-and-white-striped paper.

			“I think it’s a puppy,” Chloe whispered to Madeline.

			A puppy would be just what she needed right now. Surely not. Here, have a hairy, yappy new baby to keep you up through the night.

			“Wow,” said Ed. “Should we open the champagne first?”

			“No, Dad, no, open it now!” Chloe couldn’t stand still. “I want to see what it is!”

			Was she going to be disappointed if it was not a puppy? Should Madeline get the child a puppy? She knew she had to accept that Seth Fuckwit Montclair was now just part of Chloe’s story, that she could not control her children’s stories, that things would keep happening to them and they wouldn’t always be good, but part of her still instinctively felt like she could fix everything with the right antibiotic, a tutor, day surgery, whatever it took. Let me get on the phone to the right people and make you whole again, my darling.

			“Okay, well, thank you, guys, you didn’t need to do this!” Ed gamely approached the box, scratching his head. “What could it be? It’s so big!” Madeline could tell he was thinking, Whatever this gigantic thing is, I bet I don’t need it, want it, or have the space for it.

			He pulled open the top of the box, looked down at the contents, clamped his hand to his mouth, and took a few steps backward.

			Madeline saw something move. Oh, calamity, it was a puppy, a gigantic brown puppy, but then the puppy turned into the top of a person’s head, and then the person turned into a strange, broad-chested, messy-haired young man, flexible enough to crouch down on his hands and knees, and then the strange young man turned into her gorgeous son, in need of a haircut and a shave, arms outspread, and she watched Ed step forward to hug him but then quickly move to one side when he saw that Chloe needed to hug her big brother first.

			“It was all Luka. He got Fred’s flights with his points,” said Abigail.

			“If it wasn’t good news, we wouldn’t have wrapped him,” explained Luka. He had one arm around Abigail and was using the other hand to film on his phone.

			“MUM!” Fred lifted Madeline up so her feet left the ground, and as he spun her around the way she’d once spun him, she saw Abigail’s secret smile along with one hand secretly pressed to her stomach in that very specific manner of the newly pregnant. Her thoughts whirled: Give me a break, you kids, too soon, too soon, so much for your career, you can’t afford a family yet, you’ve got no idea what’s ahead of you.

			Fred put her back down and she closed her eyes as she hugged him and smelled unfamiliar laundry powder he’d used on the other side of the world all by himself.

			A baby. A beautiful brand-new baby.

			She opened her eyes. She swayed on her feet. Her son held her by the shoulders to steady her.

			The room stopped spinning. The world kept turning.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 84

				Mary-Louise Jean White

			
			6 a.m., the Morning After D-Day

			Mary-Louise was running a little late to pick up her husband from the airport. Fortunately, there was no traffic to worry about. It was early and the roads were empty. The line of streetlights went off all at once, like something in a theater production, as she drove out of her driveway.

			She drove smoothly and capably. She’d always been an excellent driver, and had no difficulty with the long winding road leading out of the peninsula: brake before the curve, accelerate out of the curve. Swish. Swoosh. Swish. Swoosh.

			She breathed in and out through gloriously clear nostrils. Her hay fever had been very bad last night, so she’d taken two of the magical tablets. Apparently it was fine to take two, she was pretty sure, and now she was right as rain!

			Right as rain! She chuckled. The sky was low and thick with cloud. A few heavy drops splotched on her windscreen.

			The understanding that she could not possibly be picking her husband up from the airport rose as gently as the morning light. Her husband was dead. She no longer had to run errands for him, or cook the food he liked, or check in with him on expenses over a certain amount.

			She hummed to herself.

			“So who are you picking up from the airport, Mary-Louise?” she said out loud, and she marveled at the purple of the jacaranda trees lining the road. No wonder people traveled to photograph them. They were becoming as famous as the Japanese cherry blossoms! She could feel the purple like an emotion. Perhaps she had developed that condition: synesthesia. Interesting! She was a curious person. Curious people lived longer. Her husband had not been curious. He thought he knew everything there was to know at the age of thirty.

