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  every woman who has ever walked a mile in Mattie’s shoes,

  with a wish that they would all lift their heads

  and realise they are not alone.
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  There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to them. Appearing before her eyes with shutter speed and then, blink, they were gone. As if her life had been captured on film, the past tethered to the present with snapshots of what had gone before.


  Flashbacks, the counsellor said. Which she thought went well with the camera metaphor but also made them sound a little insect-like. Parasitic. She even began to imagine them as alive, with thin, multi-jointed legs, burrowing along just beneath her skin. Abdomens swelling as they fed voraciously on her memories.


  And the funny thing was that even though the images took her breath away, on the outside, apart from a tendency to hug her arms into stillness, there was no visible indication that anything significant had occurred. But inwardly, now that was another story altogether.


  ONE


  The Ferris wheel turned lazily, with wedges of cobalt sky revolving within the spokes. Cages rocked as children waved excitedly at those scattered below. Maddie shaded her eyes against the spring sunshine as her daughter climbed towards the peak, huddling across the red slatted seat to giggle with her friend. When they reached the top the pair leant back, brown hair streaming down below, so that for a moment all they would see above was the huge expanse of brilliant, cloudless sky. A panorama of virgin blue. Then they were on the downward spiral once more.


  ‘Doesn’t it make you nervous?’


  Maddie nodded slowly as she turned to face the woman who had come up beside her, even though rather than feel nervous, she’d actually been vicariously enjoying the ride. Especially the weightlessness of those few seconds that hung, rocking slightly, just before the descent. She wondered momentarily whether that made her a bad mother.


  ‘And those safety bars don’t look very safe to me. Why, most of the kids could slip right under, and then...well, they’d be toast.’


  ‘I suppose.’


  ‘Besides, look at that operator! He can’t be more than eighteen. More tattoos than brains. What’s he going to do if something goes wrong?’


  On the Ferris wheel, Ashley and her friend Georgia were now using their legs to swing their cage wildly as they ascended once more. It looked like tremendous fun, and the safety bars seemed perfectly secure. Maddie glanced back at her companion, expecting another comment, but to her surprise the woman had already turned and was now trudging solidly across the school oval towards the row of stalls set up along the perimeter. Maddie stared after her, suddenly concerned that she may have appeared rude. She replayed the conversation, rubbing her arm absent-mindedly, and then took a deep, level breath and made herself stop.


  The two girls were now dipping towards ground level, their car still rocking slightly, and Ashley waved as they glided past the young operator and then began the outward ascent once more. Maddie thought suddenly of a game she used to play with the children when they were very little, tracing her finger around the palms of their hands. Round and round the garden, like a teddy bear. One step, two steps – and tickle you under there.


  She closed her eyes briefly with the memory. The fat little starfish hands trembling with anticipation, and then the frantic, hysterical wriggling as her fingers leapt. The Ferris wheel halted suddenly, cages swinging, and the operator lifted the safety bar to release the pair unfortunate enough to be on ground level. Maddie tucked the memory away as she strolled towards the ride and then waited until it was Ashley and Georgia’s turn. The two girls clutched at each other, giggling, and then came running over.


  Maddie smiled at them, loving their pleasure. ‘How was it?’


  ‘It was okay.’ Ashley replaced her grin with pubescent nonchalance. ‘Bit gay though.’


  ‘Gay?’


  ‘Like it got boring after a while,’ she shrugged for emphasis.


  ‘Yeah,’ offered Georgia supportively. ‘Gay.’


  Maddie swallowed a chuckle, lest it offend, as she marvelled at the evolution of connotations.


  ‘Anyway, why’re you here? I thought you were with Kim? We’re supposed to be meeting later.’


  ‘Kim’s doing her stint at face-painting. And I was just going past and saw you up there.’


  ‘You don’t have to watch me,’ Ashley continued as if her mother hadn’t spoken while her friend giggled and then dipped her head. ‘I can look after myself. FYI, I’m twelve years old.’


  ‘Ah yes, I’m vaguely aware of that fact. Fine then. I’ll see you later.’


  ‘Good.’ Ashley grabbed Georgia’s hand and tugged her away. Then she paused and, with one of her lightning moves, dashed back and kissed her mother on the cheek. ‘Love you, Mum.’


  Immediately softened by the unexpected gift, Maddie resisted the urge to lay her fingertips across the cooling kiss as she watched the two girls leave, breaking into a run as they crossed the oval. Children once more. Were all girls so mercurial? Certainly Ashley’s brother was very different. The calm eye of the storm that was his sister. Or maybe it was just that she wore her emotions so thinly that they simply could not be contained.


  The Ferris wheel was revolving once more, with the operator leaning back against the engine housing smoking a cigarette with a James Dean casualness that was surely contrived. Maddie glanced away, doing a sweep of the festively bedecked school grounds. A throbbing pulse of music floated across the oval, the loudspeakers lending a tinny edge that only added to the carnival atmosphere. She could just see the face-painting stall in the far corner, where her friend Kim would be busily decorating an array of sticky faces with tiger whiskers, or fairy glitter, or football colours. And amongst the crowd were other people she knew, each of whom grounded her. Here, in this place, at this time.


  Maddie took a deep breath of it all, letting the colours and the music and the sheer joyousness permeate before she headed over. The word gay flitted across her consciousness and she grinned, happily. And was almost immediately struck by a compulsion that she had to close her eyes for a full minute to keep everything safe. The fact that someone might see her, stupidly standing in the middle of the oval with her eyes closed, just added to the sense of sacrifice. She made herself count slowly, evenly, otherwise she’d have to start again, and opened her eyes half expecting a passerby to be staring curiously, breathing a sigh of relief to find herself still alone.


  The oval felt spongy underfoot, courtesy of a week of nonstop rain that had threatened to cancel the festivities before they had even begun. A huge banner had been strung across the side of the partially built school hall with jagged white-capped writing: Help us finish! Badgerton Secondary College needs you! Nearby, a band had set up on the ad hoc stage, with the bass turned up disproportionately so that as Maddie drew closer, even the ground seemed to vibrate in time. Clusters of teenagers were scattered around the stage area and some girls had started dancing, affecting not to notice their audience. A few younger children dashed past on their way to the Ferris wheel, the smallest bringing up the rear with a yellow balloon tugging against its string. She stumbled in a grassy rut and thrust her hands out, releasing the balloon which instantly shot upwards. A splash of egg yolk against the blue.


  Maddie slowed as she watched the balloon’s bid for freedom quickly become curtailed by the gnarled branch of a nearby tree, leaving it to genuflect hopelessly towards the sky. She looked away and saw him almost immediately. Everything froze, everything, as recognition arrived within a heartbeat. It might have been six minutes since she had last seen him instead of six years. The same tall, thin build, the same olive skin, the same dark hair worn slightly longer in front to disguise his receding hairline. All the same. It was him. Here.


  And she was staring straight into the barrel of the gun. A ring of smooth, cold steel that was perfectly steady, with not even a tremble to indicate doubt. Lined up with the space between her brows where only recently she had noticed a crease forming, and had carefully applied wrinkle cream to ward off the inevitable.


  She took an involuntary step backwards even as she blinked, forcing her mind into focus. He was leaning against a brick wall near the Devonshire tea stand, one hand in his pocket as he stared towards her. Graffiti blossomed from either side of his head, indecipherable words within clouds of colour, so that he seemed to have thought bubbles which she could no longer read. He wasn’t close enough for Maddie to see his expression but she suddenly thought he might be smiling, one of those half-smiles that crinkled up his eyes.


  Her heart leapt painfully, and then sunk again so quickly that she felt physically ill. Still he stared, and she imagined that he was amused at her shock. Strangely, the thought of that amusement went some way towards calming her because, as she well knew, there was worse. She found herself able to take a breath, and then another. Hoping that these would slow her heart from beating so loudly that it echoed painfully, scarily, within her throat. In the periphery of her vision she could see people moving, mothers, fathers, children, all enjoying the fete and the beautiful weather. A blur of normality which, as a frame for the frozen tableau, seemed discordant, bizarre. She flicked her focus back to him, and he was gone.


  Her eyes widened in disbelief and then frantically searched the area. Nothing. Just a single, undulating cloud of graffiti. She moved forward slowly, and then more rapidly, stopping again just before the wall and then reaching out to trail her fingers across the brickwork. Needing that tactile confirmation of his absence. She sucked in air, forcing it past the lump in her throat, and then turned to look around. Across the faces at the stalls, over the people in the crowd, up to the teenagers mulling by the makeshift stage. She tried to remember what he had been wearing but drew a blank. Oh god, where were the kids?


  And she stared into the barrel until everything around became indistinct. The room beyond, the finger on the trigger below, the face just above. With eyes like gunshot wounds themselves. But as the minutes stretched, the blackness slowly began to engulf her until she was part of it all, and yet still horribly alien. Until she couldn’t stand it any longer and she simply had to close her eyes after all. Giving up.


  ‘Maddie? Hey, are you okay?’


  Maddie took a moment to identify the woman by her side. Medium height, dark blonde hair, brown eyes. Diane. The mother of one of Ashley’s friends. ‘Um, no. I mean yes, I’m fine.’


  ‘You sure?’ Diane looked at her questioningly. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’


  ‘A ghost?’ Maddie resisted the urge to laugh. Instead she shook her head, needing the conversation to end so that she could think. ‘No...nothing like that. Really, I’m fine.’ She mustered up a smile. ‘Probably too much fairy floss and Ferris wheel.’


  ‘A lethal combination,’ Diane grinned, willing to be convinced. ‘Well, make sure you take it easy now. Sit down for a while. Hey, how good is the weather after all that rain last week?’


  ‘Fantastic.’ Maddie kept the smile in place. ‘Marvellous. See you later.’


  Diane nodded as she moved away, leaving Maddie to scan the crowd once more. He still wasn’t anywhere in sight but, to her immense relief, she saw Ashley over by the stage with Georgia and a few other girls. Maddie closed her eyes briefly, then dug in her pocket for her mobile and rapidly rang home.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Sam? Are you...okay?’


  ‘Yeah. Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?’


  Maddie breathed out and it was like releasing a toxin, leaving only giddiness behind.


  ‘Mum?’


  ‘I’m still here. Good. Glad everything’s okay.’


  ‘You know you can be really weird sometimes? Later.’


  Maddie listened to the dial tone for a moment, soothed by its monotony, and then flipped the phone closed and thrust it back into her pocket. She rubbed her arm fiercely and then, with an effort, made herself stop. Wiping her hands down the sides of her jeans as she glanced around again, searching faces. Finally she took a few deep breaths. In through the nose, one, two, out through the mouth. Maybe the graffiti had always been an unbroken cloud of colour. Because how could he have found her anyway? It was improbable. Impossible.


  And it wasn’t like it hadn’t happened before. She had glimpsed him many times through the years, waiting for a bus, sitting nearby in the cinema, queued up at a checkout counter – only to have him fade just as the breath caught in her throat. To be replaced by a stranger with a minor point of similarity. The hair, the height, the smile, or that particular confidence. But this time had seemed so real. And there had been no replacement once he had gone; nothing but an empty space.


  Which meant she was getting worse. And this thought brought a hopelessness that bloomed out from deep within, until she sagged under its weight. She wanted desperately to go home, but couldn’t bring herself to face the inevitable argument with Ashley should she cut the afternoon short. Instead she thrust her hands into her pockets and then took another few breaths, long, calming ones. In and out, in and out. But the graffiti mocked her with its gay splashes of colour. And she wondered, with a heaviness that made the words feel thick, when it would ever end.


  TWO


  Acongested feeling remained with Maddie right through into the evening. Just enough to shade all that went on, making it that little bit heavier. As if gravity itself was slightly askew. It was a sensation that irritated as well as depressed, but one which she knew, from experience, would dissipate given time. So she tucked it to one side and tried, as far as possible, to ignore it.


  As befitted a Sunday full of fete and sunshine, tea was fish and chips in front of the television. It was a meal much favoured in their household, simply because it catered for each of their differing tastes. Most other meals were accompanied by the vociferous complaints of whoever didn’t like it. Ashley if there was anything with too much liquid, and Sam if the food involved a casing of any type, like pies or schnitzel or even ravioli.


  Another definite benefit of fish and chips was the lack of dishes, with Maddie simply folding the butcher paper when they’d finished. Telling herself that if she managed to fold it eight times, still keeping it neat despite the few remaining chips inside, then she had imagined him. She succeeded easily, but that changed nothing. Guess, their blue roan cocker spaniel, padded into the room and took up a position by Sam’s chair at the computer desk. He yawned, curling his tongue up to display candy pink gums.


  Ashley twisted around on the armchair to face her mother. ‘You know how Georgia’s coming over next weekend? So can she come on Friday, straight from school?’


  ‘Don’t forget we’re finishing early,’ added Sam without turning. ‘Last day of term.’


  Maddie nodded as she thought. ‘All right. It’ll be some payback for her mother having you every day during the holidays. And maybe we’ll have something special for tea because Kim’s coming around as well. Something nice.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I don’t know. Maybe homemade pizza?’


  Sam thrust a thumb into the air. ‘Yum.’


  ‘Okay,’ Ashley nodded. She stared at the television and then whipped around again. ‘Why can’t we have Foxtel? The holidays wouldn’t be so boring then. And everyone’s got Foxtel.’


  ‘I don’t think that’s quite –’


  ‘Georgia’s got Foxtel.’ Ashley held up one hand and started counting names off on her fingers. ‘And so’s Caitlin, and Zoe, and Tessa.’


  ‘Joel hasn’t got it,’ commented Sam. ‘And neither has Luke.’


  ‘Thanks a lot. Like you’re a great help.’


  ‘No problem. Glad to be of assistance.’


  Maddie kept her eyes on the television, ignoring both children. But instead of the current affairs program, she saw graffiti blossoming either side of a half-smile that both repelled and beckoned at the same time. And she was standing in a bus terminal with the children by her side, surrounded by strangers. Scared, terrified of what she was doing. And absolutely petrified that, any moment now, the glass doors would open and the person who would come through would not be a stranger at all, but someone she knew very, very well. Maddie closed her eyes, letting the scene turn to static against her eyelids.


  ‘If we can’t have Foxtel, then can we get another computer?’


  Maddie opened her eyes, feeling tired. ‘What on earth for?’


  ‘Because Sam’s always on ours, and I hardly ever get a turn. Besides, it’s not private. I want one in my room like everybody else.’


  ‘Let me guess,’ said Sam. ‘Like Georgia and Caitlin and Zoe?’


  ‘Don’t forget Tessa,’ added Maddie before she could stop herself.


  Ashley’s face clouded. ‘You’re always on his side. Always.’


  Instantly regretful, Maddie leant forward so that she could touch her daughter’s knee. ‘Sorry, Ash, I didn’t mean to make fun of you. It’s just you know as well as I do that not everyone has these things. And even if they did, we just can’t afford it.’


  ‘But we used to have Foxtel!’


  Maddie’s hand froze. She stared down at it, noting, in a rather abstract way, that her fingernails needed trimming. Must keep them short.


  ‘God, Ashley! Why d’you have to be such a bitch?’


  ‘Don’t call your sister a bitch.’ Maddie pulled her hand back and folded it into her lap. She opened her mouth to say something else but lacked the energy to follow through.


  ‘Well, we did!’ said Ashley, defensiveness turning her voice into a whine. ‘And how come you just tell him off? Like if I said bitch, I’d be sent to my room!’


  ‘I’ll talk to him later,’ said Maddie tiredly.


  ‘Yeah, right.’


  On the television a smiling woman held a box of laundry detergent aloft, while in the background a row of snowy-white clothes fluttered on the line. Maddie glanced sidelong towards her daughter, at her folded arms and the stubborn set of her brow. She wondered how, if this was a taste of things to come, she was ever going to cope when the girl became a fully fledged teenager. Perhaps boarding school. Maddie let her gaze continue on to Sam, who was concentrating once more on the computer screen. Chalk and cheese in all other respects, looks-wise her two children were very similar, both olive-skinned with brown hair and eyes fringed by thick lashes. They were also both going to be taller than her own medium height, with Sam having just recently drawn ahead and his sister not far behind.


  ‘You know I’d get Foxtel if we could afford it,’ said Maddie softly.


  Ashley stared at her mother and, after a few moments, slowly unfolded her arms. ‘I know.’


  ‘It’s just...’ Maddie let the words hang and then shrugged rather than finish the sentence.


  ‘I know. I’m sorry.’


  ‘And maybe in a few years we can look at getting another computer.’


  ‘But Mum, you can get computers really cheap now.’ Ashley leant forward, sensing an opening. ‘Zoe’s father got one from this place in Bendigo and it was hardly anything. Then I could have one in my room, and it’d be private.’


  Maddie stared at her daughter. ‘Ash honey, let me be honest here. Even if I had loads of money I wouldn’t get another computer just so that you could lock yourself away in your room.’


  ‘God!’ Ashley threw herself backwards in the armchair and glared across at her mother. ‘You treat me like such a baby! It’s not fair!’


  Sam got up rapidly, the computer chair rolling backwards. Guess jumped out of the way. ‘Here, have the freakin’ computer.’


  ‘Don’t want it.’


  ‘Take it.’ Sam flopped down into the other armchair and threw one leg over the armrest. ‘Go on. Anything to shut you up.’


  ‘I said I don’t want it!’ Ashley glared at her mother as if she were solely responsible for this last exchange, and then jumped up and flounced out of the room.


  Maddie watched her go, suddenly reminded of a little girl whose favourite outfit was a pink tutu. The thought made her feel bereft, as if she had lost something precious. Guess came over and laid his head on her knee, staring at her with chocolate-brown eyes that welled with apparent wisdom. She turned back to Sam. ‘You shouldn’t do that, you know.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Belittle your sister.’ Maddie searched for the words to make him understand. ‘You don’t have to agree with her, but you shouldn’t try to, well, silence her either.’


  Sam stared at her and then shrugged, breaking eye contact. He leant forward and unfolded the butcher paper, gathering together the few remaining chips. ‘I’m gonna go do homework.’


  Maddie watched him rise, knowing she hadn’t explained herself well. Guess lifted his head, leaving a cool patch on her knee and then followed Sam. Maddie leant forward to straighten the butcher paper as they both left, before folding it, another eight times, until it was a neat square. Then she sighed, a feather breath, and rose to go over to the computer. For a moment she just sat there, rubbing her arms lightly as if cold, staring at the small frame that hung by the monitor. It contained a simple quote which she had mounted on black cardboard. The obstacles of your past can become the gateways that lead to new beginnings. She read it through underneath her breath, twice, like a prayer, and then turned her attention to the computer itself. Checking her inbox quickly and then smiling as she opened an email from her sister. Leaning forward to read it, chin resting on her hand.


  Visited Mum this morning and she tells me you rang yesterday? Hope you used your mobile this time. Just because she’s no longer at home doesn’t make it any more secure. Good news though, she seemed a lot more settled – had even organised a tea party with some of the other residents! Re Stuart, I think I’m just going to go without him. Enough’s enough. Re James, yes it’s looking good. That sleep clinic did wonders and Charlotte is starting to look human again. Although I’m bushed because we went to the opera last night and didn’t get back till the wee hours. Cosi Fan Tutte. Great show, thoroughly enjoyable. Hope your fete went well. Say hi to the kids. I’m logging off now as I’m off to bed early but I’ll speak more tomorrow.


  Love, Hannah


  Maddie felt a gulp of homesickness that surprised her, even though it had happened so many times before. She relied heavily on this connection with her former life, yet also recognised that sometimes it acted as an anchor she could do without.


  Maddie rose slowly and took the folded butcher paper out to the kitchen, where she dropped it into the rubbish bin. Then she washed her hands thoroughly and held them up so they could drip-dry into the sink. Staring through the kitchen window, at the rectangle of blackness, and imagining that there was someone out there staring right back. Their eyes consumed by darkness while she stood illuminated by the light. Cold fish eyes, with a flatness that seemed to glisten, just slightly, and yet still seem dead. Eyes that she did not recognise, yet knew only too well. A shiver ran up her spine and erupted against the nape of her neck. She blinked, and with sudden, rather bizarre humour she pictured the person outside deciding that, after witnessing the earlier scene with Ashley, punishment had already been well and truly delivered. For your crimes I sentence you to be consumed by the fires of hell – or life with a prepubescent female, followed by teenage-hood.


  Just as quickly the humour congealed until it was a lump in her throat. Hardened by the sure knowledge that, if he really was out there, her sentence would be far more severe. Because he would never forgive her for what she had done. And for that, at least, she didn’t much blame him.


  THREE


  Mondays were always busy at the community centre where Maddie worked. A hub of information, socialisation and learning; every room filled with book clubs and craft groups and even formal courses, as well as a range of playgroups for children and social gatherings for their mothers. Maddie’s annexe, however, was detached from the main building in purpose as well as design. This was where the disadvantaged of the community came to seek aid, whether financial, material, emotional, or just a little help with the myriad forms demanded by the social security bureaucracy. Single parents, disability pensioners, refugees, the jobless, and always a scattering of the proud but poor elderly.


  Maddie had been working there for over five years now, having started as a volunteer while she did an in-house course in community development and then moving to paid staff soon after graduation. She would have dearly liked to build on these qualifications but applying to any type of higher education institute was out of the question. So for now she tucked away her ambitions, and her envy of others, and tried to focus on the fact that she loved what she did.


  There were other advantages to the job also. Firstly, it had been arranged prior to her moving to nearby Badgerton, with the minimum of paperwork and questions and thus given her an anchor from the moment she arrived. She could barely recognise the person she had been back then, and knew that the community centre had played a large part in her evolution. Then there was the location, only a twenty minute drive away, and the short opening hours, which meant she was home each day by four-thirty at the latest. Giving Sam and Ashley only three-quarters of an hour alone, and significantly reducing the chances of one of them killing the other before she arrived.


  It was even easier this year, with Ashley now at high school alongside her brother. They caught a bus from the end of the street at about the same time that Maddie left each morning, and were dropped off again in the afternoon. To walk the short distance to the house and then do a few chores designed to keep them occupied. Like feed Guess and set the table before, in theory, settling down to do homework until their mother got home. An excellent routine that was only interrupted with the advent of school holidays, which seemed to occur rather more frequently than they should.


  Climate-wise, the day was a replica of the one preceding. Spring sunshine glowing within a canvas of cloudless sky. And the sublime buoyancy of the weather seemed to have an effect on the clients as well, with even the truly desperate displaying a patience more cheerful than resigned. Maddie filled the tubs at the front of the centre with fruit and vegetables and day-old bread, all of which had been donated by local stores. There were several people already waiting as the doors opened, two women with prams and high-spirited toddlers and a youth whose jittery hands spoke of habitual drug use. The waiting room filled quickly, remaining that way for the rest of the day.


  Her first client was a pregnant woman who had left her husband that weekend and was now staying on her sister’s couch. A shadow ran along her cheekbone like the sweep of blue rouge, hinting at the acrimonious nature of their parting. But the client didn’t want to talk about that, steering the conversation away whenever it strayed too near. And Maddie knew, as determined as the woman was that her marriage was over, the odds were pretty high that they would have reconciled by the week’s end. For the cycle to begin all over again.


  She gave the woman a referral to a housing service, even though the waiting list made the gesture almost superfluous, and vouchers for food, and then slipped in a domestic violence pamphlet amongst other, more general ones. That was all she could do except wish her luck. The next three clients were each social security recipients, and all it took was a gas or electricity or phone bill that was a little excessive and their house of cards collapsed. Food parcels and vouchers were needed so that they could rebuild, until the next time; any embarrassment they may once have felt at asking for charity had long faded.


  There was some excitement in the afternoon when a young couple, quite clearly drunk, became aggressive when they were asked to leave. With one belligerent sweep of his arm, the man sent the tub containing the remaining vegetables flying across the waiting room. Other clients scattered even as they muttered condemnations under their breath. The police were quickly called and a scene ensued on the footpath outside the centre as the young couple, yelling obscenities, were forced into the police car and taken away. Maddie started to pick up the spilled produce while one of the other workers, Lisbeth, took to the wall with a cloth.


  ‘Sometimes I wonder why we bother,’ said Lisbeth grumpily. She wiped at a smear of watermelon, turning it into watery blood.


  Maddie looked at her with surprise. ‘This doesn’t happen often. Hardly ever, in fact.’


  ‘I suppose.’


  ‘Out-of-towners,’ said an elderly man dismissively.


  Lisbeth flicked a glance at him and then lowered her voice. ‘I just get a bit fed up sometimes, don’t you?’


  ‘No, never.’ Maddie shook her head. ‘Never.’


  ‘Hey, I’ll help.’ A woman with a baby on her hip bent down and awkwardly started picking up vegetables without waiting for an answer. She was immediately joined by a few other clients who criticised the evicted pair in loud voices, as if desperately needing to emphasise the divide between them. Maddie glanced at Lisbeth, but the other woman seemed almost disengaged. She made a mental note to make time for Lisbeth at some stage this week, perhaps with coffee. See if there was a problem and whether it could be nipped in the bud.


  The incident caused a delay that pushed the remaining appointments further behind and as a result the centre closed late. Maddie slid into her hatchback and sighed tiredly before heading out of town towards Badgerton. With peak hour now in play, it was a good half-hour before she finally turned into her driveway and drew to a stop by the side of the house. Taking a moment to enjoy the rush of warmth that coming home always gave her. Guess came running over to the car, panting with excitement.


  ‘What’re you doing outside, boy?’ Maddie frowned as she gave him a quick pat. She locked the car and glanced towards the lit kitchen window, half expecting the shadow of a child as they suddenly realised she was home and rushed to set the table. She paused again by the back porch, staring into the backyard and making a mental note to ring the mower repairman to find out whether the mower had been fixed. Before the grass got too much longer. Then she unlocked the back door and let the dog push his way past, breaking into a scamper in search of Sam. She could hear his claws scrabbling against the floorboards down the passage as she put her handbag down on the kitchen table, sighing crossly as she realised that it wasn’t set.


  ‘Sam? Ashley?’ Maddie called them half-heartedly as she took a casserole from the fridge and slid it into the oven. She prepared most of the week’s meals on the weekends, making it easier during the working week. Setting the table was next, even though she knew she should probably go in search of either child and make them do it. But despite her irritation the temporary silence was just too precious, so she slowly laid out placemats and crockery and cutlery, enjoying a few moments of solitude. Rejuvenation. Guess came padding back into the kitchen and looked at her with his head on one side, as if wanting to ask a question.


  ‘Have you been fed?’ Maddie looked at his empty bowl as she spoke and her frown returned. It was absolutely ridiculous that she should put in a full day of work and then come home to find that even the most basic chores hadn’t been accomplished. She felt a surge of irritation and self-pity, which she nurtured as she spooned the contents of a can of dog food into the bowl. Something had to change here, and soon. Maddie threw the empty can in the rubbish bin before washing her hands and finally going in search of her errant offspring.


  ‘Ashley?’ Maddie walked into the lounge room, not terribly surprised to find it empty. She continued through towards the bedrooms. Later, much later, she was able to trace back to that moment and recognise that right then, as she walked up the passage, absently noting that the walls needed washing and thinking, for some odd reason, of Lisbeth at work, she was approaching the very last seconds when all was right within her world. Whether or not the table was set or the dog fed were nothing. Nothing. She knocked on Sam’s door first and then Ashley’s, pushing them open to reveal vacant rooms. Even then she was initially more confused than anything else, but as she stood there, frowning at lumpily made beds and bare desks, the first tentacles of fear slithered into being.


  ‘Sam? Ashley?’ Maddie went back through the house, a little faster this time, with Guess padding alongside. She pushed open the back door and walked out onto the little porch, surveying the yard from fence to fence. ‘Sam! Ashley!’


  But the words spun into silence, not even leaving an echo behind to mark their path. The sun was now dipping in the cloudless sky, sending a wash of orange across the horizon and hinting at a spectacular sunset to come. Maddie stared as she tried to think. There had been no plans for after-school visits, and besides, Sam never went around to anybody’s house after school. Never. So they should be here, or if something had come up, there should be evidence that they had been here. Schoolbags.


  Maddie hurried back into the house and came to a halt before the alcove in the kitchen that usually housed the two bags and often a scattering of school shoes as well. Empty. From where she was standing, Maddie could see into the lounge room and for the first time she noted that the computer wasn’t turned on. And that was always the first thing Sam did after he walked in the door. She picked up the phone and rang his mobile, letting it ring until it cut off. The continuous tone hummed in her ear even after she finally hung up. She pressed another series of buttons.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Hi Diane, this is Maddie. Listen, I was just wondering if you’d seen my kids?’


  ‘Mislaid them, have you?’ Diane sounded amused.


  ‘Something like that.’


  ‘No, can’t say I have. Want me to ask Tessa?’


  ‘Yes please.’ Maddie stared blankly towards the computer as she waited, knowing there would be a simple explanation. Like some school function she’d stupidly forgotten, or...she couldn’t think of anything else. The obstacles of your past can become the gateways that lead to new beginnings. Beside her, Guess yawned hugely as if bored by the proceedings.


  ‘Are you there?’


  ‘Yes, I’m here. Has she seen them?’


  ‘Well, she said they were both definitely on the bus coming home. Got off at the usual stop. So what’s up? Are they just not there?’


  Maddie’s mind was working quickly. ‘No...but I was late home so I’m thinking they might have gone to get takeaway. I’m sure it’ll be fine.’


  ‘Okay then. And if you need any help, just call. Okay?’


  ‘Sure. Thanks.’


  Maddie put the phone down slowly. She didn’t really think they’d gone to get takeaway but supposed it was a vague possibility. Even if it had never happened before. Maddie sat down at the table, rubbing her arm fitfully and then sliding her hands underneath her thighs. Trapping them into immobility. She stared at the back door, willing it to bang open and Sam and Ashley to spill through. They would be terribly apologetic, vying to be heard before she could voice her anger. Any minute now.


  The pungent, meaty smell of the casserole was now starting to permeate the kitchen, so Maddie got up to turn the oven down. Buy some time. She washed her hands, using detergent to bring up a soapy lather and then holding them out to drip over the sink. She stared out of the window at the driveway, now growing shadowy, and suddenly remembered that the kitchen light had been on when she’d arrived home. So that meant they had been here. The knowledge brought with it a wash of almost nauseating relief. But then where were their bags? And, more importantly, where were they?


  The phone broke the silence so abruptly that she jumped. Then snatched it up. ‘Hello?’


  ‘God, you sound stressed!’


  ‘Kim.’


  ‘Hey, is everything okay?’


  Maddie swallowed painfully. ‘Yes...that is, no. Yes.’


  ‘Make up your mind. What’s up?’


  ‘No, it’s nothing. A bad day, that’s all. What can I do for you?’


  ‘I was just ringing to see if we can swap this Friday for Saturday instead.’ Kim hesitated. ‘Are you sure you’re okay?’


  ‘Absolutely.’ Maddie nodded to help the word along. ‘And that’s fine, Saturday it is. Now sorry, but I’d better go, I’m expecting a call.’


  ‘Okay then,’ replied Kim slowly. ‘Maybe I’ll give you a ring later?’


  ‘Tomorrow. Tomorrow’ll be better. Less stressed. Okay? Speak to you then.’


  Maddie pressed End brusquely, pushing aside feelings of guilt at her rudeness. There simply wasn’t room at the moment. A small part of her marvelled at her unwillingness to share her anxiety, but recognised that it was automatic. Almost protective in itself. She laid the phone on the table before her, its little green light blinking like a beacon. And then she just sat and waited.


  The next hour passed slowly, each minute stretching and suspending before finally passing the baton to the next. The grey shadows licking at the kitchen window gradually darkened and soon she avoided even looking in that direction. Guess curled under the table, glancing up hopefully every time she made a movement. She tried ringing Sam’s mobile again, and again, but each time it rang out. And each time her stomach tightened even further, until it felt the size of a walnut. A shrivelled kernel of fear. Because minute by minute it was becoming more obvious that something was seriously awry and that soon she would have to stop procrastinating. Stop hoping that they were about to walk through the door. And then she would have to make some phone calls. Police. Hospitals. And there were those eyes, again, but this time they were laughing. As if at a joke that she did not quite get. Not yet anyway.


  She rose slowly, her throat constricting, and decided first to do another check of the bedrooms. Not for the children, but for any clues as to what had happened. Where they might have gone. Standing in the middle of Sam’s bedroom with Guess by her side, she counted until ten with the sudden, almost desperate conviction that, when she had finished, she would hear the back door. So that when the sound did come, a faint creaking followed by the latch clicking softly back into place, for a moment she stood stunned, unable to move. Before relief flooded through her body, invigorating even as it reprieved, and she closed her eyes while she took a deep breath that felt like the first for hours. Then she made herself walk slowly, purposefully back through the house as she allowed her fury to seep through. Only to be faced with an empty kitchen. Again.


  ‘Sam! Ashley!’ Maddie opened the back door into the semicircle of filtered light emitted by the porch light. Both fury and relief soured as quickly as they had arisen, curdling into a bile that made her feel ill. Had she imagined the door opening and then closing? She rubbed her arm and blinked back sudden tears, vaguely registering the fact that Guess was barking from somewhere behind her. But the noise soon petered off and she was left with the silence. She stepped backwards and let the door slam shut, the sound mocking her.


  ‘So, tell me, how does it feel?’


  The voice came from the lounge room and froze her in place. For a moment nothing made sense and then suddenly everything did. A fistful of nausea exploded up her throat and clenched it closed. All the work, the knowledge, the growth of the past six years was gone in an instant and she was back to exactly where she’d been. She opened her mouth and then closed it again, like a fish drowning in oxygen.


  ‘Bloody awful, isn’t it?’


  Maddie took a gulp of air and immediately felt faint. She was crouched beneath a bush, her heart beating so hard and so fast that it felt her ribs might break. With the sound reverberating inside her head like a drumbeat, pulsating behind her eyes and reducing her thoughts to a series of grabs. Front yard, branches, silence, pain, fear. Him.


  ‘Wouldn’t wish it on your worst enemy, would you.’


  This last was uttered as a statement of fact, not a question. She wrapped her arms around herself, clasping them tight, and then turned, taking a step forward and another to the side so that finally she could see most of the semidark lounge room. And there he was, sitting on the couch amongst the shadows, legs crossed casually, with one arm propped on the armrest and his chin in his hand. With the other he was lightly stroking Guess, who lay beside him. Jake. Here. Looking almost exactly the same as he had when she had last seen him, six years ago. Or yesterday.


  ‘Well, well. There you are, my precious wife. My little Waltzing Matilda.’


  Maddie found her voice. ‘Where are they?’


  ‘Awful, hey? Not knowing where your kids are.’ He stared at her and his voice suddenly roughened as he pushed Guess aside. ‘How does it feel? Go on, tell me. How the fuck does it feel?’


  ‘Where are they?’


  ‘Who? Do you mean this Sam and Ashley you were calling for before? Because then I don’t know. No fucking idea.’


  ‘You know who I mean.’


  ‘Say their names then.’


  Maddie hesitated. She rubbed her arms, hard, trying to bring back life. ‘Max and Courtney.’


  ‘Ah, well they’re safe, that’s all you need to know. And it’s more than you deserve.’ He shook his head slowly, as if in disbelief. ‘You fucking bitch.’


  Maddie swallowed. ‘Please.’


  ‘Beg all you like.’ He leant forward suddenly, still staring. ‘But answer one question – why?’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Yes, why? What the fuck did I do to deserve that?’


  Maddie shook her head, unable to articulate anything. And knowing that he wouldn’t understand even if she could.


  ‘Six years.’ His eyes bored into hers. ‘Six. Fucking. Years.’


  ‘I’m sorry.’


  ‘You’re sorry? You’re fucking sorry?’


  ‘Yes, I am. I wish I’d had a choice. I wish –’


  Jake suddenly exploded off the couch, coming forward so quickly that Maddie didn’t have time to move. His hand was already extended when he reached her and he grabbed her chin and wrenched it up so that she was looking straight into his face. From this angle he did look older, more jowly, and his mouth looked soft and somehow spoilt. Maddie tried to pull away but was held tight, and it hurt.


  ‘Let me go.’


  To her surprise he did exactly that, first digging his fingers into the bone of her chin and then thrusting her away so that she stumbled back against the table. Guess came running into the room and wagged his tail once, as if he thought they were playing, and then stopped.


  Maddie straightened, holding her chin. ‘I could have you charged for that.’


  ‘You have me charged?’ He looked at her with real astonishment. ‘You seem to forget that you’re the one who’s the criminal here. You took my kids, my kids, and then kept them away from me for six years! Six fucking years! Do you have any, any idea what that was like?’


  She dropped her hand and then shook her head, unable to answer.


  ‘Do you realise I could have had a recovery order out on you all these years? To bring my children home? And by now it would have been a fucking warrant, so that the federal police would’ve been after you?’


  Maddie flicked her gaze across his face, trying to read his expression. See if he was bluffing. ‘Then why didn’t you?’


  ‘Stupidity,’ he replied slowly, staring at her. ‘Pure, unadulterated stupidity.’


  She stared at him, then took a deep breath to contain the mix of fear and anger that boiled within. ‘I’m going to ask you one more time. Where are they?’


  ‘They’re home. Where they belong.’


  ‘Then I’m going to drive down there and get them.’


  ‘You’ll be wasting your time.’


  Maddie shrugged, fighting to appear calm. ‘You won’t get away with it.’


  ‘I won’t get away with it?’ Jake took a step towards her. ‘My god, you really don’t get it, do you? What you did to me?’


  Maddie shook her head, but only because he was wrong. Not because she didn’t get it.


  ‘No of course you don’t,’ his voice thickened. ‘You selfish bitch. The waiting, looking. Searching. Every birthday, every Christmas. Buying presents that never got opened. Knowing they were out there somewhere. Growing up while I was robbed.’


  Maddie stared at his clenched fists, a wave of sympathy and guilt washing alongside the fear.


  ‘And you did that. To me.’


  The hands unclenched, fingers waving at the floor, and then fisted again. Whitened knuckles pushing against the skin. Pushing her face into the carpet, with tiny shards of glistening glass spread before her like an offering. Then one fist lifted slowly with Maddie’s eyes following until it was right before her. And beyond she could see Jake’s face, a mask of pain and fury with glittering eyes. Could they be tears?


  She found her voice and was surprised to hear it emerge reasonably steady. ‘If you hit me, you’ll regret it. I mean it.’


  The fist immediately shot back and then, just as suddenly, dropped. Jake shook his head. ‘No. I’m not letting you do that to me again, bitch. No way.’


  ‘Me?’


  ‘God, you play the innocent so well, don’t you?’ His voice slipped into a conversational tone that almost sounded friendly. ‘The poor little fragile Mattie act. I remember it well. You fucking hypocrite. Do you know, for years I’ve thought about all the different ways I’d kill you when I found you? It was the only thing that kept me going. But now...’ He paused and then smiled flatly. ‘Well, I’ve got too much to lose.’


  ‘No.’


  He stared at her for a few long moments. ‘Tell you what I’ll do for you. Which is a fucking sight more than you ever did for me. Ring me in a few days.’


  ‘That’s it?’


  ‘That’s it.’ Jake dropped his eyes suddenly and then slowly tracked them back up her body to her face. He spoke thickly. ‘Yeah, that’s it all right. And you should be thankful.’


  While her desperation to regain the children battled with her need to have him gone, Maddie tried desperately to think of something to say, something that would change the situation, change his mind. Grasp some control. But even as she searched she knew it was futile because there was nothing. And there never had been. So she was left with no other choice but to hold his gaze, as if that alone was a minor victory, letting the silence condense between them. Until finally Jake turned, as abruptly as a soldier on parade, and left, the door banging shut behind him. Like the full stop in a sentence that had stretched through the years.


  FOUR


  It took quite some time for Maddie to recover any sort of equilibrium. And there seemed no rush to do so either, not now. She felt numb at first, with the entire encounter too enormous to absorb both in immediacy and implications. So instead of taking any action, she simply folded into a kitchen chair and then sat, much as she had earlier, staring at the wood grain of the table. As if sensing her disquiet, Guess wouldn’t relax either. Padding around and then lying down, only to rise again almost immediately. After a while she began to cry, hot frustrated tears that felt as though they would never end and, when they finally did, left her feeling even worse.


  Eventually Maddie got up and washed her hands at the kitchen sink, scrubbing the heels with the scourer. She only stopped when the throbbing settled into a heartbeat, with thin, pallid welts rising amongst the red. She made herself eat some of the overcooked casserole, hoping to settle her nausea, but regretted it almost immediately, with each mouthful bruising her throat and stomach. She covered the remainder, thinking that it would do for tomorrow. But then, as she was sliding it into the fridge, she realised with a jolt that it would be just her again the next day. And the day after that. And she wouldn’t want to eat this ever.


  The tears started to spill over once more, so she slammed the fridge shut and went through to the lounge room. Enough light spilt through from the kitchen to illuminate a triangular swathe, with the couch at the base. She erased the image of Jake as quickly as it formed and replaced it with one from last night. Watching television with Sam nearby at the computer and Ashley folded casually in the armchair. And she suddenly remembered how tired she’d felt, so annoyed by their constant bickering, and she wanted to laugh. LOL, as Ashley would say. Laugh Out Loud. But Maddie also knew that if she started, she would find it very difficult to stop. LOLF, meaning forever. And suddenly there were their faces, much younger, framed by the family room window as she ran past in the dark. She could hear the rasping of her own breath, forcing its way past the pain that ringed her throat, and feel the thickness of her face, with swollen eyes and throbbing cheeks and mucus mixed within the tears. And she could see their shocked expressions, and their splayed hands pressed against the glass, fingerprints a flattened ivory. The colour of corpses.


  Maddie realised she was scratching at her arms, clawing her fingers so that her short nails could get better traction, and it took some effort to stop. Then she flicked the light switch on and fetched the phone from the kitchen table, holding it in the palm of her hand. The weight of it was oddly comforting but she simply wasn’t yet ready to verbalise what had happened. Or to hear her sister’s sympathy leach through her words of advice that would force her to face facts, make decisions, go forward. Calling the police was, of course, out of the question. Almost laughable. She went back into the lounge room and turned the television on, suddenly desperate for other voices, but turned it off again almost immediately as the sound surged. It seemed wrong, and loud, and jarring.