			Her son had been curious about the world. He had always traveled a lot, but it was not Perry who she was collecting from the airport, because she’d lost him too. People said, You still have your daughter. You have your grandchildren. You have your faith. You have your memories. Put that ugly grief away, please, we don’t want to see it!

			If she didn’t panic, she would remember. Just keep driving. Nobody need know. It would be just like when she forgot a name or a place, and then stopped thinking about it, and it suddenly popped into her head.

			Perhaps one of the twins? But no. They were too young to travel on their own. They were only children, even though they were so tall and their voices were so deep. She’d been at their school last night, and seen their strange presentation about a teacher who seemed to be encouraging her husband to have relations with her students, if Mary-Louise had understood it right. Nothing would surprise her. A man’s cruelty terrified like a hammer, but a woman’s malevolence cut like a scalpel.

			Oh, she was fine. She probably had not slept well and then she’d got up in a daze. A little like sleepwalking, but she was awake. Once, when Perry was in high school, he’d accidentally got up in the middle of the night and dressed himself in his school uniform all ready for school. Mary-Louise had heard the noise in the kitchen. He’d thought it was morning. She’d laughed, and that boy never liked anyone to laugh at him. Like his father. Perhaps she should have laughed at him more.

			She could not go to the airport if she didn’t know the details. She needed to know the airline and the flight number. She needed to know the identity of the person she was picking up.

			“Mary-Louise,” she said out loud. That’s the way her mother used to say her name when she was angry with her. If there was something wrong with her brain right now, it came from her mother. Her mother started getting lost in the streets she’d driven all her life. Mary-Louise was not lost. She knew exactly where she was and she had not lived here all her life. She had moved here, near the beach. She didn’t like the beach, but she’d wanted to be closer to Celeste and the boys after Perry died and Adele moved overseas.

			Spell world backward. D. L. R. O. W.

			No problem!

			Nobody needed picking up at the airport.

			She made an efficient U-turn at the next roundabout. She would head back home and nobody need ever know of this mistake. People made mistakes.

			If Perry were still here, she would have called him when she got home. He always used to answer right away (unlike his sister). She could have said, “Do you remember when you got dressed in your school uniform in the middle of the night? I’m sorry I laughed at you.”

			I’m sorry I took your son away.

			When Bonnie stood in that fountain last night and screamed her sorrow, Mary-Louise had felt a jagged-edged shard of fury that had been jammed behind her ribs finally begin to dissolve. The relief was glorious.

			For all these years, a bitter taste had filled Mary-Louise’s mouth every time she saw any of those women who had been with her son and Celeste that night. All of them so united in friendship and contempt for her. You could see it in their faces. She was the outsider. She was old and old-fashioned. She was the mother of the man who had wronged them. Her precious son had somehow wronged all of them, not just Celeste and Jane. Their sanctimony enraged her. They had reminded her of a group of girls at her high school: pretty, confident, curly-haired girls who’d sneered at Mary-Louise. The sneers of high school sting forever.

			But now she could look at those women differently.

			She knew all about that time in your fifties when your hormones betray you, when you feel as emotional and angry as a teenager yet your mother’s face stares back at you in the mirror. These days, it was even harder. They were required to exercise themselves to death and stick needles in their faces to ensure they were as fresh-faced as their daughters. Of course Bonnie and Jane were much younger, but even Jane had looked stressed and worried last night. Meanwhile, sparkly little Madeline appeared exhausted as she supported her very sick nice husband, and Renata’s dreadful husband had gone to prison and lost all her money. None of them were leading charmed lives.

			The other day, Celeste had laughed with Mary-Louise in the car, almost as if they were friends. Mary-Louise’s son had treated Celeste badly, abused her and been unfaithful to her, and yet still Celeste had picked her up from the hospital and laughed with her like a friend.

			For the first time since she’d lost Perry, Mary-Louise allowed herself to imagine being on that balcony with those women at that long-ago trivia night.

			She imagined seeing her son hit Celeste.

			She felt the rage the women had felt on behalf of their friend and she felt the shame of a parent whose child has behaved intolerably. She had no excuses for him.