  Questions swelled into the fresh silence and this time she let them come. How had Jake tracked them down? What had she done wrong? How had Sam and Ashley reacted when they’d seen him? And, the most harrowing of all, how were they coping now? Were they frightened, confused, wretched? What would happen next?


  Maddie took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She could hear Guess padding down the passage and opened her eyes to see him watching her intently from the doorway. As if he was trying to send a message. Do something. Do something now. She took another deep breath and sat down on an armrest to ring her sister. But the phone rang first.


  ‘Hello? Hello?’


  ‘Mum?’ Sam’s voiced crackled from his mobile.


  ‘Sam!’ Maddie’s soul soared and the giddiness returned.


  ‘Mum? Are you okay?’


  ‘I’m fine. Of course I’m fine. But are you okay? Where are you?’


  ‘We just got here. So I wanted to ring and make sure you were...that everything’s okay.’


  ‘Yes, fine.’ Maddie felt crowded with questions. She took a deep breath to get them straight. ‘Can you talk?’


  ‘Sort of. Dad knows I’m ringing. I told him. He said good idea.’


  Maddie was filled with a bizarre gratitude. ‘Good. That’s good. How’s Ashley?’


  ‘Yeah, good. Running around and checking out her old room and stuff.’ Sam paused and when he spoke again, his voice sounded like a little boy’s. ‘I really wish you’d come too.’


  ‘Me?’


  ‘Yeah, Dad said he asked when you guys were talking, when we were in the car, but you wouldn’t come.’


  Maddie opened her mouth, and then closed it again.


  ‘I wanted to go ask you again but Dad said we had to get going. That maybe you needed a break. But it just would’ve made everything easier. You know.’


  ‘Sam, I didn’t know. I really didn’t know.’


  ‘Hang on.’ Sam paused for a second. ‘Dad’s calling me.’


  ‘Wait.’ Maddie leant forward desperately. ‘Do you want me to come down? To get you?’


  The phone crackled around silence, as if he was thinking. ‘Nah, that’s okay. I reckon that’d maybe make things worse anyway. Besides, Dad said it’s just for a couple of days. To get to know each other again.’


  ‘A couple of days? Are you sure?’


  ‘Yeah, absolutely. I asked.’


  ‘Oh.’ Maddie was flooded with a relief that verged on joy. Relief that they would be back soon, and that she didn’t have to force his hand. ‘Till when? Thursday? Friday? The weekend?’


  ‘Dunno yet. But I gotta go, Mum. I’ll ring you again tomorrow.’


  Maddie kept the phone to her ear even after the dial tone sounded, needing to prolong the connection. Finally she lowered it to her lap and stared at the wall. They were fine. They were back there, but only for a couple of days. She thought about what Sam had said, about her coming along, and felt sick. Then she was suddenly struck by the realisation that they must have been out there, in the car, while Jake had been in here with her. Only a hundred metres away. She clutched at her stomach and folded over with miserable fury. And the image of them in the car, waiting, fingerprints a flattened ivory, crystallised so clearly that she could almost touch it, and then broke into fragments as she began to cry again. But it was still as much with relief as anything else. A couple of days. Just to get to know each other again.


  Finally the tears slowed and she straightened, her eyes swollen and sore. She put the phone down and wiped at them, roughly, until the swelling birthed a throb that echoed through her skull. A couple of days... They were fine and they were coming back and this was only temporary. She thought of Ashley’s Tigger, now lying on her bed, with whom she had slept every night for the past six years. Camps, sleep-overs, every single night. She wanted to wash her hands, desperately, but instead she rang her sister.


  ‘Hello?’


  Maddie felt the tears rush once more. ‘Hannah.’


  ‘Mattie? Is that you?’ There was a sharp intake of breath. ‘You’re using the home phone! Are you mad?’


  ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Maddie shrugged, even though her sister couldn’t see her. She wiped her eyes again with her free hand.


  ‘What do you mean, it doesn’t matter? Of course it matters!’


  ‘No. It doesn’t. He found us.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘He found us,’ repeated Maddie. She suddenly saw her sister, miles away, her mouth open as she tried to register what had just been said. The silence stretched until she thought she’d have to repeat herself again.


  ‘But how?’


  ‘I don’t know. All I know is he was here, sitting in the lounge room.’


  Another intake of breath. ‘Are you okay? Did he hurt you?’


  ‘I’m fine,’ Maddie swallowed. ‘But he’s taken the kids. They’re down there, at the house. Hannah?’ She sounded the name like a plea. ‘What am I going to do?’


  ‘God, I don’t believe this. Have you rung the police? No, cancel that. Stupid idea.’ Hannah took a deep breath. ‘Tell me exactly what happened.’


  Maddie closed her eyes for a moment, feeling almost irritated by the request. ‘Well, I got home from work and they weren’t here. So at first I thought they’d just...I don’t know, popped out or something. But after a bit I started getting really worried and then suddenly there he was, sitting on the couch. And, oh Hannah, it was so bloody awful. He kept asking me how it felt, to not know where they were. Then he kept saying six years. Six. Years.’


  ‘Go on.’


  ‘And he asked me why.’ Maddie heard the gulp in her voice. ‘Why I did it.’


  ‘You know why,’ said Hannah, almost harshly. ‘And don’t you forget it. Then what?’


  ‘Then I asked him where they were and he said they were at home where they belonged. And all the time...’ Maddie paused, and swallowed. ‘All the time they were out there in the car! Just out there in the car!’


  ‘How do you know that?’


  ‘Because Sam just rang and told me!’


  ‘You’ve spoken to him?’


  ‘Yes.’ Maddie closed her eyes for a moment. ‘He rang on his mobile. Said they were both fine and that they’d be back in a couple of days. Jake said so.’


  ‘A couple of days?’ Hannah’s words were infused with an upward lilt. ‘And he actually said that? Well, that’s something.’


  ‘Yes. Except now...well, now everything’s different.’


  ‘True. But how did he even find...’ Hannah paused for a moment and then spoke briskly. ‘Doesn’t matter now. Okay. Let me think.’


  Maddie stared over at Guess, who was still watching her from the doorway. She thought he looked less disapproving, as if pleased that she had taken some action. And she even felt a little better herself, as if by sharing she had lessened the load.


  ‘It could be worse. At least he didn’t hurt you, and he didn’t just take them and disappear without saying anything.’


  ‘Like me?’


  ‘Don’t start. It’s totally different,’ snapped Hannah. Then she took an audible breath and became suddenly practical. ‘But you can’t just leave everything till they get back either. I mean, obviously he’s going to want to see them regularly now, and we can’t have that.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘We need to be prepared. We need information on where you stand legally. And whether there’s something you should do before he does. Because he will. Unless he’s changed dramatically, you know he will.’


  For a moment he was back, condemning her. Six years. ‘Listen Hannah, can you ask your Nicholas about something called a recovery order? Whether there’s any such thing?’


  ‘Recovery order,’ repeated Hannah. ‘Okay. And, Mattie, you have to look on the bright side. At least they’re older now. It’s not like when they were little and basically powerless. In fact, Jake may find he’s got his hands full because teenagers aren’t malleable. Not at all. Even if he dares push this through to court now, well they’d get to have a say also.’


  Maddie nodded again. ‘You’re right.’


  ‘Do you know, I don’t think he’ll risk it. Because who knows what they’d tell the judge? Sam in particular. After he’s calmed down, he’ll probably try to strike a deal with you instead.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Which puts you back in the driver’s seat,’ said Hannah with a confidence that was rather infectious. ‘In the meantime, do you want to come down here? Have some company?’


  ‘No, I’ll be fine,’ said Maddie unconvincingly. She tried again. ‘Really, I will. And if I’m not, then I’ll come down. Okay?’


  ‘Okay. Just promise me you won’t wallow.’


  ‘I won’t wallow.’ Maddie surprised herself with a smile. ‘Promise.’


  ‘And I’ll ring tomorrow after I speak to a few people. So don’t worry. It’ll work out.’


  ‘Goodnight, Hannah. And thanks. I love you.’


  ‘Ditto.’


  Maddie pressed End and then laid the phone down in her lap. Her hands throbbed lightly from where she had scrubbed them earlier and this suddenly annoyed her. That she had let herself regress so rapidly. And while she certainly didn’t feel as confident as Hannah sounded, she definitely felt better than she had before the phone call. A couple of days. The words reminded her of a television sitcom from years before, with a Greek greengrocer who, with arms waving, had used that as his mantra. At one stage it seemed the entire country had picked it up as a refrain. A couple of days, just a couple of days. And now it would have to be hers.


  FIVE


  Maddie woke on the heels of a nightmare that melted even before she opened her eyes, puddling into residual nausea. And in its wake blossomed the events of the preceding day, the real nightmare, the one that wouldn’t go away. She lay still and let everything permeate; all the little details. What he said, what she said, what he did. Even how he looked. Incidentals that by themselves weren’t really important but together made up the whole. Filtering through it all over and over again, until the sheer depth of their impact receded and she became almost desensitised. More objective. And this helped enormously.


  Outside a tardy possum began stuttering with displeasure, probably at her elderly neighbour’s cat, which was always allowed free rein throughout the night. Maddie sat up and leant over to pull open the second drawer of her bedside chest, sliding out a gold-framed photo. Then she shuffled her bottom backwards until she was propped against the bedhead, staring down at the photo in her lap. It showed her, as a bride, standing on the steps of a stone church, with a background so blurred that it emphasised her own clarity. The photographer had captured her within a gust of wind, with her white satin gown wrapped around her body like a sheath and the veil spread across the cloudy sky beyond. And she was smiling, a broad open-mouthed, red-lipped smile that didn’t just speak of happiness but shouted it. Because it had been a wonderful day, one which she had thought would be the first of many.


  Maddie traced a finger across her past smile, and then touched herself on the chin. She tried to recapture the sense of wonderment she had felt on that day, that feeling of incredible invincibility, but it was too far removed. Not just by time but by experience. And also by the fact that, given distance, the good times simply did not have the buoyancy of the bad. So instead she whispered a message she knew she would not have heeded anyway. Because what do you do when the love of your life turns out to be your nemesis? And, even so, each morning you wake to find your body curved, like a jigsaw embracing the missing piece?


  That had been one of the last questions she had asked her counsellor before she stopped going a few years earlier. And it had been the lack of understanding that had made the decision all the easier. Plenty of sympathy, and knowledge, and compassion, but no actual understanding. Not the sort that was given out, for free, when someone had felt the incandescent warmth of letting their fingers entwine with those of the man they loved, even while using their other hand to trace the bruises on their face.


  Guess started scrabbling at the back door with rapidly increasing urgency, so Maddie slid the photo back into the drawer gently and made sure it was perfectly straight, edges aligned with the sides of the drawer, before closing it again again. After letting the dog out, she stood in the kitchen and stared around, using the earlier desensitisation tactic with her surroundings. This was where she had been standing when she first heard his voice; this was where she had moved to see him clearly; this was where he had lunged at her, grabbing her by the chin. And this was where they had both stood, in silence, just before he left.


  She made herself a cup of coffee, hot and strong, and then acknowledged a decision she had already made, perhaps even the night before, that she wouldn’t go into work today. She couldn’t face it, or anybody, even if no one knew. And the idea of working itself, of being normal, seemed almost sacrilegious. Instead she would give herself a day to come to grips with Jake’s re-entry into their lives, and what this meant. All the possible ramifications. Treat the whole thing as if it were an illness from which she needed some time to recover.


  The house seemed eerily quiet, although she knew it was only her imagination. Because even if the children had been here, they would have still been asleep. While she made coffee and hot chocolates, set the breakfast table, made lunches. Only then would she have gone to wake them because that initial half-hour was her time. Usually she loved it.


  She put her coffee down and then set the table, slowly, for one. Placemat, cereal, bowl, even vitamin tablets. And then stared at it, feeling miserable, and irritated because she had made herself feel miserable. But it was so much more than the mere absence of Sam and Ashley, it was the not knowing. What they were doing, who they were with, how they were coping. That was unbearable, and it no longer really helped to repeat the refrain a couple of days, because a couple of days of this was still hell on earth.


  By late morning Maddie acknowledged that taking the day off had probably been a mistake. The bustling preoccupation of other people’s concerns would have been a blessing. Instead, as the day wore on, the house seemed to get larger and quieter. She started off by making a list of things to get done but got no further than the first two items: ringing Georgia’s mother to make an excuse for the coming weekend, and then calling the high school to let them know Sam and Ashley would be absent for a few days, most probably the remainder of the term. But the next item was to make some phone calls for legal advice and she found herself unwilling both to hear what they had to say and for them to hear her story. How could she ever explain?


  Hi, my name is Madeline McCourt and...well, actually no, that’s not strictly accurate. My name is really Matilda Hampton but I changed it about six years ago. No, not legally. Why? Um, because around that time I left my husband for a trial separation and then, just when he thought we were getting back together, I shot through with the two kids. Changed their names too. Everything. And yesterday he finally found us, so now I need help. Yes, he’d been trying to find us all that time. That’s right – six years. Why did I do it? Oh, because he was...abusive. Proof? No, not really, except I do have some photos of injuries except I suppose that doesn’t prove he caused them. And how do you provide proof for all the mental stuff? I mean that’s all still here, you know, it never goes away. Intervention orders? Well, yes there was one but it was actually against me, not him. He just got in first, manipulated the system. No, I don’t know why I never got one. Or rang the police, or visited the doctor, or told anyone. Parenting orders? Yes, we did have a date for a hearing coming up, but I left before that. I was worried he’d manipulate the system. Like with the intervention order. So what advice do I need? Why, how to make sure I get them back, that’s all. And how to keep them away from him again. Yes, I know how that makes me sound but you don’t understand. See, he was always one step ahead of me, always, so that’s why I had to run. But now...well, now he’s caught up.


  Maddie shook her head and laughed, but without any humour. She thought of some of her fellow workers at the community centre, and what they would say if they heard her story. For all their training and experience, it was so easy to be judgemental about the way other pe ople should behave when you yourself had never been in that position. How many times had she heard variations of the proclamation that if Tom, or Dick, or Harry, ever dared lay a hand on them, well, they’d be out of there like a shot. Always clear evidence that Tom, or Dick, or Harry, were lovely men and their wives didn’t have a clue what they were talking about.


  So she decided instead to leave that side of things to Hannah. After all, her son-in-law, Charlotte’s husband Nicholas, was a lawyer. And, besides, Maddie had a growing conviction that while legal advice would be handy, it wasn’t the priority Hannah thought it was. She already knew she hadn’t done anything strictly illegal when she’d left six years ago. Morally reprehensible perhaps, but illegal, no. It wasn’t like she had entered into any contracts using different names. The most she could expect would be a slap on the wrist for enrolling the children at school as Ashley and Sam. That and, of course, a great deal of embarrassment.


  But if Jake applied for parenting orders now? She mulled it over and decided that he wouldn’t take the risk. Not with Sam and Ashley being older and entitled to have their opinions voiced and heard. Which meant that eventually, after the initial anger wore off a little, they would have to come to some sort of agreement between themselves. Weekend access, time during the school holidays, that sort of thing. The type of arrangement that her friend Kim had lived with for the past three years. Would that be so bad? Maddie got up and washed her hands. Through the window she could see Tom, her neighbour, rolling his wheelie-bin down the driveway. Life as usual. Guess nuzzled his head against her leg so Maddie crouched down to give him a pat.


  ‘You miss them too, hey?’


  Guess stared at her and then blinked, as if he was trying to tell her he understood. Maddie took his head in both her hands and lowered her own until their foreheads were touching. She suddenly felt like crying again but instead she ruffled his fur and then straightened. This wouldn’t do. She left the list and went down to the bathroom where she peeled her pyjamas off and turned the shower on. The water felt instantly blissful; almost cathartic. Maddie decided spontaneously to give herself the works. She washed her hair and then shaved carefully before stepping outside the spray while she lathered herself with body treatment, counting methodically to sixty before stepping back underneath and watching the soap cascade down her body, forming frothy rivulets on shiny legs.


  After the shower, Maddie stood naked before the full-length mirror and stared at herself. Her body shone damply and her short hair tufted in wet spikes that looked deliberate. It was clear that she was carrying a little extra weight nowadays, but thankfully it was not centred in any particular area. More a general roundness where once all had been flat and sleek. She rubbed her arms and then put a hand underneath one breast and lifted it, trying to measure both size and firmness. More than a handful’s a waste...She measured the other one also and then laughed at herself, standing there with a hand cupping each breast while all else was on full display. She let go and then tracked herself from head to toe. Really, had she changed so much in six years?


  And there he was, his face suspended above hers. Staring at her with a soft wonderment that penetrated deep within. Both of their bodies poised, just for a second, dancing along the edges of orgasm. Then she arched, straining, her breasts pressing themselves against his chest before he began to move once more. Slowly at first, but then faster. Her groin melting into a miasma of love and lust that made them as one.


  Maddie pressed her fingertips against her eyes, hard, and then let go. Enjoying the pain that came with a kaleidoscope of iridescence. She ran a hand gently over her chin while she stared at her eyes in the mirror. To her they seemed wounded, yet adept at subterfuge. She shook her head, almost irritated, and then dressed in tracksuit pants and a T-shirt before leaving the bathroom just as the phone rang. Her heart instantly clenched.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Mattie? Everything okay? Have you heard from the kids?’


  Maddie swallowed a sigh at the sound of her sister’s voice. ‘No, nothing new.’


  ‘But you took the day off?’


  ‘Yes, it seemed like a good idea. Gives me time to think.’


  ‘Good, good. Now listen, I just thought I’d let you know that I’ve got Nicholas coming over here tonight. I mean, he’s not in family law but at least he’ll know something. It’s a start.’


  ‘That’s great, Hannah. Thanks.’


  ‘And I was thinking that you really should come down here too. So we can have a sort of round-table discussion with him. Discuss options.’


  Maddie felt instantly horrified at the thought. ‘I can’t. Sorry. I mean, I’d really like to but I’ve got a meeting first thing tomorrow that I can’t miss. Otherwise definitely, I’d be there.’


  ‘Oh.’ Hannah sounded disappointed. ‘Oh well, can’t be helped. I’ll find out what I can and speak to you tomorrow. But listen, one other thing, where did you hear about recovery orders?’


  ‘Recovery orders? Oh, someone mentioned them. At work. Why?’


  ‘Because thank god Jake never knew about them, that’s all I can say.’ Hannah spoke rapidly, officiously. ‘I looked them up online, and as far as I can gather they’re not common but he could have applied for one when you didn’t show for the original parenting order hearing, six years ago. Which means the court might make an order the children be returned and then authorise the Australian Federal Police to locate them. And after a period of time they can even issue a –’


  ‘Warrant,’ interjected Maddie flatly.


  ‘That’s right. I’d never even heard of these. Mattie, you could have been arrested, thrown in jail. This could have been serious, real serious.’


  ‘As opposed to the light-hearted frolic it is now?’


  ‘You know what I mean,’ replied Hannah, sounding irritated. ‘It could have been worse. And if he’d known about these, it absolutely would have been worse.’


  ‘Yes. You’re right.’ Maddie closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. ‘Look, thanks so much Hannah, and if you could pass on anything you find out, that’d be great. Really appreciated.’


  ‘No problem.’


  Maddie put the phone down, feeling cold. All these years when she thought her greatest danger was from Jake, she could have also had the federal police on her tail. So why, then, hadn’t he applied for one of these recovery orders? No doubt she would have been found a lot earlier, and her punishment would have been severe. Perhaps the kids would have been handed over without the need for any further legal action at all. On the surface it seemed like the recovery order would have been a tactical masterstroke for him. Checkmate, without having to barely move a piece. So why on earth had he chosen not to?


  Maddie sat down on the edge of the couch as she ran through a series of scenarios in her mind. Discarding the ones that hadn’t eventuated or that made no sense, until she was left with only one explanation – that, unbelievable as it seemed, he hadn’t wanted to see her punished. Could that be true? Or did she just want it, desperately, to be true? That maybe he felt some responsibility for the situation that had eventuated. The thought brought with it a rush of warmth and wonder. Because that decision, made six years earlier, had huge ramifications, not just in terms of what had already gone, but for what was about to pass. Surely having taken the high road once, Jake would be inclined to do so again. Which meant that perhaps, after he had spent some time with the kids and had a chance to calm down and accept the situation, they would be able to come to some type of compromise. A workable solution that was good for everyone – including, this time, Jake himself.


  ∗


  The rest of the day passed slowly, limping along in a way that it hadn’t for years. Maddie spent most of the afternoon in the garden, planting and pruning and feeling soothed by the way the rich, dark earth crumbled between her fingers. The phone lay by her side, but didn’t ring. Afterwards, she made herself coffee and a toasted cheese sandwich and lay on the couch with Guess sprawled half across her lap while she read through the collection of newspapers on the coffee table. The television murmured in the background; a medical drama followed by a cooking show featuring a rather flamboyant chef. Once more, the phone lay mute beside her.


  Dusk had started to shade the windows by the time she finished and Maddie debated over ringing Sam herself. Eventually deciding against it because that might seem smothering, and rather greedy, given the circumstances. She didn’t want to offend more than she already had, not if there was to be any chance of them working this out. So instead she sat down at the computer and, after reciting the motivational saying twice, turned it on and began systematically cleaning out her inbox, deleting all but the bare essentials. While she was doing this, an email dropped in from Kim.


  Hey there, just got home from work and thought I’d send a quick email to ask – is everything okay? You sounded really short on the phone last night and quite unlike you. Is it something I’ve done? Or is it something else? If you want to talk, you know where I am.


  Love, Kim [image: image]


  Maddie read the email through twice, feeling an oddly congruent mix of guilt and irritation. She tapped her fingers lightly across the keys, without actually typing, but the phone rang before she could decide how best to answer. Maddie grabbed it up.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Hey Mum. How’re you?’


  ‘Sam.’ Maddie closed her eyes briefly. ‘How are things? What’s happening?’


  ‘Not much. But everything’s cool.’


  Maddie frowned as she tried to decipher his tone. ‘Really?’


  ‘Really.’ Sam sounded almost surprised. ‘We went to town today. To the docklands and around there. Had lunch at some Asian joint. Good food.’


  ‘Oh. Okay. How’s your sister?’


  ‘She’s good. Too scared to speak to you though.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Maddie, stunned.


  ‘Because she thinks you’ll blame her for everything. Listen, Mum?’


  Maddie was still trying to make sense of his earlier statement. ‘Yes? What?’


  ‘I think he’s changed.’ Sam spoke slowly, giving each word extra gravitas. ‘He’s different.’


  Maddie stared at the wall, where the lengthening shadows were washing the cream a cloudy grey. She swallowed, and tried to find some words.


  ‘Mum? Did you hear me? I’m not just saying that, you know. I was watching him all day and...well, he’s different.’


  ‘In what way?’


  ‘Um, I don’t know. It’s hard to explain. Calmer, I suppose. Nicer.’


  ‘Oh. That’s good.’


  ‘Yeah. Same as last night. Like I would’ve thought he’d be going on about what a cow you were. No offence. But he’s hardly mentioned you. And when Ashley started bitching about not getting cable, he actually stood up for you!’


  ‘Really? What did he say?’


  ‘Whatever, I can’t remember. But...well, you see what I mean? And he’s so happy to see us! He keeps looking at us all the time like he can’t believe we’re really here.’


  Maddie flinched as guilt lanced through the bubble of hope that had been building within. She tried to think of a reply to this, but there simply wasn’t one.


  ‘So you don’t need to worry, Mum.’


  ‘Okay,’ Maddie nodded. ‘Okay. And you’ll still be back in a day or so?’


  ‘Well, maybe a little after. Coz we’re gonna go visit Gran and all that lot. You don’t mind?’


  ‘What? No. Of course not.’


  ‘And I’ll ring you again tomorrow. Same time, same place!’


  ‘Okay.’


  The phone went dead against her ear, with a hollow flatness that spoke of absence much clearer than mere silence. Maddie listened intently for a moment, and then put it slowly down by the keyboard. He’s changed, Mum. Different. She stared at the computer screen and then suddenly reached down and logged out. Her inbox disappeared immediately, to be replaced by a set of three icons, each with one of their names. Maddie double-clicked on Ashley’s and then tapped her fingers thoughtfully as a password box formed. A year ago this would not have been here or, even if it had, Maddie would have known the answer.


  She tried variations of Ashley’s name, past and present, and addresses and friends. She stared at the wall again for a while and then her eyes widened and she reached forward to spell out Jake. Feeling almost relieved when that didn’t work either. After a few more tries, Maddie got up and walked down to her daughter’s room for inspiration. Tigger watched her beadily as she flicked through the bookcase and opened a few drawers, but there was only the usual paraphernalia of an almost-teen. On the wall were two posters of the Twilight cast. Maddie gazed at them for a moment and then hurried back to the computer.


  Edward. No. Bella. No. Jacob. Bullseye. She grinned as Ashley’s inbox swam onto the screen with a neat array of folders on the side. Maddie glanced quickly down the list until she came to one titled simply ‘D’. She selected it and immediately the screen filled with a neat list of emails, each sent from JH. Jake Hampton. Maddie took a deep, bottom of the lungs breath and clicked on the first one.


  Jake confirmed you as a friend on Facebook.


  Hello there Ashley, and thanks so much for offering to be my friend. I need all the friends I can get because I’m having a competition with my nephew Sam (that’s his picture over at the side) about who can get the most friends by Christmas! But I’m also really pleased about you being my friend because I have a daughter who is exactly your age and who I haven’t seen for a really long time. Her name is Courtney. So it’s nice to imagine that nowadays she might sound just like you!


  Cheers, Jake


  To view Jake’s profile or write on his wall, follow this link:


  http://www.facebook.com/n/?profile.php&id=235643112G753c8912b


  Thanks,


  The Facebook Team


  Maddie stared at the message, feeling a surge of anger that she fought to control. She herself had helped Ashley choose the photo that adorned her Facebook page: a crowded one of her and some friends about to leave for a fancy-dress party. Clowns and heavily made-up fairies and one vampire with tomato sauce smeared across both cheeks. There had been no clue there, none at all. But she knew enough about Facebook to realise this email meant that Ashley had actually searched for her father, then reached out to add him as a friend. Putting them all at risk. She clicked on the next message.


  Hey again Ashley. Yes, I miss my daughter a lot. It’s especially hard on her birthday, knowing that another whole year has gone past. Very hard. Apart from anything else, I’ve now got all these presents piled up waiting for her! Glad to hear you got picked for the tennis team at school, have you been playing tennis long? And how funny that you have a brother called Sam, same as my nephew. Do you have any other brothers and sisters?


  Cheers, Jake


  Her anger faded as quickly as it had risen, replaced by dull, shadowy sadness that all this gone on without her knowledge. That Ashley had even felt the need to connect with her father, despite the risks, no doubt believing that the situation was under perfect control and that she could maintain her anonymity. Not realising that she never had a chance. She scrolled through about ten messages, all very much the same. A casual, light chattiness, with just a dash of mawkish stoicism, artfully folded around a couple of little hooks. Each one drawing Ashley in closer, so the tone of the emails became ever friendlier, and more knowledgeable. At around the three week mark, they stopped being Facebook messages and became straight emails to each other that Ashley had saved in the same folder. Shortly afterwards, Jake had struck.


  Hi there. I’ve been reading and reading your last email and I’m going to say something I probably shouldn’t. Because maybe it’ll affect our friendship and I’d hate that. But I can’t not say it either. It’d eat me up inside. You see, I always thought that even though it’s been six years since I last saw Courtney, I’d still have a sort of connection with her. Because we were so close. And I feel like I’ve got that connection with you. There’s something there that’s telling me what I hardly believe could be true – that you’re Courtney. Now if you are, please don’t worry about upsetting your mother or anything. We can just keep on talking with each other by email for as long as you like. No pressure. And it’s not like I know where you live or anything. If you’re not Courtney, and I’ve made a mistake, then I apologise. But I just had to take the risk. Will you take one too?


  Maddie read this email through twice, and then once more. Will you take one too? She knew instinctively that Jake had taken no risk here; he would have already known by now that he was corresponding with his daughter. Had probably known from the first or second message. All the risk had been Ashley’s, and by association hers and Sam’s as well. She rubbed her eyes tiredly and then clicked open the very last email, dated last Friday.


  Hey pumpkin. Glad to hear that the weather has finally cleared, just in time for your fete on Sunday. One whole week of rain must have nearly drowned you all! But have fun and have a ride for me. Do you still like getting your face painted? Or have you outgrown that too? What are you planning for the school holidays?


  Love Dad.


  Maddie read through the email again, and it was like finding a letter from an old friend, or hearing their voice echo around the corner, when even the act of missing them had been packed away years before. And oddly, given that she would not have chosen for any of this to happen, there was a shaft of jealousy that all this friendliness, this warm camaraderie, was for Ashley alone. Never, not now, for her. She stared at the email until her eyes began to blur, then she wiped them roughly and dragged her concentration back to the logistics of the matter. And it was clearly the weather that had done it, that and the fete. Check and mate. The email address would have already told him that they were in Australia, and the school holiday dates narrowed it down from there. Then all it took was an unusual amount of rain and a school fete to seal the deal. Maddie pictured him sitting in the study at home, ringing each secondary school on his list and asking whether they were hosting a fete this coming Sunday. Until bingo. Then it was just a case of coming along and staying in the background. Following them home.


  And suddenly there was the sound of a key scrabbling in the lock. She jerked her head around to stare at the door, instantly frozen by terror, her heart a hugely swollen pulse within her chest. Hypnotised by the doorknob as it began to turn.


  Maddie rubbed her arms, hard. She suspected, now, that he hadn’t meant to be seen at the fete. So much better to simply get an address, then wait for the next day so he could divide and conquer. That was his style. But, oh, how hard must it have been for him on Sunday night, in some hotel, finally knowing where they were but having to wait until the next day. She allowed herself a wry grin and then glanced back at the list of emails to check the date of the first. Four and a half weeks. That was all it had taken him to go from casual Facebook friend to having an address. She felt an odd sense of admiration.


  But Maddie also felt relieved that Ashley hadn’t actually told him where they were. While every email, every question and answer, every nuance, felt like a personal wound, none of them were an actual stab in the back. Instead she was quite sure that Ashley had thought everything was under control. The stupidity of youth. Whereas her father, even from the Facebook page which had been probably set up years before, had been patiently spinning his web. And once the fly had landed there had been no escape.


  SIX


  ‘My sister reckons it’s the sharing I can’t handle.’ The woman shifted her considerable bulk in the plastic chair. ‘Like she keeps going on about how I never could share well, not even as a kid, and so that’s the main problem.’


  Maddie smiled sympathetically. Protocol required her to refer any clients who needed counselling to trained professionals, but she knew that women like this, who really just wanted a sounding-board, would fall through the cracks while still on the waiting list. Instead she let her talk, nodding every so often and offering some general advice.


  ‘But that’s crap. Seriously. Because I quite like it when he’s got the kids. It gives me a break, you know? She’s just trying to put it all back on me. That’s her style.’


  ‘And it’s a problem for you?’


  ‘Nah, not really.’ The woman grinned, her plump face creasing. Then she sighed. ‘Her I can handle. It’s this shared care crap I can’t. And I reckon he’s only doing it for the money. Doesn’t have to pay any maintenance then, you know. And he gets half my family allowance.’


  ‘But...is he good to them when he has them? The kids?’


  The women stared past Maddie’s shoulder for a moment while she considered this question. ‘Look, he loves them. No doubt about that. He’d never hit them or nothing. No way. But he’s a selfish bugger, so if he wants to do something else, he just does it. Drops them off wherever or leaves them at his place with a bucket of KFC to keep them happy. Huh! I can’t afford bloody KFC.’ She frowned crossly, as if this was salt in her wounds. ‘And they’re proper little buggers too, when they come back home. Tired and grumpy, and one minute all over me like a rash, the next giving me lip like you wouldn’t believe.’


  ‘That must be hard for you.’


  ‘I’ll say! Like half the time I have to give them the Monday off school to settle them again!’


  ‘Well, I suppose the fact he leaves them alone might give you cause for revisiting the parenting orders. And it’s really a child protection issue too.’


  The woman blinked at Maddie and then drew back. ‘Don’t you go suggesting I call child protection, coz I’m not going there. Not a bloody chance. They’re not in any danger, you know. Just neglected, that’s all.’


  ‘I see.’ Maddie twirled her pen between her fingers. ‘Well, can you speak to him? Try and explain the effect it’s having on them?’


  ‘I’ve tried.’ The woman shrugged. ‘But the thing is, I don’t think he sees that sort of thing. The looking ahead stuff. Like he just sees what’s happening now, and hey, if it pisses me off, then that’s even better.’


  Maddie nodded, and then stood up, her clipboard hugged against her chest. ‘I’m going to go and have a look on our database for some referrals for you, some places that may be able to help. Or at least give you some advice. So I’ll just leave you here for a few minutes?’


  ‘Fine. No worries.’


  Maddie made her way through the noisy waiting room to the glass divider door. She swiped her card and pushed her way through. Back here everything was bustling. Several volunteers had taken over a large bench to pack food hampers for the following week, while the community workers, like Maddie, were hurriedly trying to get through the last clients before closing.


  ‘Why is it that everyone comes in so late on a Friday?’ Olive, an older worker with hair like steel wool, looked up from her computer and spoke to nobody in particular. ‘It’s like at three-thirty they all suddenly realise it’s almost the weekend and, oh look! I’ve got nothing to eat!’


  ‘What gets me,’ said Lisbeth, coming in behind Maddie, ‘is why they wait till after they pick the kids up from school. You’d think they’d have a bit of pride. Some dignity for god’s sake.’


  ‘Maybe pride is the issue,’ said Olive, rather snappishly. ‘They put it off as long as possible.’


  ‘Huh! Doubt it.’


  Olive stared at her and then glanced expressionlessly at Maddie before concentrating on the computer again, effectively terminating the conversation. Maddie took up a position at a monitor nearby and started entering some keywords for referrals. What she really wanted to do was wave a magic wand and mandate that both her client and the ex-partner attend a parenting course. But unfortunately she didn’t have that power, so instead she printed off a few referrals in the hope that they would at least provide direction, and then added an information sheet about the local community legal centre, in the unlikely case her client ever wanted to revisit the parenting orders.


  Fifteen minutes later, Maddie held the door open for her client to leave and watched as she joined an equally large woman on the footpath outside. They moved off, surprisingly graceful for their size. Maddie let the door swing closed and then flipped over the Open sign to officially signal the end of the working week. Olive and Lisbeth were attending to the last two clients so she began straightening the waiting room, piling the toys back into the basket and picking up pamphlets from the floor. She paused at the noticeboard before a small advertisement that she had already read at least a dozen times.


  SUPPORT GROUP


  This is an informal support group for any women who have

  ever been abused by a partner. This includes physical, mental,

  verbal and financial abuse. We can’t promise miracles and none

  of us are trained counsellors but we can lend a friendly ear and

  sometimes it just helps to know that you’re not alone.

  Every Friday night @ 7.00pm

  Ring 5420 5810


  Ignoring the sudden fluttering of her stomach, Maddie reached out quickly and pulled the notice off the board, thrusting it deep into her pocket. Then she continued tidying, feeling rather audacious even though the act had been so minor. And probably unnecessary. In the back room the volunteers had now departed, leaving a double row of food parcels. Maddie sat down at a computer and called up the database, entering ‘parenting orders’ as a keyword. She leant forward, skipping down the information until she reached the section on orders by consent. It only told her what she already knew, that they could lodge their own parenting plan without involving lawyers or even a court appearance, if they could come to an agreement.


  ‘Parenting orders, hey?’ Lisbeth was peering over her shoulder. ‘Having problems?’


  Maddie closed the page. ‘No. Just checking the information I gave my last client.’


  ‘Would have been better off giving her a calorie counter. Or a tread-mill. So that she’s around long enough to see her kids grow up.’


  ‘Just as well you didn’t see her then.’ Olive came through and hung up her clipboard. She pushed past Lisbeth and started turning off lights. ‘Let’s get out of here. I’ve had enough.’


  They closed up quickly in a silence that Maddie welcomed, even if it was uncomfortable. Lisbeth said a terse goodbye at the back door and then Olive held Maddie back, hand clutching her sleeve, determined to vent. And to enlist her support for a planned approach to management the following week because something had to be done. Maddie nodded, although she found it hard to really care. It seemed bizarre that Olive and the others felt so deeply about the situation. And equally bizarre that only a few days ago she would have too.


  After ten minutes Maddie finally freed herself, nodding agreement even as she backed away. She drove home marvelling at how priorities can shift in an instant. Now whether or not Lisbeth was suited to the job or just burnt out barely rated a second thought. Maddie turned into her street and saw a car parked by the kerb, feeling an immediate flush of disappointment when she realised it was Kim’s. Nevertheless she waved as she coasted up the driveway and then smiled welcomingly as she watched her friend approach slowly over the damp lawn.


  The two women were of a similar age and height, but that was where the similarities ended. Where Maddie sometimes felt characterised by the colour brown, Kim had blue eyes that shone against pale Scandinavian skin and long hair the colour of a milky omelette. An interior decorator by trade, she also had an eye for fashion and always dressed her slightly pear-shaped figure off beautifully in tailored pants. A touch of femininity was then added via a range of silk or chiffony-type shirts. This one was a lacy pink with bell sleeves that billowed over her hands.


  Maddie got out of her car. ‘Hey there.’


  ‘Hey yourself.’


  ‘Got time for a coffee?’


  Kim nodded. ‘But I can’t stay too long. I have to pick up Ryan from after-school care and take him down to his father’s place.’


  Maddie could hear Guess scrabbling at the inside of the back door as she unlocked it and the dog shot through eagerly as it opened. Straight over to his favourite corner of the yard where he immediately went into a straining half-squat, staring back at them with wide eyes.


  Kim laughed. ‘I think he wants some privacy.’


  ‘Well, if the grass gets any longer he won’t have to worry!’ Maddie led the way inside and dropped her bag down on the kitchen table. She lit the gas underneath the kettle and then went to check the answering machine. The little green light was blinking so, without a second thought, she pressed play. Sam’s voice immediately filled the room.


  Hey Mum, I’m ringing early today coz we’re heading up to Yea in a minute to visit Gran and that lot. So I thought I’d ring now because...you know. Anyway, nothing much new. We cleaned out our rooms today and bagged all the old stuff up for charity. I found my old set of Yu-Gi-Oh cards! Remember those? Oh, and I passed on your message to Ashley, about you understanding and all that. I think she was relieved, but really she’s too busy taking all the credit for things turning out so good with Dad and all. Hey, how’s Guess? Is he missing us? Okay, that’s about it then. Um, except we probably won’t be back till Sunday afternoon now. Hope that’s okay. I’ll ring you tomorrow. Bye.


  Maddie gave herself a moment to absorb the message, feeling a bit gut-shot by the news they wouldn’t be back till Sunday, and then pushed it away as she turned around slowly to face Kim. They stared at each other silently for a little while before Kim finally spoke.


  ‘This is why you were a bit off on the phone the other day, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘But I always thought your ex was out of the picture. Not interested.’


  Maddie dropped her gaze and then crossed the room without answering and went over to the stove. Sunday was still four days away. The kettle was boiling now, hissing steam in short bursts towards the ceiling. She made two cups of coffee and brought them over to the table.


  ‘Maddie? What’s going on?’


  ‘I may have left out a few details,’ replied Maddie slowly, sitting down and wrapping her hands around her mug for warmth. ‘Like he was interested. Very interested.’


  ‘But then why didn’t he contact you? Why didn’t he ever see the kids?’


  Maddie rotated her mug and then stared down at the expanding ripples. ‘Because he didn’t know where they were.’


  ‘How can he not know where they were? Why didn’t he just ring or something?’


  ‘Because he didn’t have a phone number. Or an address. Or even –’ Maddie looked up and held Kim’s gaze. ‘Or even the names we were using now.’


  Kim frowned but stayed silent as she registered the implications. Her eyes widened. ‘Hang on, you mean you...’


  ‘Yes.’ Maddie leant forward, continuing rapidly. ‘But I had my reasons, you know. It’s not like I just took them on a whim. I had no choice. None at all.’


  ‘Okay.’ Kim paused and then took a deep breath, releasing it in a whoosh of air. ‘Wow.’ She shook her head slowly. ‘But why? Not that I don’t believe you had good reason, so I’ll understand if you don’t want to tell me but, well...Wow.’


  ‘Do you really mean that? That you don’t need to know to believe me?’


  ‘Of course. God, Maddie, I’ve known you for what? Five years? Long enough to know that you’re a pretty level-headed, sane sort of person. Certainly not the type to do a runner with the kids just because you happen to have nothing else on that weekend!’


  Maddie gave a short bark of laughter. ‘Is there actually a type that does that?’


  ‘Probably not,’ Kim smiled, stretching the moment until it bounced back looser. More relaxed.


  ‘His name is Jake,’ said Maddie suddenly. ‘We separated just after our tenth anniversary and I moved into this little unit with the kids. Actually we had shared care. But that was when the problems really started. I mean, it hadn’t been that great before but after...well, it was bad.’ She hesitated, remembering. ‘Awful.’


  ‘Oh. Was he violent?’


  Maddie nodded rather than saying it out loud. ‘And the thing is that the more I tried to pull away, the worse he got. Not just the physical stuff but the mental as well. All the threats, and not returning the kids, making complaints about me to the authorities, making copies of all my keys. One time he even broke in and left a dead bird on the kitchen table. Other times he came in the middle of the night and just watched me sleep.’ Maddie closed her eyes momentarily and then opened them to stare intently at Kim. ‘I honestly, honestly, don’t know how it would have ended up if I’d stayed. Because he was never going to give up. Never.’


  Kim’s eyes had widened. ‘God.’


  ‘He wasn’t always like that,’ said Maddie, suddenly feeling oddly defensive. Not just of Jake himself, but also of her choice of him as a partner. ‘Not that bad anyway. But towards the end, well, he was pretty...full on.’


  Kim shook her head, as if trying to take this all in. ‘He must have been. For you to do...that.’


  Maddie felt a swell of liquid guilt. ‘I wouldn’t have, if there’d been any other choice. Because he really did love those kids, you know. In his own way. And he’s missed out on so much.’


  ‘But what about the court system? Couldn’t you have used that?’


  Maddie laughed flatly, remembering how delighted Jake had been with that prospect. Where as the adversarial nature of the system just filled her with dread, for him it was like a welcome mat. Come in, sit down, enjoy.