			Look at what he’d lost. The consequences of his actions. The three boys he had not got to see grow up. Max missed his father desperately. Josh didn’t remember him, or refused to do so. Ziggy had never known him.

			“You did it to yourself, Perry, you stupid foolish boy!” she shouted suddenly, as if he were still a child. “You could have had a beautiful life! You threw away your beautiful life!”

			Her tears streamed, she beat her fists upon the steering wheel, and at the exact moment she realized she had veered onto the wrong side of the road, a car loomed into view.

			Time stopped.

			Fancy low-to-the-ground shiny silver car.

			Josh would know the make and model.

			Two frightened faces.

			Man at the wheel with open mouth.

			Woman in passenger seat holding up hand in front of her face.

			But Mary-Louise was an excellent driver, her reflexes lightning fast, and she wrenched the car back to the right side of the road.

			She felt a jolt and heard a nasty-sounding bang, but she did not look in the rearview mirror.

			No more looking back.

			From now on, she was only looking forward.
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			Big Little Truths

			Liane Moriarty

			Discussion Questions

			In order to provide reading groups with the most informed and thought—provoking questions possible, it is sometimes necessary to reveal certain aspects of the storyline. If you have not finished reading, you may want to do so before reviewing this guide.

			
					
					What “big little truths” do you think the title refers to? What distinguishes a “big little truth” from a “big little lie”?

				

					
					The women of Big Little Truths feel bonded by the events of ten years prior. Are you surprised that they’ve stayed close? Do you think they’d be friends if not for Perry’s death?

				

					
					Do the teenagers in the book remind you of their parents? What have they inherited from the previous generation? In what ways are they forging new paths?

				

					
					How do the men and women in the novel experience aging differently? Are the differences real or perceived?

				

					
					Jane thinks it’s remarkable that Renata has “only one voice in her head”—she doesn’t talk to herself. Do you hold conversations with yourself in your mind? What does this distinction reveal about Renata’s and Jane’s characters?

				

					
					Now that she’s a parent herself, Jane finds herself replaying memories from her teen years but thinking about them from her adult perspective. Looking back on your own formative years, has your perspective changed?

				

					
					Renata and Celeste are both single and dating in their middle age. What challenges do they face? How do they approach dating differently?

				

					
					The parents have kept many details about their pasts from their children. How much honesty and openness do parents owe their kids? Do you think Celeste, Jane, and Bonnie should have shared the truth about Perry with their kids earlier? Is there a “right time” to share something like that?

				

					
					History teacher Melody Montclair is new in town and immediately sets about befriending her students’ moms, though Renata is skeptical. Why do you think the women are drawn to Melody? Why does Renata resist?

				

					
					All of the generations in Big Little Truths—kids, parents, grandparents—are carefully observing one another. Do they see one another clearly? What do they miss? What do they notice that the other side can’t?

				

					
					Celeste observes that the group dynamic between herself, Madeline, Jane, and Renata is “just like high school but with better manners and more subtext.” How are the teenage and adult friendships in the book similar? Has anything really changed since high school?

				

					
					How is the issue of consent explored in the novel? Do the teenagers have different ideas about consent from their parents? Have your own views about consent changed in the past decade? Chloe says, “I consented.” Do you think she will feel differently about this when she becomes an adult? Or perhaps has children of her own?

				

					
					Do you believe Melody has any redeeming features, or is she, as Renata says, a “sex trafficker,” consciously and maliciously grooming both the parents and students? Do you believe Melody’s actions are worse than those of her husband? If so, do you believe it’s because we hold women to a higher standard? Do you think the author was inspired by any real—life cases?

				

					
					Mary—Louise sees Bonnie’s lack of apology as “the absolute pinnacle of bad manners.” Do you think she deserved an apology? Could Melody’s actions ever be forgiven? Which other characters in the novel needed to give or receive forgiveness?

				

					
					Did you understand or relate to Jane’s feelings regarding having more children? Do you think she might eventually give Tom a baby?

				

					
					Have you seen the HBO adaptation of Big Little Lies? If so, did it have any impact on the way you read the book?
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