  ‘Then counselling?’ asked Kim, still frowning. ‘Or one of those parenting courses?’


  ‘He wouldn’t have done it.’


  ‘But surely...well, if he knew what the alternative was?’


  Maddie stared at Kim in silence for a few moments. ‘You think I did the wrong thing?’


  ‘Of course not!’ Kim looked horrified. ‘Not at all! Please don’t think that. For starters, I wasn’t even there, so how can I judge?’ She reached forward suddenly and put her hand over Maddie’s. ‘I’m just trying to get a sense...it’s just so huge, that’s all. Like how did you do it? I mean, how does someone...do that?’


  ‘It wasn’t easy.’ Maddie was relieved to move on, away from the reasons. ‘And I was lucky that I had help, support. There was my sister, and also this wonderful little old lady next door. She was as gutsy as they come. Anyway, I told Jake I was moving back home, so that got him off my back for a few days. But oh, Kim...’ Maddie went quiet as she pictured, not for the first time, how Jake must have been that Thursday night, coming home from work, expecting his family to be there. He had planned to take them out to dinner, to celebrate.


  ‘It must have been hard. For everyone.’


  ‘Yes. Especially because...’ Maddie slipped her hand out from underneath Kim’s and laid it over the top instead, holding it tight, to make her understand. ‘See, what people don’t get is that I loved him. Very, very much. It was like there were two Jakes. The one who was an utter bastard, and the other one who was just wonderful. Everything I ever wanted. And even when I left, I still loved him. That Jake. My Jake.’


  ‘Yet you...’


  Maddie let go of Kim’s hand as she nodded. ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well, I’ve never been in that situation so I won’t pretend to understand. It’s easy for me to say I’d never...you know. When all my marriage did was peter out, so it was actually a relief by the time we acknowledged it was over. For both of us. I think we even helped each other pack!’


  Maddie took a sip of coffee. ‘Well, we didn’t quite do that. And I had to leave most of my stuff behind anyway. My sister cleaned everything out after I left.’


  ‘So how did you? Leave, that is.’


  ‘Oh, just zigzagged around the country for a bit to start with. Buses and trains because they don’t need proof of name, but I also took our passports so Jake would maybe think we’d headed overseas. Anyway, we ended up in a refuge not far from here and they helped me set myself up, even got me the job at the community centre. The biggest problem was establishing the new names but it’s amazing how you can get around things. Like you put the gas and electricity in your new name and then you can use the bills for ID. Things like that.’


  ‘But what about stuff like family payments from Centrelink? Or tax?’


  ‘Well, Centrelink wasn’t worth the risk so I just did without. Tax was the only thing that I still used my old name for, but with the community centre as my home address. So if anyone had come snooping around we would have known.’


  Kim leant forward. ‘So what’s your name? Your real name?’


  ‘I’m afraid I didn’t use much imagination,’ Maddie smiled, mostly at herself. ‘My name’s Matilda and everyone always called me Mattie. So I just made it Madeline, and went with Maddie instead.’


  ‘Well, that is disappointing! I was hoping for something with a tad of mystery about it. Mattie. Maddie. Hmm.’


  ‘Matilda,’ he said, his voice thick with emotion. Whispering into her ear. ‘My little Waltzing Matilda.’


  ‘What about the kids?’


  Maddie blinked, focused. ‘Well, they were a little more adventurous. Sam took his name from an older cousin he idolised and Ashley chose hers because at the time she was in love with those twins, Mary-Kate and Ashley Olsen. I suppose I should be grateful she wasn’t keen on someone with a really weird name, like Whoopi Goldberg.’


  ‘Or that singer Pink?’ suggested Kim, grinning. ‘She could’ve been Pink McCourt.’


  ‘Classy.’ Maddie took another sip of coffee and made a face. ‘This has gone cold. Another?’ She waited for Kim to nod before taking both mugs over to the bench. She filled the kettle and lit the gas before turning to face Kim, rubbing her arms and then folding them tight against her chest. ‘Max and Courtney. Those were their names.’


  ‘Max and Courtney.’ Kim frowned pensively and then shook her head. ‘No, they just don’t seem to fit.’


  ‘We used them for our new surname – McCourt. So there’d be some type of continuation. Not just this complete...severance.’


  ‘Good idea. But then, what’s happened? How come he’s got them now?’


  Maddie turned to rinse out the two mugs. She stared at the cascading water. ‘Ashley contacted him via Facebook a few weeks ago.’


  ‘Did you know?’


  ‘No. No idea.’ Maddie put the cups aside and rinsed her hands. ‘I think she thought she’d be able to keep it all a secret, you know. I don’t blame her, of course I don’t. But I doubt it took him long to work it out. Anyway, I thought I saw him at the fete on Sunday, then convinced myself I was imagining it. And when I got home from work on Monday they were gone. Back to our old house over on the other side of Melbourne. But they’ll be back soon. Sunday.’


  ‘You’ve spoken to him?’


  ‘No.’ Maddie shook her head emphatically, erasing the image of him standing in her kitchen. How does it feel? She wiped her hands on her pants, heels then palms. ‘I’ve only spoken to Sam, he rings every night. Like before, on the machine.’


  ‘But isn’t he...I mean Jake...upset?’


  ‘I’m guessing yes.’ Maddie brought two fresh mugs of coffee over to the table and sat down. ‘Wouldn’t you be? But I’m hoping that once he gets over the anger, he’ll be more approachable. More willing to come to some arrangement. Because he won’t really have a choice anyway. And Sam says he’s changed. Nicer.’


  Kim was staring at her. ‘Six years.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Wow. That’s a long time. A really long time.’ Kim spoke slowly, as if imagining being parted from her own son. For six years. ‘Will you...I mean, can you be charged?’


  ‘No, not really. There weren’t any parenting orders in place or anything so I haven’t really committed a crime.’ Maddie searched her friend’s face as she spoke, looking for any signs of condemnation, of disgust in a system that would allow a woman to act in such a way without retribution. But for once she couldn’t read her. ‘He could have taken out recovery orders, and that might’ve meant trouble. For me. But he didn’t.’


  ‘He didn’t?’ Kim stared at her. ‘Well, that was pretty decent then, wasn’t it?’


  Guess started scrabbling noisily at the back door so Maddie rose to let him in. He ran immediately over to his food bowl and then stared at it, as if astonished to find it empty. Maddie fetched a can of dog food and opened it, levering the contents into the bowl. When she turned around Kim had risen from the table, bringing her half-empty mug over to the sink. She stood beside Maddie, her back to the counter.


  ‘Do you know, I’d always guessed you’d had a rocky marriage. That it’d been less than pleasant. Because you never spoke about him and neither did the kids. But this? God.’


  ‘You understand why I couldn’t ever tell you?’


  Kim nodded slowly, staring towards the back door. ‘And it must have been hard for you. To leave everything and start again. As a single parent as well, without even that support.’ She transferred her gaze back to Maddie. ‘What happens now?’


  ‘Not sure. I’d prefer no contact at all but I’m not sure that’s going to be possible. In fact, I know it’s not.’


  ‘No, probably not,’ replied Kim slowly. She dropped her eyes for a moment and then, when she looked back up, she was smiling. ‘So what do you prefer? Maddie or Mattie?’


  Maddie paused, considering. My little Waltzing Matilda.‘Let’s stick with Maddie.’


  ‘Good, I’m used to that one,’ Kim glanced down at her watch. ‘And I’m really sorry but I have to go. Otherwise Ryan’ll be the only child left at after-school care. But we can talk more tomorrow night when I come around.’


  ‘Okay. Sure.’


  Kim stared at her for a moment and then suddenly leant forward and wrapped Maddie in her arms. At first it was rather awkward, but then Maddie relaxed, breathing in the musky coconut of Kim’s hair. Just as they got it right, they both started to pull away, parting clumsily with Kim reaching forward to pat Maddie on the back and striking her on the shoulder instead.


  ‘God, sorry!’


  Maddie laughed. ‘Keep that up and I’ll be running away from you next.’


  ‘Ah, but now I know your tricks,’ Kim grinned, and then turned serious. ‘Look, Maddie, any time you need me, just ring. Okay?’


  ‘Okay.’


  ‘I mean that, and I’ll keep my fingers crossed that everything turns out okay. But I’m sure it will. It’ll be fine. And I’ll see you tomorrow night anyway. I’ll bring dessert. Something decadent, I think you need it.’


  Maddie nodded, for a moment finding it difficult to speak. By the time the words arrived, Kim had already left, so she went over to the kitchen window to watch her hurry down the driveway, the sound of her heels scrunching against the gravel audible even at a distance. She waited until Kim got into her car and then washed her hands briskly before turning around and leaning back against the sink.


  Sunday. Two more days. It was disappointing but, now that she thought about it, not altogether unsurprising. Of course he would want to hang on to them through the weekend; even apart from the logistics, he would still be deeply mired in revenge mode. And he would stretch this out as long as possible, not just as a show of strength but as a sample of the retribution that would come later. But the children were older now, less easily manipulated, and they had roots up here. Sooner or later he would have to come to the table and start discussions. All she had to do was be patient.


  On the heels of this thought, Maddie realised, quite suddenly, that she felt good. Lighter. As if she had purged herself somehow. And she knew that it wasn’t just because playing a waiting game actually suited her proclivities, or that she had now told someone, finally, but she felt good about everything, even including the fact that Jake had finally found them. Maddie’s eyes widened as this thought formed and she realised, with a surge of warm, frothy surprise, that it was true. Maybe, just maybe, it would turn out to be a positive thing. Once the kinks were ironed out. There’d be no more secrecy, no more paranoia, no more looking over her shoulder and seeing Jake in every crowd. She had no illusions about the difficulties coming her way, even if he had really changed, but there would also be real benefits. Just the simple act of having a bank account, a credit card, parenting allowance. All the little things that connected one within the community. Being able to travel down to Melbourne whenever she chose, to visit her mother or her sister or see her niece’s new baby for the first time. And then there was her, and what she wanted out of life. Further education, a career, pride in her own achievements. The ability to both reclaim her past and shape her future. To finally move on.


  SEVEN


  Maddie sat in her car, hands clasped on the steering wheel, staring at the house across the road. It seemed a fairly innocuous dwelling, with clinker brick and burgundy striped awnings and two cars parked in the driveway with another by the nature strip in front. It was these that had given her pause, bringing with them the reality that this support group would be made up of people, several people, each with their own car and story and background of abuse.


  She had decided to attend only that day, driven by the thought that she had another two days to go before the kids returned. To spend them simply waiting no longer seemed as appealing as it had. She wanted, needed, to do something proactive during this hiatus. Even if it was just to listen to other women recount how they negotiated child access with problematic ex-partners. After all, knowledge was power.


  But now that she was here, Maddie was having second thoughts. The idea of walking into a room full of women, to see them smile at her and know that they all knew what she’d come from, what she’d experienced, made her feel cold. To become one of them, when she, he, they, were so different. At this last thought, Maddie grinned wryly, because nowadays she knew that feeling unique was in itself not unique. That every woman who had ever been abused believed that her situation was different. Distinctive. It was yet another thing they all had in common.


  Maddie opened the car door and got out quickly, before she could change her mind. She crossed the road and walked up the path, the heels of her boots clicking lightly against the concrete. At the front door she hesitated, but only briefly, before pressing the buzzer and listening to it echo within the house. Then she wiped her hands rapidly down her jeans as footsteps approached and the door swung open to reveal a plump woman with short, blue-black hair. She flung out her arms and smiled welcomingly.


  ‘You must be Maddie? For the support group?’


  Maddie nodded. ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then come on down!’ said the woman loudly, in a game-show voice. She gestured for Maddie to follow and led the way up a dark passage towards a lit room at the end. There was conversation coming from that direction, which got louder as they approached but then stopped abruptly. It was a very feminine lounge room, with a dusky salmon-pink suite and an array of glossy white furniture. A large bay window was festooned with matching salmon drapes that were swagged at the top and then caught back on the sides with brass rosettes. Two women were sitting on the couch, both staring at her with interest.


  Maddie’s companion beamed proudly. ‘We have a new member. This is Maddie.’


  ‘Welcome, Maddie,’ said one of the other women, a big-boned blonde with a fleshy face. ‘I’m Lyn and this here is Fiona.’


  ‘And I’m Jenny,’ said the woman who had greeted her. ‘Grab a seat. Now what can I get you? Coffee, tea? How do you have it?’


  ‘Coffee thanks. And white with one.’


  Maddie sat down in one of the armchairs and then surreptitiously glanced at the other two women, who both immediately smiled back. They made an odd couple, with Fiona a small but angular woman with a bob of dark hair and thin features.


  ‘Do I know you?’ asked Lyn suddenly.


  ‘I don’t think so.’


  ‘Probably just seen each other around,’ said Fiona. She had a husky voice that reminded Maddie of old-time Hollywood and cigarettes in long, pearl-handled holders. ‘You live locally?’


  ‘Badgerton,’ said Maddie. ‘So not far at all.’


  Jenny came back in with a mug of coffee and placed it on a side table by Maddie. She took the spare armchair and then beamed around the room. ‘Perhaps I should give our newest member a very brief history of the group, just to fill in the gaps.’


  ‘Good idea,’ said Fiona, nodding approvingly.


  ‘Can I ask if you’ve ever been in a support group before?’ Jenny waited for Maddie to shake her head before continuing. ‘See, some of them run for a certain period of time and then just stop. That’s what happened to us. We were in this organised group, with a facilitator and everything, and that was great. For eight weeks. Then we had this nice break-up afternoon tea, sort of like a graduation, and that was it. So we all looked at each other and said, “What now?” Because eight weeks just didn’t seem enough.’


  ‘Not even close,’ added Lyn with a snort of disgust.


  ‘And we decided to keep going by ourselves, meeting at my house. Only because I don’t have any kids so it’s easier. And that was, what? Three years ago?’


  Fiona nodded again. ‘About that.’


  ‘We started off with eight women but most have dropped away over time. Or just come to a meeting every so often to touch base. That’s why we thought we’d start advertising for new members. Also to, well, try and give something back.’


  ‘Not that we think we’re experts,’ said Fiona, smiling.


  ‘Although we are,’ finished Jenny without any trace of humour. ‘Now for very brief potted backgrounds. I was married for fifteen years and have been separated for four, divorced for two. No children, which is probably good, because there’s nothing to tie me to him. He’s remarried now. Lives not far away but I hardly ever see him. Fortunately. Over to you, Lyn.’


  ‘I’ve been separated for four years and I’ve got four kids. The oldest is ten and the youngest is three.’ Lyn paused and grinned at the expression on Maddie’s face. ‘I can see you’re doing the maths, hey? But the thing is, I was pregnant when I left, and so he was born after. Anyway, not like Jen here, I see my ex all the time. And the crap just keeps on coming.’


  There was silence for a few moments after this, as if the women were paying tribute to an unpleasant reality. Finally Fiona coughed politely. ‘While I do have children, two of them, I’m lucky in that they’re both older. Young adults. So whether they see their father or not has nothing to do with me. We’ve been divorced for five years now and I don’t think I’ve seen him since then. Although my daughter gets married early next year, so the wedding should be rather interesting.’ She shrugged philosophically. ‘But I’m sure I’ll cope.’


  Maddie waited for a moment to make sure that Fiona had nothing further to add, and then she cleared her throat. ‘Well, I suppose that leaves me. I have two children as well and I’ve been...separated for six years.’ She paused. ‘Ah, it’s not easy.’


  ‘That’s the understatement of the century!’ Jenny grinned and then looked at Maddie quizzically. ‘Can I ask a personal question, Maddie?’


  ‘Um, okay.’


  ‘Was there some particular reason you decided to join a support group now? I mean, if you’ve been separated for six years but you’ve never joined one before, well, why now?’


  Maddie hesitated momentarily. ‘It’s just everything was going quite smoothly, before, mainly because my ex was out of touch. Living overseas. But now that he’s back, well, we just have to work out access and things like that. Which I’m sure we’ll get on top of eventually. But I suppose I wanted to...’


  Jenny jumped in quickly as Maddie trailed off. ‘That’s fine. Absolutely fine. And I hope I wasn’t rude. I really wasn’t trying to pry.’


  ‘No problem,’ said Maddie, trying to look as if she meant it.


  ‘Do you want to talk about it?’ asked Lyn, leaning forward.


  Maddie looked around the room. ‘Actually, would you mind if I didn’t? I think, for tonight, I’d like to just listen. Is that okay?’


  ‘Absolutely!’ said Jenny heartily. ‘Sometimes listening is the best medicine.’


  ‘And it should be prescribed a little more frequently,’ added Fiona with a smile. ‘With a double dose for most men.’


  The other two women laughed and Maddie relaxed, just slightly, now that the pressure was off. They started talking about Fiona’s daughter’s wedding, and the difficulties of a seating plan when half of the guests were no longer speaking to each other. Maddie sipped her coffee and smiled every so often, just to feel included.


  ‘Well, I have some news as well,’ said Jenny during a brief lull. ‘Good news and bad news but I’ll start with the good.’ She sat back and smiled at each of them in turn. ‘I’ve got a date this Friday night.’


  ‘Who?’ Lyn sat forward. ‘Where? When? Details, please.’


  Jenny’s smile widened. ‘Well, he’s actually the friend of a friend. Sort of a blind date, though I have met him before, very briefly. He’s tall, dark and handsome. Lovely.’


  ‘The eternal optimist.’ Fiona looked at her pensively. ‘And what about the bad news?’


  ‘Oh.’ Jenny’s smile crumpled. ‘Yes. Well, you’re going to love this. There I was, doing my groceries, minding my own business, when who do I happen to see?’ She chewed her lip for a moment and then looked up brightly. ‘My ex and his new wife playing happy families. To be.’


  ‘She’s pregnant,’ said Fiona flatly, and it wasn’t a question.


  ‘Very much so.’ Jenny stared at her teacup for a moment and then jumped up. ‘Who’s for another cup? Maddie?’


  Maddie shook her head. ‘No thanks, I’ve still got some.’


  ‘Then I think I’ll just make a pot of tea and bring it out.’


  Lyn waited for a few minutes until they could hear Jenny in the kitchen, and then leant towards Maddie. ‘Poor Jen. She always wanted kids, you see. But he didn’t.’


  ‘She had three miscarriages with him,’ added Fiona in a low, even huskier voice. ‘And the last time she was nearly five months pregnant with twins.’


  ‘That’s not a miscarriage,’ spat Lyn. ‘That’s murder. Bastard. Life’s not bloody fair.’


  ‘Another month, even a couple of weeks, and they would’ve probably made it.’


  Fiona and Lyn went silent as Jenny came back in with a pot of tea, steam wafting gently from the spout. She put it down on the cloth-covered coffee table and then poured herself another cup. Finally she sat down and looked at them with eyes that glittered. ‘Look, I know you all want to give me sympathy but, well, please don’t. I’m wishing now I hadn’t mentioned it because I’m really not ready to talk about it yet. Maybe next time, okay?’


  Maddie nodded along with the other two and then Fiona reached out, fleetingly, and touched Jenny on the knee. The silence stretched uncomfortably, and Maddie thought of her own two children. Anticipating some difficulties over sharing them seemed almost shallow now. She put her empty mug down on the side table and then swivelled it slightly so that the handle was lined up neatly with the angle of the tabletop. Then she looked up and straight into the gaze of Fiona, who was watching her with interest. Maddie glanced away quickly.


  Lyn clapped, breaking the silence. ‘Hey, I’ve got a good one for us this week. Everyone listening? Well, two of my kids were bickering and one of them came up with that old line, you know: sticks and stones may break my bones, but words’ll never hurt me.’


  Jenny gave a brittle, eager laugh. ‘Do they still use that?’


  ‘Hmm, I’ve never really thought about that one.’ Fiona paused. ‘Words will never hurt me. What a ridiculous saying.’


  ‘Exactly!’ Lyn nodded her head for emphasis. ‘That’s what I said! I mean, I remember using it all the time when I was a kid. I even remember my mother getting me to repeat it after her, if I was whining about something one of my brothers had said. And then I thought of you, Fiona, and your ex. Being so proud and all.’


  Fiona looked at her for a few moments, as if expecting Lyn to continue. Then she turned to Maddie, almost reluctantly. ‘What Lyn means is that Peter, my ex-husband, was extremely proud of the fact he’d never hit a woman in his life. He would lecture our son about men who hit women being scum of the earth. He never saw what he did as abuse. Never.’


  ‘And it most certainly was,’ said Jenny softly, glancing at Fiona. ‘In fact, of all the stories I heard at our group, I think Fiona’s was one of the worst. Because the abuse was so deliberate, so sadistic. There was no cycle, like there was with most of us. It was just continual. Unrelenting.’


  ‘We had another woman who copped mostly psychological abuse as well,’ added Lyn. ‘With just a little bit of physical, in her case. And she used to say that she’d try to egg the physical stuff on, just to stop the other. Because it hurt so much more.’


  Jenny nodded. ‘Bruises heal eventually, but the words – they’re there forever.’


  ‘Actually the words are like sticks and stones,’ said Fiona quietly. ‘Sharp and spiky and painful. Like little missiles.’


  Fucking bitch, pathetic, disgusting. Mother from hell. There was a tiny bead of spittle at the corner of his mouth, which thinned as his lips moved. Useless bitch. Whore.


  Maddie blinked, and then looked from one woman to the other. She knew exactly what they were saying, but didn’t want to join in. It was enough, perhaps even more than enough, to sit on the outside looking in. She thought of what he would say if he could see her here. Sad, sorry bunch of women. Drowning in bitterness and the inability to move on.


  ‘Anyway, so that was my thought for the week,’ said Lyn, with an odd sense of self-satisfaction. She smiled at Maddie. ‘See, we try to come up with at least one weird saying or whatever every week. Challenge them, or just have a laugh if they’re really ridiculous. Like yours the other week, Jenny? That was a great one.’


  Jenny nodded. ‘It was from this old freezer book of my mother’s. Written by a married couple. About beating ice or something. Apparently you shouldn’t skimp on the beating, because ices, like women, dogs and walnut trees, are always improved by consistent walloping.’


  Maddie stared at her. ‘Are you serious?’


  ‘Absolutely. I borrowed the book from Mum so I could show everyone. I mean it was a pretty old one, but still.’


  ‘I wonder why a walnut tree needs beating?’ asked Lyn, of no one in particular.


  Fiona shrugged. ‘Moving on, I’m pleased to inform you that this week I too brought along a piece for perusal.’ She paused to rummage around in her handbag and then unfold a sheet of paper. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t done as well as Jenny and accessed the original so this will have to do. It comes courtesy of my son’s new girlfriend; it seems they were looking at the book in her university. Analysing it or something.’


  As Maddie glanced around at her companions again, a little bemused by their anticipatory expressions, Fiona cleared her throat melodramatically. ‘So, from Man’s World circa 1969, comes this priceless piece of advice: “There are men who can treat women rough, violate all the accepted codes of behaviour and – through some exceptional charm – get away with it. Be sure you’re that type of man before you take the risk.”’


  ‘Before you take the risk,’ repeated Jenny, with a snort of laughter.


  ‘Bloody hell,’ Lyn shook her head.


  Fiona grinned as she refolded the paper. ‘You like?’


  As the three women began to discuss the quote at length, with the occasional peal of laughter, Maddie watched, feeling rather nonplussed. All day, since deciding to attend the support group, she had geared herself up towards an evening of revelations, of confessionals, of tears and trauma. Perhaps even something that began like all those television shows, with alcoholics and gamblers: ‘Hello, my name is Maddie and I am a battered woman.’


  This small group, with just the three regular members, seemed to be more of a social evening; a casual get-together of women who had just one thing in common. As for the competition they seemed to have going with each other, it was bizarre. To deliberately seek evidence of sexism, or discrimination, or plain ignorance, and then hold it up as a source of amusement. Most disappointing, however, was the fact that clearly their experiences would have no relevance to her situation. The only one with children still at home was Lyn, and Maddie suspected strongly that their circumstances were very different. Nevertheless she didn’t regret coming. Not only had it helped fill the time but it had given her something rather precious – a balmy sense of relief that, after all, she simply didn’t belong.


  EIGHT


  The phone call came midmorning on Sunday. Maddie had just finished making up Sam’s and Ashley’s beds with clean sheets and was shoving the dirty lot into the washing machine. She’d slept badly, despite having enjoyed a very pleasant evening with Kim that didn’t involve alcohol or coffee or any other stimulant that might have kept her up. Nor had the evening contained any intense discussion; instead they had chatted about almost everything else – the school fete, Kim’s latest problem client, the harsh summer weather expected – every so often skimming over the surface of Maddie’s situation only to glance away before the conversation could settle.


  Yet still she spent much of the night staring at the fluorescent numbers on her bedside clock worrying, with handover day now looming, about how things would pan out. And every time she woke, at one o’clock, two-thirty, three-ten, four-forty, it was straight into the midst of fully formed questions. What had it been like for them with Jake’s family, after six years away? Were they looking forward to coming back? Would Jake bring them all the way or would she be expected to meet him halfway, like the weekend arrangement Kim had with her ex-husband? Or would she need to drive all the way down to Melbourne? Despite only living a couple of hours away, Maddie hadn’t been to Melbourne for six years and the thought of returning, after all this time, was nervously exciting. As was, bizarrely, the thought of meeting Jake again. She told herself this was in anticipation of working things out. Moving forward.


  She spent the morning tidying their rooms and then making a welcome-home cake, delighting in the unfamiliar role of a Martha Stewart mum. Every so often glancing at the clock because she had decided to wait until noon, exactly, and then ring Sam herself if she hadn’t heard from him. So the sudden sound of the phone ringing just after eleven brought a flutter of hollow relief.


  ‘Hello, Mum?’


  ‘Sam,’ Maddie smiled the name. ‘How’re things? You guys back from Yea yet?’


  ‘Yep, got back before.’


  There was silence for a moment and then Maddie laughed, for no reason but to fill the gap. ‘So how was it? How were your grandparents? All the aunts?’


  ‘They’re all good except for Grandad. He’s dead.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘He’s dead,’ repeated Sam flatly. ‘He died while we were...gone.’


  Maddie sat down on the edge of the couch. ‘Oh my god. How? When?’


  ‘Dunno. A heart attack, I think. About two years ago.’


  ‘I’m so sorry, Sam.’ Maddie’s eyes filmed as she thought of Jake’s father, even though his genial patriarchy had always made her feel cumbersome, as if she took up too much space. A heart attack. She felt a sudden flush of guilt, as though she had personally clogged an artery.


  ‘Yeah, and it was real weird without him there. Real weird.’


  ‘But how’s Gran then? Is she still living in that huge house?’


  ‘Oh, she’s fine,’ replied Sam offhandedly. ‘Still in the house and all. But I can tell you all that when I get back. Um. Listen, Mum?’


  The guilt she was feeling was pushed aside by a sudden premonition. ‘Yes?’


  ‘You know how it’s the school holidays now?’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Well, see, something’s come up. Um...’


  ‘Just say it, Sam,’ snapped Maddie, suspicion honing her irritation to a fine point.


  ‘Okay, okay.’ Sam spoke as if she was overreacting already. ‘See, Dad got offered these tickets to the Gold Coast. Staying at the Seaworld Nara Resort. Seeing all the worlds. Dreamworld, Movieworld, Sea-world. There was this guy who couldn’t go all of a sudden so he offered the whole thing to Dad. For a bargain.’


  Maddie felt sick. ‘How long?’


  ‘Only eight days,’ said Sam quickly. ‘We’ll be back before you know it. And it’ll give us more time to get to know Dad again.’


  ‘I see.’


  ‘And it’s not like we would’ve been doing anything at home. Except getting bored.’


  ‘Yes. Of course.’


  ‘And you’d never have been able to ever take us. It’s too much money.’ Maddie nodded, because it was all true. And retribution continued apace. She stared across the room at the television antenna, which was casting two thin black lines on the wall behind. Like the shadow of a fork in the road.


  ‘Um, you want to speak to Ashley?’


  ‘Okay. Yes, thanks.’


  Maddie could hear Sam’s footsteps as he walked through the house in search of his sister. Then all sound was muffled and she guessed he put his hand over the phone while they spoke. After a few moments, clarity returned.


  ‘Mum? Mum?’


  ‘Ashley,’ Maddie smiled, despite the lump that was forming in her gut. ‘How are you?’


  ‘Are you angry?’


  ‘No, of course not.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Really.’


  Ashley breathed out audibly, as if she had been holding her breath for the past six days. ‘Mum, like I’ve been so worried about that! I thought you wouldn’t be speaking to me. Ever!’


  ‘Of course not. Ash, I understand. I really do.’


  ‘Mum. I love you.’


  ‘I love you too. And I’m sorry about your grandad. That must have been sad.’


  ‘Yeah, it was.’ There was silence for a moment, and then Ashley suddenly shrieked: ‘Oh my god! Did you hear where we’re going today? Did you? The Gold Coast! Staying at Seaworld.’


  ‘Yes. I heard.’


  ‘Can you believe it?’


  ‘Actually, no. Not really.’


  ‘I’ve never even been on a plane. Well, except for when I was little but that doesn’t count because I can’t remember. Mum! Dreamworld! Movieworld! Seaworld!’


  ‘It’ll sure be something to tell your friends when you get back,’ said Maddie, suddenly needing to have that connection. Confirmation.


  ‘Oh my god! They’re going to be like, so jealous!’ Ashley paused for a moment, but her excitement continued to crackle down the line. ‘And we’ve got all new clothes! I’ve got this wicked pair of bathers with a matching sarong thing. They’re sort of this tie-dyed purple. And Dad’s gonna buy me a mobile phone! It’ll be mainly for me and him but of course I can use it for all my friends. Oh, Mum! Don’t forget to ring Georgia’s mum and tell her I’m not coming this week.’


  ‘Okay.’


  ‘You know the only thing that I’m unhappy about?’ asked Ashley suddenly, in a confiding tone. She went on before Maddie could even form an expectation. ‘Tigger.’


  ‘Tigger.’


  ‘Yes. I’ve never slept without Tigger. And now it’s even worse.’


  ‘Why’s that?’ asked Maddie tiredly. She stared across at the cake sitting on the table.


  ‘Because he smells like home. Like our house, and our kitchen, and Guess. And you.’


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘I’ve got to go, Mum. We’re leaving in a minute. Love you.’


  ‘Hang on, Ash!’ Maddie stood up, as if this might help. She felt suddenly energised. ‘Are you leaving right now? What time’s your flight?’


  ‘Just a tic.’ Ashley didn’t even lower the phone as she yelled the question out across the room. Maddie could hear Jake’s voice murmuring in the background.


  ‘One-thirty, Mum. Why?’


  ‘Because I’ll meet you there,’ said Maddie, glancing at the clock and doing mental calculations. ‘I’m bringing Tigger.’


  ‘Mum!’ shrieked Ashley again. ‘I love you!’


  ‘Love you too.’ Maddie hung up the phone and then took a deep breath. ‘Otherwise none of this would be important.’


  Maddie took the Western Freeway, passing along the periphery of small towns, all slow and somnolent in the breezy afternoon sunshine. Tigger sat beside her, staring straight ahead at the glove box with his slightly open mouth giving him a perpetual look of surprise. Ashley had got him that very first Christmas, when they had still been in the refuge. Just one of several presents that Maddie had hurriedly bought on Christmas Eve. Running from shop to shop with her arms full of wrapping paper and sticky tape and gifts. And a little bit of tinsel to try to make their room less sterile and more festive. To take their minds off all the Christmases past, and future. Yet despite his last-minute origin, Tigger had been an immediate hit. Apparently he had ‘shoulders’, perfect for slipping hands underneath and holding tight.


  By the time she reached Melton, Maddie knew she was going to make it with time to spare but tension remained coiled within, like a spring. At Tullamarine she took the ramp into the carpark and parked not far from the suspended walkway that led to the airport proper. People were everywhere, large families pushing trolleys overladen with precarious suitcases, bored children barely under control, backpackers looking tired and somehow grubby regardless of whether they were at the beginning of their trip or the end. A mass of humanity with one hundred different languages being spoken at once, all of which somehow came together to form a thick layer of rising, falling, noise.


  With Tigger hugged against her chest, Maddie dodged her way through the crowd to the bank of overhead monitors, scanning departures for a one-thirty flight to the Gold Coast. And there it was: gate seven. She breathed out with relief and closed her eyes for just a moment, before launching herself back into the throng. But this time it seemed she was going with the flow and it was much easier, all the way to the security checkpoint and then through to the other side and along the concourse past each of the gates. One, two, three, she made herself slow down and lowered Tigger so that he was held at her side. Four, five, six. Seven. Ma ddie paused and scanned the crowd which had already begun to form even though the flight wasn’t due to board for another twenty minutes.


  ‘Mum!’


  She turned and there was Ashley, right behind her. Standing there with a huge grin on her face. New jeans with a hot-pink T-shirt that read Yes, the world really does revolve around me! Maddie didn’t stop to think, or even wonder where the others might be, she just stepped forward and wrapped her arms around her daughter.


  ‘Hey, you’re squishing me.’ Ashley wriggled out of the embrace, still grinning. She looked down and saw Tigger. ‘Mum! You brought him!’


  ‘I said I would, didn’t I?’ Maddie held him out and then smiled as Ashley grabbed the toy eagerly, clearly not at all concerned about appearing childish. ‘Where’s Sam? And your father?’


  ‘Having coffee over there. C’mon, I’ll take you.’


  Maddie tried to see past Ashley’s shoulder but there were too many people, so she just followed. They weaved across the main concourse towards a cafe that was set in a mostly glass-panelled alcove, with clusters of tables and chairs. Rows of stationary airplanes could be seen through the windows, with hoses snaking from their bellies and little trucks with trailers zipping their way underneath. Ashley led her mother towards a marbled pillar at the back, adorned with vibrantly fake asparagus ferns, and suddenly there they were. Her breath caught in her throat and she froze, just standing stupidly as Ashley dragged her chair out next to her father. On the other side of the table was Sam, and beside him, opposite Jake, was another woman.


  ‘Hey Mum,’ said Sam awkwardly.


  ‘Sam.’ Maddie dragged her eyes towards her son. ‘How are you?’


  ‘Good,’ he nodded and then glanced across at his father before ducking his gaze, busying himself with his milkshake.


  ‘Coffee?’ asked Jake suddenly, and it was like being asked something terribly complex, where she had to dissect each syllable just to have the word make sense. She nodded, but only because she wanted desperately to appear as if all this meant nothing. He stood up and lifted a chair from an empty table nearby, swinging it across and placing it before Maddie. Then, without really looking at her, he made an exaggeratedly courtly gesture towards the chair and left, already sliding his wallet out from his rear pocket.


  Maddie watched him go and then sat down at the head of the table, reaching across and clumsily hugging Sam. He drew back almost immediately.


  ‘Steady on, Mum. God.’


  ‘Fine then.’ Maddie pretended to pretend to be upset. She felt a surge of annoyance towards Sam that surprised her. To break the moment she took a deep breath and looked across at the other woman full on. ‘Hello, my name is Maddie.’


  ‘Nice to meet you. I’m Natalie.’ She gave a slight, uncomfortable smile and then immediately glanced over towards the coffee counter, as if to see how long Jake would be. This, as much as anything else, brought a sudden lump to Maddie’s throat. She felt sick.


  ‘Thank you for bringing Tigger,’ said Ashley again, hugging him against her chest so that the soft toy stared across the table, looking surprised.


  ‘That’s okay.’ Maddie concentrated on her daughter, giving herself a few moments to track everything about her face. The slight dimple, the way her dark eyelashes seemed to cluster thickly at the corners, the residual baby fat that still plumped her cheeks. She took a deep breath, and then pushed the earlier annoyance to one side as she turned back to Sam. ‘Hey there. You’re very quiet.’


  He shrugged. ‘I’m just...I dunno.’


  Maddie used her peripheral vision to examine the other woman, who was still studiously gazing towards the counter. She was quite attractive, with long auburn hair caught up in a messy bun that allowed wavy tendrils to frame her face. Hazel eyes and a narrow nose and rose-pink lipstick to exaggerate her rather thin lips. A slightly receding chin that sloped down to a long, graceful neck. A little younger, most likely, perhaps in her early thirties.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Sam suddenly. ‘About the holiday and all.’


  Maddie focused. ‘What? Oh no, Sam. You don’t have to be sorry. Not at all.’ She reached out and touched him lightly on the back of his hand. ‘Why shouldn’t you have a holiday with your father? I want you to have a good time. It’s not like you have to pick sides or anything. We’ll sort it all out.’


  ‘Okay.’ Sam flashed a look at her and then nodded. He took a noisy slurp of his milkshake.


  Maddie smiled again, now warmed by the fact she’d guessed correctly. That she was a good parent. She wanted very much to glance across at the other woman and gauge her reaction but wanted, just as much, to avoid making eye contact. Then her smile faded as a cup brimming with frothy, chocolate-sprinkled coffee was placed before her; a cappuccino, which she hadn’t drunk for years. Jake slid into the chair opposite and looked at her expressionlessly.


  ‘Thank you,’ said Maddie quickly. She stared at the coffee, and then made a show of sugaring and stirring. Straightening the cup so that the logo faced front on. Buying time.


  The silence stretched uncomfortably, broken only by the occasional sound of someone drinking, and the nonstop noise that billowed around them from the other tables. Maddie sipped her coffee and stared at the fern closest to her, as if it was the most interesting thing she had ever seen. She thought of all the questions she wanted to ask, like where to from here? Why didn’t you take out recovery orders? Why didn’t you want me punished? Who is she?


  From the corner of her eye she saw the woman glance over at Jake and there was something in her gaze, some tacit communication, which immediately told Maddie they had been together for some time. And she had a sudden, piercing image of them both naked, in bed, atop corrugated, sweat-slicked sheets. Auburn hair spread across the pillow. Jake on top thrusting his way within, harder, deeper, with that look of intense concentration he always bore towards the end.


  Maddie blinked and then flushed even as her gut twisted like knotted rope. She rubbed her arm and stared into her coffee knowing that she had to make an effort to look up again, say something, smile. Act normally. And then, quite suddenly, Ashley’s hand came over and found its way within one of her own, stilling all movement. A small gesture that meant so amazingly much. Maddie gazed into her lap, at the two entwined hands, and thought that she had never, ever, loved her daughter so much as she did right then. It consumed her.


  ‘Finished?’ asked Jake suddenly, roughly.


  Maddie glanced across but he was pointing towards Ashley’s milkshake. The girl shook her head even as she began scraping down the inside of the glass. Maddie glanced down at her own hand, now curled in her lap like a comma. The first boarding call sounded, echoing metallically within the cafe. People began rising, noisily collecting bags and errant children.


  Maddie cleared her throat so that she could infuse her voice with brightness. ‘Well, you two. Off to the Gold Coast! You’re going to have loads of fun.’


  ‘I’m going to do every ride,’ said Ashley excitedly. ‘There’s even rides at Movieworld, you know. Like one that goes right inside a mountain and then down a waterfall. So that you get soaking wet.’


  ‘Excellent,’ said Maddie with a grin. She glanced down at the writing sprawled across Ashley’s chest. ‘I like your T-shirt.’


  ‘And my jeans?’ Ashley twisted so that she could stick out one leg.


  ‘Very nice. It’s all very nice.’ Maddie made her voice upbeat, approving. She wanted these few moments to last forever, but at the same time every nerve clamoured for the final boarding call. Just to get it all over with.


  ‘Guys?’ said Jake suddenly. ‘Could you say goodbye to your mother and then leave us for a few minutes? We need to discuss a couple of things. Nothing to worry about.’ He smiled to emphasise the words and then turned to the woman. ‘Nat? I’ll only be a minute.’


  ‘Sure.’ She rose slowly and then, almost as an afterthought, nodded her head in Maddie’s direction. ‘Good to meet you.’


  ‘Likewise.’


  By now both children had also risen and Ashley was throwing her arms around her mother, compressing Tigger between them. ‘Bye, Mum!’


  ‘Bye, sweetheart. Have fun.’


  ‘We will. C’mon Sam.’


  Sam leant forward and gave her a crisp, teenage-boy hug. ‘Bye, Mum. See you soon.’


  Maddie just smiled, because for a moment she couldn’t speak, and then watched as they both made their way hurriedly across the concourse. The woman followed at a slower pace and for the first time Maddie registered that she was both taller and slimmer than she herself. And more expensively dressed. She dragged her eyes back to the children, who were now waiting by the counter at gate seven, near a snaking queue which had already begun to form.


  ‘Missing them yet?’


  Maddie jerked her head back and stared at him. She wanted desperately to ask who she was, and how serious was it. If only because of the impact on the kids. But she also knew that any such questions would get misconstrued, so she swallowed her curiosity, feeling it settle painfully in the bowl of her stomach. Instead she just nodded.


  ‘Good.’


  ‘We need to talk about this, you know. They’ll have to come home eventually.’


  ‘Is that a challenge?’


  ‘They’ve got school, and everything, all up there.’


  Jake opened his mouth to answer and then closed it again. A shadow flitted across his face and he smiled briefly. ‘They’ll be back in a week or so. You can spare that much, can’t you?’


  ‘Of course,’ said Maddie quickly, relief mingling with guilt. Was she so unwilling to share?


  ‘Good of you.’ Jake fell silent, staring at her. She couldn’t read his expression but he did look older, more tired, the grooves on either side of his mouth were now more like deeply embedded brackets. Then he smiled, quite suddenly, and they really were brackets, curving outwards and holding vital information within.


  ‘What’s so amusing?’ asked Maddie, emboldened by the smile.


  Jake shrugged. ‘I suppose just the idea that we’re sitting here, drinking coffee.’


  Now it was Maddie’s turn to smile. She wondered if the woman was watching. ‘I know.’


  ‘When only a week ago I had no idea where my kids were. And hadn’t seen them for six years.’


  Maddie’s smile slipped.


  ‘Six years,’ repeated Jake musingly, as if it was an abstract concept. Then he looked down at Maddie’s hand, lying beside her coffee cup and reached out slowly, wrapping his own around hers. He stayed that way for a moment, as if thinking.


  Maddie swallowed. ‘Look, I want –’


  ‘Ah, but it’s not about what you want, is it?’ said Jake mildly, looking up. ‘Not any more.’


  Maddie stared at him, wanting desperately to pull her hand away but worried that this was a gesture of goodwill and she might make things worse. The second boarding call came over the loudspeakers and she glanced towards gate seven. The line had started to move forward, albeit slowly. The woman stood with her back towards the cafe, and only Sam and Ashley were looking in their direction. Maddie smiled over reassuringly.


  ‘Funny, is it?’ Jake’s voice suddenly thickened, and Maddie shot her gaze back, shaking her head emphatically.


  ‘I was just –’


  ‘Whatever,’ he said dismissively, sounding very much like his daughter. ‘Let’s get back on track, shall we? As already stated, this isn’t about you.’


  ‘I know that.’ Maddie felt a surge of annoyance that invigorated her. ‘But it’s not about you either. It’s about what’s best for those two kids. And it always has been.’


  ‘Are you going to lecture me now on what’s best for the kids?’ He shook his head incredulously. ‘You? Who kidnapped them?’


  Her annoyance remained, but now trepidation arose to keep it company. Automatically, she searched his face for clues as she started, gently, to pull her hand away.


  ‘Six years.’ He clamped his hand down. ‘And yet you dare try to lecture me on what’s best.’


  Maddie kept her eyes on him as she deliberately relaxed her hand, waited for a few seconds, and then tried to jerk it out. But the pressure increased immediately and she remained trapped.


  ‘You who ruined my family, you who took my kids, you who fucked up everything.’


  Pain began to blossom as the vice tightened. It took all her effort not to flinch.


  ‘Do you see the common denominator here?’ Jake leant forward and almost smiled as he spat out the next word. ‘You.’


  Maddie recoiled even as resentment boiled. She used her free hand to tug at the other though that itself hurt, sliding skin against flesh, but the mushrooming pain also fed her anger. ‘And do you see how everything you say begins with the word “my”? My family. My kids. Nothing is shared, it’s all my, my, my.’


  Jake blinked, and then stared at her. Incredibly, the pressure increased even more. ‘You fucking hypocrite.’


  Maddie could no longer feel her fingers, but the knuckles were on fire. Grinding together with a sound that was like chalk on a blackboard, but could only be heard inside her body. She caught a glimpse of herself in the window beyond Jake and it was like another person was peering over his shoulder, grimacing at her with horror. Disgust. I’m going to do my kids a favour, he said in a thick voice, giving her a smile that stretched his mouth but went nowhere near his eyes. And he reached out, quickly, grabbing her by the shoulders and then thrusting her backwards. So that she ended up flat against the wall, staring at him, terrified. She flinched, then reached out and took hold of his hand with increased urgency, vainly trying to peel it off finger by finger.


  ‘You’ll have to do better than that.’


  ‘Let go,’ said Maddie, now digging her short nails into his skin.


  ‘Look around.’ Jake gestured with his free hand to the mostly empty tables around them. He kept his voice low. ‘They all just think we’re a couple, holding hands. Funny, isn’t it? I bet none of them have any idea how good you are at ripping a man’s heart out through his balls. I bet none of them even suspect what a fully fledged bitch you are.’


  Maddie didn’t bother answering, concentrating instead on leaving deep crescent-shaped indentations in the back of his hand. And then suddenly her hand was free, and the pain was even sharper as the blood flooded her veins to swell just below the skin. Throbbing so intensely that even the beat ached. She cradled her hand against her chest and stared at him, eyes shining with pain and fury. And a crushing, heart-stopping disappointment that he hadn’t changed at all, not one bit.


  He stood up rapidly, scraping his chair across the floor with enough noise to make several people nearby glance at them with annoyance. But he didn’t take his eyes off her. ‘Enjoy your week. Bitch.’


  She watched him stride away across the concourse, while past him she could see Sam and Ashley and their uneasy apprehension as he approached. Even that woman was staring towards him now. Expressions hanging in abeyance, waiting for their cue. And then suddenly smiles wreathed all of their faces, which meant that he must have brought his own face under enough control to smile first. To reassure the children, who should have known better. And she didn’t know whether that thought made her glad, or even angrier.


  NINE


  There were two postcards in the letterbox when Maddie arrived home from work on Wednesday, one from each child. She smiled at the thought that they couldn’t share, even this, and then wondered who had thought of it first. Or perhaps it hadn’t been either of them. See that cafe, guys? Here’s some money to go buy your mother a postcard each. She frowned as the thought formed, annoyed at her eagerness to believe the best. Then flexed her hand as she walked up towards the house slowly, postponing the pleasure of the cards for as long as possible, for good luck.


  It had been a slow few days, with each simply leading up to the evening’s phone call: laconic and offhand or overflowing and animated, depending on whether it was Sam or Ashley. She told herself she was glad, thrilled, things were turning out so well. That both children were having a fantastic time and were getting on so well with their father and perhaps he really was a changed man – with everyone except her.


  This was a message that also seemed to be getting through to Hannah, helped by the fact that Maddie hadn’t shared the finer details of the confrontation at the airport. Choosing instead to focus on the presence of another woman, clearly indicating that he had moved on, and his confirmation that the kids would be returning soon. Both of which had impelled her sister to put aside her research into contested custody in favour of studying up on parenting orders by mutual agreement. A methodology which appealed to Hannah enormously, not just because it was less aggressive and adversarial, but because it all seemed so much more civilised. More refined.


  But, for Maddie, the aching tenderness of her hand served as a reminder that things would not be quite so easy. She certainly believed that they would come to an agreement simply because, eventually, Jake would have little choice. But within the parameters of that agreement she knew he would make life uncomfortable whenever possible. Verbal abuse and casual violence. Reconfiguring shared care into an ongoing competition with tactics and strategies and manipulation. Late pick-ups and drop-offs, last-minute cancellations. Because these were all the things he had done before, six years ago, and back then he had at least loved her. Needed her.


  And now there was another woman. With her image intruding on Maddie’s life like a photograph she had forgotten to put away, or couldn’t find a place for. She would say her name, Natalie, sounding out the syllables as if she was in love with her also. Re-examining her features, and the sound of her voice, and the moment when she had looked across at Jake and they had tacitly spoken with that easy interaction that came from intimacy. Foreplay for the grunting, thrusting, never-ending fornication that took place in Maddie’s mind. Ten, twenty, one hundred times a day.


  She was continually amazed by her own surprise. Why had it never occurred to her that he may have repartnered? And why on earth did it bother her so much? She told herself it was a good thing, that it would mean he was less obsessed, less fixated on her and their marriage. That even though he might still hate her, would probably always hate her, the situation was helped enormously by the fact that there was no longer a Jake and Mattie. Now it was Jake and Natalie. Jake and Nat. And this other woman, this Natalie, younger, fitter, slimmer, would have wandered through their house, and slept in their bed, and have been woken with breakfast in bed on the weekends. Tea and toast and perfectly poached eggs. His specialty. And the irony was that Maddie knew she wouldn’t have traded places with her for a million dollars, for a billion dollars, or for all the poached eggs in the world. But that didn’t stop it hurting.


  She unlocked the back door and let Guess out, propping the door open with her foot until the dog came running back, jumping up excitedly to receive his formal greeting. Then she put her bag on the table and fed him some leftover casserole before switching the kettle on and finally, when there was nothing else, sitting down at the table with the two postcards. She examined the pictures: the sea and surf and sunshine. Then she read Sam’s first, followed by Ashley’s.
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  Maddie read them through again a second time, marvelling at the contrasting styles, with monosyllabic sparseness versus flowery script and love hearts. Flicking Ashley’s card over, Maddie stared again at the elegant resort, with palm trees and a sparkling sapphire swimming pool the same colour as the sky. No wonder they were enjoying themselves. She told herself she was glad, that they deserved to have a marvellous holiday, even if it wasn’t her who gave it.


  Guess scrabbled to his feet from under the table and stood poised for a moment, head cocked. He took off just as a sharp knock came from the little-used front door. Maddie looked up, frowning. She took a moment to align the postcards neatly and then headed down the passage towards the door. Through the frosted glass insert she could see the outline of a man, lifting his hand to knock again. Guess crouched, sniffing at the doorjamb, tail wagging excitedly.


  ‘Just a minute,’ called Maddie as she tugged the door open and pushed Guess behind her with one foot. The man stood with one hand still raised. He was good-looking in a conservative way, with short hair and clean features, but dressed a little too casually to be an evangelist. Maddie smiled politely. ‘Hello? Can I help you?’


  He lowered his hand, grinning. ‘Sorry. Um, hello.’ He held a manila envelope and read from a sheet clipped to the front. ‘Matilda Anne Hampton?’


  Maddie froze, staring. After a few moments, she nodded slowly. She could feel Guess trying to wriggle his way around her foot, so she slid it sideways, just a little, barring him from the doorway. Matilda Anne Hampton. She let the words slink through again, to make sure that they had been the ones she heard, and then suddenly became aware that the man had continued speaking. ‘Pardon?’


  ‘Are you the person named as the respondent in this application?’ He was holding the envelope out, like a religious offering, with the clipped sheet facing her. There was a small photograph attached to the top right-hand side and, amazingly, it was of her. But much younger. Looking down slightly to one side and laughing at someone or something just beyond the frame.


  Maddie’s eyes lingered on the photo for a moment and then flicked to the paper and the sections printed in bold. Affidavit of Service. Applicant: Jacob Francis Hampton. Respondent: Matilda Anne Hampton. Then she shook her head.


  ‘You’re not?’ The young man frowned, glancing down at the photograph and then back again.


  ‘What’s this about?’ asked Maddie, her voice coming out hoarse.


  ‘I’m just the process server. You’ll have to read the papers yourself. But I’d really appreciate it if you signed this.’ He dug a pen out of his shirt pocket and held it out. ‘Makes it easier, you know. For me.’


  ‘What happens if I don’t sign it?’


  He shrugged. ‘Won’t matter much in the long run. I just have to swear I identified you from the photo instead. You still get the papers.’


  Maddie slowly took the pen. The girl in the photograph was staring straight at her hand, still vastly amused, as it hovered over the signature block and then moved rapidly across the page. Maddie handed back the pen and watched as the young man unclipped the sheet of paper from the envelope. She realised suddenly that she’d signed M. Hampton without even thinking. He pushed the envelope forward, so that it was only centimetres from her chest, and Maddie had no choice but to take it. Then he gave her one last grin, an oddly sympathetic one, and turned, taking the front steps two at a time. The single, signed sheet of paper flapped in the breeze as he crossed the lawn. Maddie stood still, holding the envelope out as if hoping someone else, in turn, would take it from her. Like a game of pass the parcel, except that she was alone. And the winner is...


  Guess finally managed to squeeze his way through Maddie’s legs and ran out onto the front porch, barking wildly at the departing figure of the process server. It was this sudden noise that broke Maddie out of her reverie and she blinked, then leant forward and used the envelope to slap Guess lightly across the head. ‘Guess! Don’t be ridiculous. C’mon. Inside.’


  The dog gave one last high-pitched bark for good measure, and then ran back with his tail wagging. He looked up at Maddie, clearly delighted with his performance and needing validation. D’you see that? Huh? Got rid of him, didn’t I? Huh? Huh?


  Maddie closed the door, using her knee to jam it back into position. She carried the envelope into the kitchen where steam was now rolling up from the kettle and billowing across the ceiling. Maddie turned it off and sat down at the table, pushing the postcards to one side and then turning the envelope over to see if there were any identifying marks. But there was just a rectangular white sticker with her details. Matilda Anne Hampton. It even sounded strange.


  And Maddie knew, unquestioningly, that this envelope wasn’t good. She had known that from the moment the young man said her name, and that piece of knowledge had settled in the pit of her stomach like lead. The envelope was a black crow, a harbinger of bad news, the thing that always appeared in movies just before something dreadful, or someone dreadful, came along. She reached out to move the postcards further away and then, almost as an afterthought, lined them up neatly with the edge of the table for luck.


  Guess pushed his head against her leg but Maddie ignored him. Instead she stared at the envelope intently, as if by doing so she would draw away some of its power, and then she counted the seconds between blinks. The longer she could last, the better things would be. Finally she lifted the envelope, just slightly, and pulled open the flap, letting the contents slide out and across the table before her.


  There were papers, a lot of papers. All of them quite clearly legal. The lead in Maddie’s stomach solidified. A splash of colour, albeit sedate, attracted her so she reached out and separated it from the rest. It was a brochure, called Marriage, Families and Separation. Maddie flicked it back into the pile and picked up the nearest sheet of A4, frowning with surprise when she realised it was an affidavit from Dana, Jake’s eldest sister.


  I, Dana Louise Fielding of 15 Outlook Drive, Yea


  whose occupation is General Manager make oath and say/affirm: that I have always found my brother Jacob Hampton to be of excellent character and an upstanding member of society. He is godparent to one of my children and a devoted father to his own. He has always been fully employed and was an excellent provider for his family, also displaying strong involvement in the children’s educational and social activities. On the other hand it is my opinion that Matilda Hampton displayed increasingly erratic and aggressive behaviour, as well as a total unwillingness to commit to shared care, prior to taking the children six years ago. The emotional turmoil this caused my brother is indescribable. I also believe that it is indicative of my brother’s character that he did not seek recovery orders at this time, preferring instead to hire a private detective and thus minimise psychological distress to his children. I believe that it is in everyone’s best interests, including the mother, that the children live with their father.


  Maddie stared at the sheet of paper, her gut twisting. Increasingly erratic and aggressive behaviour. She thought that if she died, right now, she could be peeled open to reveal gnarled lead within. She pushed the affidavit aside and underneath was another, this one from Jake’s boss. Great guy, incredibly reliable, top accountant, salt of the earth. Absolutely devoted to his kids.


  Maddie thrust it away with a low sound that made Guess prick up his ears. Underneath she caught a glimpse of a stapled set of papers with a heading in large, bold type so she separated this out and then froze, staring. Notice of Child Abuse or Family Violence. Her mouth opened as she read it through again, and for a moment she thought, this is it, it’s all out in the open at last. He has outed himself. But that made no sense. Even as these thoughts chased each other through her head, Maddie glanced down the page to a section that requested the applicant’s name: Jacob Hampton. She flicked the sheet over and read on, with rapidly increasing disbelief, past his personal details and the name of the newly appointed independent children’s lawyer and then the children’s names. And over the page again, until here, finally, was a question that asked about the abuse, and the identity of the abuser: Matilda Anne Hampton.


  Maddie stared at her name, and then reached out and touched it with one finger, as if needing tactile confirmation. The identity of the abuser. And sure enough there were her offences, neatly typed in dot points for easy reading. Physical aggression. Emotional manipulation. Family violence. Parental alienation syndrome. Maddie made another noise, louder this time, and then suddenly picked up the whole sheaf and flung it across the table as if it were toxic. She stared as it came to settle on the other side, pages spread in a lumpy fan. The lead within had started to bubble, coming slowly to the boil. Bastard. Bastard. She swiped through the remaining papers, not really sure what she was looking for but confident she would know when she found it. And then there it was. Another set of stapled papers, this time even thicker. Initiating Application (Family Law). Orders sought: Children (parenting).


  Maddie suddenly realised that she was crying, and had been for some time. Almost numbly, she tried to clear her mind enough to make sense of what she was reading. What she had known she would be reading, but still hadn’t been able to prepare herself for. That interim parenting orders were required with some urgency, given the prior abuse, her prior abuse, particularly her predisposition towards emotional manipulation of the children, and the mother’s history as a flight risk. Coupled with the children’s right to have a meaningful relationship with both parents, and the mother’s proven preference to deny them this right. Orders that would have both children living permanently with their father. Time spent with the mother recommended, but only under supervision.


  She stared at the paper for some time, marvelling that she could feel so blunted and yet so razor-sharp furious at the same time. Furious at Jake for doing this, furious at the system for allowing him, but most of all furious at herself for not having seen it coming. How could she have convinced herself that he would simply settle for shared care, after what she had done? But, oh god, why couldn’t he have? They could have worked it out this time, she was absolutely sure.


  Guess whined, a low poignant sound that made Maddie glance down. The dog still stood by her chair, gazing at her with liquid brown eyes that seemed to glimmer with her own reflection. The identity of the abuser. The identity of the abuser. Her. Maddie jerked her head back up as her anger quite suddenly boiled over to froth furiously along her veins. Making her feel suddenly charged, as if with electricity. How dare he? After everything he had done, everything she had been through. How. Dare. He.


  Maddie jumped up, Guess moving rapidly as the chair skidded backwards. She went straight to the sink and began washing her hands, rubbing them together so furiously that the soap was thrashed into a thick foam. She shook them to dry faster, ignoring the bubbles that flew across the bench, and then strode into the lounge room and grabbed up the phone, dialling Sam’s number as she came back into the kitchen.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Sam. Hi, it’s Mum.’


  ‘Hey Mum! I was gonna ring you later. We’re just on the balcony and –’


  ‘Sam, I need to talk to your father. Now.’


  ‘Oh. Okay.’ There was the sound of breathing for a moment as if Sam was hoping she would change her mind, and then Maddie could hear his voice calling for his father. Soon afterwards, Jake came on the line.


  ‘Well, hello. What a surprise. How can I help you?’


  Maddie picked up the application sheaf with her spare hand. She ground the words out. ‘How dare you?’


  ‘Ah, I take it you’ve just been served?’


  ‘How dare you? How fucking dare you!’ Maddie felt tears prick at her eyes once more. ‘All those lies. All that bullshit.’


  ‘That depends on perspective now, doesn’t it?’ Jake’s voice lost a little of its playfulness.


  ‘We could have worked this out. We could have done it the right way.’ There was a brief silence and then Maddie could hear Jake breathe in loudly, through his nose. He spoke slowly. ‘The right way? You talk to me about the right way? You took my fucking kids for six years and you talk to me about the right way? You have to be kidding. Even you aren’t that fucking dense.’


  ‘I only took –’


  ‘You listen to me, sweetheart. It was you who laid the ground rules for what’s going down now, so don’t come whining when it suddenly doesn’t go your way. In fact, get used to it.’


  ‘I don’t think –’


  ‘Hey, breaking news, idiot. I don’t care what you think. And I don’t care about you.’ Fucking loser. Brain-dead fool. Traitor. Mother from hell.


  Maddie took a deep breath, trying to rein herself in. She dropped the papers down on the table. ‘This isn’t getting us anywhere. It’s just not productive.’


  ‘Don’t care.’


  ‘And you’re not helping the –’


  ‘Don’t care.’


  Maddie opened her mouth and then closed it again. She could feel her anger beat against her temples, trying to find an outlet somewhere. Anywhere. She hoped, desperately, that Sam and Ashley weren’t close by, listening to this. Or Natalie.


  ‘Anything else?’


  ‘No,’ Maddie spat the word out, biting it off at the end. ‘In that case I’ll see you in court next Tuesday.’


  ‘Hang on!’ Maddie clasped the phone tightly. ‘What about the kids? When you get back from Queensland?’


  After a moment Jake laughed, not altogether unkindly. ‘You still don’t get it, do you? You’ve got it all in front of you and you still don’t get it.’ He sighed, as if her idiocy was personally tiring, and then spoke slowly. ‘Let me spell it out for you. You’re not getting them back. Not next week, not next month, not ever. That chapter of your life is over. Finito. Move on. For all our sakes. Just. Go. Away.’


  Maddie blinked as the phone went dead but she didn’t put it down. Instead she stood there, as the minutes slid past, with the phone held up to her ear as if any second now it would crackle back to life. God, sorry about that, didn’t mean any of it. Huge mistake. Massive. Eventually the phone began to emit a low buzzing sound that echoed against the white noise inside her head and she put it down, next to the postcards. And the room, two from the top and four over, where her children were right at this very minute. On the balcony. Thousands of miles away.


  TEN


  Maddie sat at Kim’s island bench with a thin-stemmed goblet of red wine, watching her friend wash dishes. She had arrived just as Kim and her son Ryan were finishing their tea, desperate to see someone, talk to someone, do something other than stride around her own home, leaving messages on her sister’s machine in between shedding tears of fury that accomplished absolutely nothing. And she was well aware that she must have looked a fright, looming at Kim’s screen door with reddened eyes and wild hair and her hands clenched into fists by her side.


  ‘Sure I can’t make you a sandwich?’ asked Kim, slotting the last of the dishes into the drying rack. ‘I’ve got some nice smoked ham?’


  Maddie shook her head. ‘No thanks. I couldn’t eat.’


  ‘You poor thing.’ Kim hung the tea towel neatly on the handle of the stove and then leant against the other side of the bench, beside her own glass. ‘So what will you do now?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Well, firstly you’ll need a lawyer. You know that, don’t you? And they’re pretty expensive.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Maddie. She put her head in her hands and stared down at the benchtop. ‘Yes, I know.’


  Kim reached out and gently rubbed Maddie’s shoulder. ‘Do you want to talk about something else for a while? Take your mind off it?’


  ‘No!’ Maddie looked up, surprised at the question. ‘There is nothing else.’


  ‘Okay then.’ Kim continued to rub, just lightly, for a few moments and then stopped. ‘Well, I don’t know how much help I can be in a practical sense, but as a sounding-board I’m without equal. So use me as you see fit.’


  Maddie smiled, just slightly. ‘Thanks.’


  ‘My pleasure. Well, you know what I mean.’


  ‘The thing that makes me the angriest,’ said Maddie, sitting upright, ‘is that I keep falling for it. I mean, I thought I’d changed, got smarter, but I still let him pull the wool over my eyes. Like at the airport, he’d already filed all the legal stuff, he must have, and yet he had me feeling sorry for him. Thinking I was being unfair.’


  Kim looked at her for a moment. ‘Well, I suppose maybe you felt a little...guilty?’


  ‘That’s right! And that’s the sort of thing he picks up on and uses. But why do I keep letting him?’ Maddie felt tears of frustration prick at her eyes, yet again. ‘Am I really so stupid?’


  ‘No! And don’t even think that. It’s just that you see the best in people, that’s all. There’s nothing wrong with that.’


  ‘But there is if it means I keep getting shafted. And it certainly is if it means I lose my kids because I was too busy thinking everything was going to turn out for the best and we were all going to live happily ever fucking after.’


  ‘You said the f-word,’ stated Ryan, appearing by the end of the bench and looking at Maddie with delight. ‘I heard you.’


  ‘God, sorry.’ Maddie glanced at Kim apologetically and then turned back to Ryan. ‘And I shouldn’t have, okay? So don’t you go repeating it.’


  Ryan nodded, but kept his smile in place. He was a small, blond boy, with a pronounced cowlick that made him look a little like Dennis the Menace, except sturdier.


  ‘And I thought you were in bed, little man.’ Kim came around the end of the bench and scooped her son up, tickling him lightly around the waist. He giggled happily. ‘Say goodnight to Maddie again and this time that’s the end of it, okay?’


  ‘G’night!’


  Kim disappeared with Ryan still wriggling in her arms. Maddie took a long sip of wine, feeling the warmth spread all the way down to her gut. Where the lead still lay, solidified once more. She glanced over to the manila envelope lying at the far end of the bench and wondered why she had brought it with her. It seemed important, as if she had to keep it within sight at all times. Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer.


  ‘Sorry about that.’ Kim came back in, bundling her hair into a messy bun that reminded Maddie suddenly of Natalie, with red tendrils curling around a slim face. She blinked and there was Kim again, securing her hair in place with an oversized clip and then picking up the bottle of wine, refilling both their glasses.


  ‘Still having problems with him staying in bed?’ asked Maddie, trying to be normal.


  ‘Yes, but I’m sure it’ll all sort itself out eventually. Now, back to you. When did you say the hearing was?’


  ‘Next Tuesday. At Dandenong.’


  ‘So you’ve got just shy of a week to get everything together. Find a lawyer. Any ideas?’


  Maddie laughed humourlessly. ‘I’ll just have to check my rolodex. You know, from my extensive criminal past.’


  ‘I’ll take that as a no.’


  ‘I’m sure my sister will have some ideas though. Her son-in-law’s a lawyer for starters.’


  ‘That’s good!’ said Kim brightly. ‘And cheaper!’


  Maddie didn’t bother explaining that Nicholas didn’t handle family law, mainly because every time the conversation snagged on costs, she would begin to feel physically ill. Instead she smiled weakly and took another sip of wine.


  ‘I mean, sure he’s had more time to prepare but that shouldn’t matter too much, should it?’


  Maddie shrugged. ‘I honestly don’t know.’


  ‘And the kids will get a say, because they’re older, and that’ll be good. For you,’ Kim pointed at Maddie, for emphasis. ‘And besides he’ll have to prove these allegations. You know, that you were abusive and all.’


  ‘Yes, he will,’ replied Maddie slowly. ‘But I suppose he does have that intervention order.’


  ‘What intervention order?’


  Maddie glanced at her evenly. ‘From the last...altercation we had. I fought back so he went and got an intervention order. Against me. Saying he was the victim.’


  ‘Then why didn’t you get one too?’


  ‘There was no point. See, it never mattered what I did, he was always one step ahead. And he loved that whole thing, all the tactics. The competition. And then the kids started to get caught up in it all, being used as pawns. Acting out. And it was one thing when it was just me, but them?’ Maddie shook her head, remembering. Max beating at his father’s back. ‘Daddy! Daddy! Stop! You’re killing her!’


  ‘But...’ Kim paused, as if unsure whether to go on. She sucked her bottom lip and then looked away, picking up her glass instead.


  Maddie watched her. ‘But what?’


  ‘Oh, well I suppose that’s the bit where I get confused. And please don’t think I’m judging,’ Kim looked at her intently, driving this point home. ‘It’s just that I don’t understand. At all.’


  ‘About what?’ asked Maddie, already knowing the answer.


  ‘About you leaving. About why you left, without going to court first. It just seems, to me, that it would have been better to have tried that first. Before you took the kids.’


  Maddie twirled her glass slowly, the ruby-red wine glimmering within. She thought back to how it had been for those last few weeks, the feeling of utter impotency, of being doomed no matter what she tried. Like being in a whirlpool, caught by the rapidly swirling current, closer and closer to the point of no return. Trying to claw her way upwards, but being sucked faster and lower, faster and lower. Barely able to breathe, let alone stay sane.


  ‘I mean, that’s what the courts are there for. To help people who don’t get along.’


  Maddie stared. Not get along. As if they had simply been unable to see eye to eye. ‘Actually it was a little more than that.’


  ‘Oh god, I don’t mean to belittle anything,’ said Kim quickly. ‘Sorry if that’s how it sounded. I meant more that the court system can deal with anything, and that’s what it’s there for.’


  Maddie wondered if she could ever explain to someone who didn’t know, how delighted Jake had been at the thought of the legal system. How he thrived on such challenges, at pitting his wits not just against her but against an entire system. How she, and the children, would never have had a chance. She glanced at the envelope again and then looked away quickly.


  ‘And you both would’ve got to have your say. Had someone impartial decide.’


  ‘Well, that’s what’s going to happen now anyway,’ said Maddie, rather bitterly. ‘So I really didn’t accomplish much at all, did I?’


  ‘No.’


  Maddie looked at her quickly, frowning now. ‘Hang on...what does that mean?’


  ‘Look, I’d rather not say. I want to be supportive.’


  ‘You can be supportive by telling me what you really think. You blame me, don’t you? You think I brought all this on myself.’


  Kim shifted uncomfortably. She took another sip of wine and finally glanced towards Maddie. ‘Well...actually, yes. I suppose I do. I’m sorry, Maddie, I really am, but I just can’t get my head around that poor guy not seeing his kids for six years. Six years!’


  ‘Poor guy? I’m telling you that he was violent! Abusive!’


  ‘But he was still their father!’ Kim’s voice rose and then she made a visible effort to lower it once more. ‘Whatever he was, he was still their father. And he still had a right to know them. To change if that was needed.’


  ‘I can’t believe this,’ said Maddie, even though the words had found an echo deep within her.


  ‘I think I need to explain something,’ Kim took her glass and leant back against the stove, facing Maddie. She took a sip of wine as if to settle herself. ‘I’m sure I told you once that I went through a pretty bad patch, back when my marriage was on the rocks. But what I wouldn’t have mentioned was that I started drinking quite heavily. Very heavily.’ She followed Maddie’s eyes to the glass she held in her hand and grinned wryly. ‘No, I wasn’t ever an alcoholic, though I think I skated pretty close. I was just utterly miserable, and the more miserable I felt, the more I drank, which made me miserable all over again. It was awful. The thing is that there were definitely times where I wasn’t a very good mother. At all. And when we finally separated, Chris could’ve easily taken Ryan. But instead he supported me to get help, and then stuck by me until I got myself together. And now we have a shared care arrangement that works brilliantly, for all of us.’


  Maddie continued to stare at her. At the inference that Kim’s temporary drinking problem could have any correlation at all to her relationship with Jake. Knowing that there was nothing she could say or do that would make any difference. Her gut hollow with fear. Staring at the floor while waiting, but still watching him out of the corner of her eye. His face carved from granite, anger emanating in waves. Eyes like flinty marbles and his mouth a tight, flat line that had surely never smiled. Or laughed, or made love. Or been traced over lightly by her finger and kissed so often that it was almost like an extension of her. Almost.


  ‘And the other day I just stood looking at Ryan, after he was asleep, and thinking that I could’ve lost all this. Six years. God, I would’ve died.’


  ‘There’s no comparison,’ said Maddie tightly.


  ‘But why not?’


  ‘For one simple reason,’ Maddie slid off her seat. ‘Because Chris always kept Ryan’s best interests uppermost, whereas Jake would’ve thrown Sam and Ashley under a bus, in a heartbeat, if it could have scored him points.’


  ‘Now, come on. I think you’re –’


  Maddie stared at her. ‘You have no idea, none at all. You chose to drink, and you may have needed help to stop, but at least it was a possibility. There was nothing for me. I had no control, no choices, no escape. And you talk about your recovery, but there is no recovery for me. I relive it every day. I’ll be having a conversation and suddenly I see his face and I can’t breathe because I know I’m in trouble, or someone passes me something and I flinch because I see, I really see, his arm being raised. Or I close my eyes at night and there’s a gun and it’s pointed at me and I know it’s the end. God, I could go on and on. And these things happen to me every day.’ Maddie’s voice hiccupped. ‘Every. Single. Day.’ She picked up her glass and swallowed the contents, hoping for some of that earlier warmth. Then she slid the envelope towards her.


  Kim looked horrified. ‘You’re not going?’


  ‘I am. And, believe me, it’s for the best. You don’t understand and I don’t think I have the words to make you understand. The fear...’ Maddie broke off, just for a moment. ‘Doesn’t matter. The thing is that I do value our friendship. But if I stay, we’re going to end up having an argument, and I really can’t handle that at the moment, not on top of everything else.’


  ‘Are you fighting?’ Ryan stood by the end of the bench, looking from his mother to Maddie and back again. This time he had brought a well-worn stuffed rabbit with him, holding it by one arm so that its ears trailed on the floor. Maddie thought suddenly of Ashley, and Tigger.


  ‘Oh Ryan,’ said Kim with exasperation. ‘What did I tell you?’


  Ryan shrugged. ‘Dunno.’


  ‘Come on then.’ She went over and picked him up, snuggling him against her chest as he wrapped his legs around her waist. The rabbit now hung down Kim’s back, bumping lightly against her bottom as she walked away. In the doorway she turned back to Maddie. ‘I’ll be back in a minute, okay? We will resolve this.’


  Maddie shrugged, much like Ryan just had. ‘Okay.’


  Kim stared at her. ‘Promise me you won’t leave. Promise?’


  Maddie smiled, rather than answer directly, and waited patiently until Kim had taken her son back to bed. Then she left.


  It was eleven o’clock by the time Hannah finally returned her call and Maddie was pretty well drunk. The red wine at Kim’s house had felt so good that she had opened another bottle soon after returning home. And, with some water crackers and cheese, it had turned out to be the perfect accompaniment to the papers she had been served. Wine and cheese and legalese. Thus fortified, she read through every sheet of paper contained within her envelope. Not once, not twice, but three times each. Even more for certain punchier ones, like the Notice of Child Abuse or Family Violence.


  At some point, without her realising, desensitisation had set in and Maddie had even started to giggle over certain phrases. Like the bit that defined family violence as meaning ‘conduct, whether actual or threatened, by a person towards, or towards the property of, a member of the person’s family that causes that or any other member of the person’s family reasonably to fear for, or reasonable to be apprehensive about, his or her personal wellbeing or safety’.


  Even more amusing was the fact that Jake had now claimed that right for himself. To be fearful, or apprehensive, or whatever, about her. Maddie had just finished reading that passage again, this time out loud for the benefit of Guess, when the phone rang. Finally.


  ‘Hello? Hannah?’


  ‘Yes, what is it?’ Hannah’s voice was high-pitched with concern. ‘What’s wrong?’


  Maddie slid back into her chair. ‘Oh, Hannah.’


  ‘Mattie? What is it? Is it the kids? What’s happened?’


  ‘He’s had me served, taking me to court,’ said Maddie rapidly, the words now tripping over themselves in their haste to exit. ‘Next week. In Dandenong. For full custody of both of them, and they’re not coming back and I’ll never see them again. Ever.’


  There was silence for a moment and then Hannah said flatly, ‘You’re drunk.’


  ‘No, I’m not!’ snapped Maddie with instant resentment. ‘I’ve had one or two, but I’m not frigging drunk!’


  ‘Yes, you are. But...well, maybe I can’t blame you.’ Hannah sighed, a long whoosh of a sound that echoed inside Maddie’s head. ‘What happened to the couple of days? That he was bringing them back in a couple of days?’


  ‘All lies.’


  ‘That bastard. So he’s taking you to court?’


  ‘Next Tuesday, at eleven. In Dandenong.’


  ‘I was afraid of this,’ said Hannah suddenly. ‘I tried to tell you we needed legal advice.’


  ‘Yes, you did,’ replied Maddie, but only because that’s what her sister wanted to hear.


  There was silence for a moment. ‘Okay, never mind that. What’s done is done. We need to regroup. Get organised.’


  ‘Get a lawyer,’ said Maddie, because that was the one thing she was sure about.


  ‘Absolutely. And a good one too.’


  ‘Hannah, wait till you see the papers,’ Maddie enunciated slowly, making sure the words stayed in line. ‘He said I was abusive. That I manipulated the kids.’


  There was a sharp intake of breath down the line. ‘Ignore it. Do you hear me? It’s just tactics. And we’ll use some of our own back. You wait and see.’


  ‘All right.’


  ‘Now you need to get down here. No excuses about work or anything. Tomorrow?’


  ‘All right.’


  ‘Good.’ Hannah sounded relieved, as if she had been expecting more opposition. ‘But for now you need to go to bed. Get some sleep. You need a clear head for what’s coming up.’


  Maddie nodded again. ‘Okay. And thanks, Hannah. I’ll see you tomorrow.’


  ‘Goodnight. And don’t worry. We’ll get him.’


  Maddie hung up and laid the phone down on the table. She picked up her glass but the wine had lost its appeal so she put it down, sliding it out of reach. Then she stared at the mess of papers spread across the table. They didn’t look as funny now, not at all, and she could no longer remember why they ever had. The only thing that was even remotely amusing was that these parenting orders had been six years in the making and yet had still come out of the blue.


  ELEVEN


  There was very little traffic once Maddie hit the freeway and she quite enjoyed the drive, watching the sky gradually darken and the lights blink on in scattered houses. Flick, and suddenly a boxy shadow became a warm, inviting home. With families sitting down to dinner – arguing, teasing, sharing, loving. Although she knew better than anybody that a nice house, with smoke wafting from the chimney and bright lights in the window, meant nothing. As she neared the city, the houses became clusters, and then gave way to retail and industry. The traffic started to thicken as she neared the Westgate Bridge and two trucks hemmed her in for the entire climb, only pulling away as she crested the bridge and stared out at the massed lights of Melbourne, spread in a panorama all the way to the horizon and making the city look far prettier than it would during the day.


  As she continued towards the eastern suburbs, Maddie had the most serendipitous feeling of coming home. She fancied the scene as part of a movie, with music that would build to a crescendo and then climax as she pulled into her sister’s driveway. She sang the chorus from John Denver’s ‘Country Roads’, softly at first and then gradually louder, until she caught the eye of a passing motorist and realised, with a wry grin, how ridiculous she looked. So instead, for the remainder of the trip, she contented herself with marvelling at the changes that had occurred during the past six years. The extra lane on a highway, the shopping complex built over what had once been a strip mall, the empty paddock that was now a maze of brick houses, the African faces that had once been a second-look rarity.


  In the back seat, Guess kept his snout pressed through the slither of open window, every now and again opening his mouth to let drool catch the wind and spatter against the outside of the glass. Beside him were all the supplies Maddie needed for a couple of days, with the loose plan being that she would stay until the weekend. In the end she had decided to work that day, mainly so that she could see Carol, the community centre manager, before submitting a leave application that would cover her until the following Thursday. Giving her one day to recover from the hearing and, hopefully, spend it with the kids. While at work she faxed all the papers down to Hannah who, with her usual efficiency, had found a lawyer by lunchtime and personally hand-delivered everything the lawyer needed to read prior to their appointment tomorrow.


  Maddie knew that money would be an issue. She anticipated that Hannah would offer to lend it to her and that it would be difficult to say no. Especially as, after six years on close to minimum wage, she had no savings and all she owned outright was her house contents and the car. There was equity in the other house of course, the one that Jake was living in, but she suspected retrieving that was a long way off.


  Maddie turned the sharp corner into Hannah’s street and Guess scrabbled for traction on the back seat. The houses here were all lovely, most of them gracious weatherboards with wide lawns shaded by colourful maples and courteous willows. There were several cars in Hannah’s driveway and, despite the reason for her visit, Maddie felt a flicker of anticipatory excitement. This was a reunion, of sorts, or the return of the prodigal son. Humming ‘Take me home, country roads...’, she parked by the kerb and then leant over into the back, clipping Guess’s lead on before opening the car door. For now she took just her handbag and the envelope, and Guess, and with a deep breath walked up the pathway to the front door. It opened before she could even reach it.


  ‘Mattie! What took you so long?’ Hannah stepped out onto the porch and enveloped her younger sister in a generous hug, which ended abruptly with Hannah taking a step back and looking a trifle awkward. She cleared her throat. ‘I expected you about an hour ago. That’s all.’


  Maddie smiled to soften the moment and looked up at her sister affectionately. Hannah was quite a tall woman, more angular than Maddie but with the same mid-brown colouring. Her most compelling feature had once been her hair, waist-length for all her adult life until about two years ago when it had been ruthlessly trimmed to a shoulder-length bob. Maddie still got a shock whenever she saw it, as if some essence of her sister had been removed. With an eight-year age gap between them, the two sisters had never been particularly close growing up, and after Maddie married they had slowly moved even further apart. In a strange way it was the break-up that had brought them together. And the fact that, for the first time in years, Maddie had reached out.


  ‘You brought the dog,’ said Hannah, her smile tightening as she glanced down.


  ‘Well, I couldn’t very well leave him at home by himself for a few days now, could I?’


  ‘No, I suppose not.’


  ‘So can we come in?’


  Hannah smiled again. ‘Of course. But maybe the dog wants to go into the backyard? It’s fully enclosed. Absolutely safe.’


  ‘Sure.’ Maddie followed Hannah into the house, Guess straining on his lead as he tried to take everything in. There were voices coming from the lounge room but Hannah skirted it and went straight down the passage and into a large laundry. She opened the back door and looked down at Guess encouragingly.


  ‘There you go, doggie. Nice backyard for you to play in.’


  Maddie bent down and unclipped the lead. ‘Go on, Guess. Off you go.’


  ‘Now, what can I get you?’ Hannah closed the door securely. ‘Something to eat? Tea? Wine?’


  Maddie grimaced at the last suggestion. ‘Just coffee would be lovely, thanks.’


  ‘Excellent. You go through to the lounge room. Everyone’s waiting for you.’


  Hoping that by ‘everyone’ Hannah just meant her family, Maddie headed back down the passageway and then took the steps into the sunken lounge room. It was a huge room, with carpet of a mossy-green hue that was also picked up in the floral tapestry of the lounge suite, a scattering of occasional chairs and the padded pelmet that ran across the long bay window. Hannah’s husband Stuart was ensconced in an armchair with a tumbler of Scotch. He was a somewhat unprepossessing man, of slightly below average height and slightly above average weight, and Maddie had always found him rather old-fashioned. With strong views that he called traditional but which verged on being moralistic, even sexist. On the couch were Charlotte and Nicholas, looking exactly what they were, a young couple brought up with a degree of privilege who were unquestioningly continuing in that vein. Looks-wise, Charlotte was a younger version of her mother, while Nicholas was much fairer-skinned, with reddish hair, a little lighter than Natalie’s, and pale blue eyes.


  Feeling surprisingly nervous, Maddie fixed a smile on her face as she came down into the room. ‘Hello everyone.’


  ‘Mattie!’ Stuart hefted himself to his feet and then met her halfway, kissing her on the cheek. ‘How wonderful to see you. And how well you’re looking.’


  ‘Thanks, Stuart. You too.’


  ‘Aunt Mattie.’ Charlotte had risen also and as her father sat down again she came forward to give her aunt a hug. ‘So lovely to see you. Even if the circumstances are...’


  ‘Yes,’ Maddie nodded. ‘But you’re looking so good! I was expecting a wreck after what your mother had said. With the baby and all.’


  Charlotte laughed. ‘Clever makeup, that’s all. God, when did we last see you?’


  ‘Last year. In Ballarat. You were just starting to show,’ Maddie grinned as she held a hand out in front of her stomach. Then she turned to Nicholas. ‘And hello to you too. How are you coping with fatherhood?’


  Nicholas groaned theatrically. ‘Honestly? If someone had told me about the lack of sleep...’


  ‘I did tell you,’ said Stuart, smiling.


  ‘Yeah, but nobody said it was as bad as it got at one stage there. Two, three hours a night.’


  ‘If we were lucky.’ Charlotte flopped back onto the couch and grinned at her husband. ‘Besides, what would you have done differently if you’d known?’


  ‘I’d have done a runner,’ replied Nicholas promptly. Then he realised what he had said and his pale face flushed.


  ‘Never mind.’ Maddie waved a hand. ‘So where is the little darling anyway?’


  Charlotte smiled. ‘In bed, thank god. But he’ll be up later.’


  ‘Doubtless,’ said the new father dryly.


  ‘Okay then.’ Hannah came down the steps carrying a laden tray which she placed carefully on the octagonal coffee table beside a stack of papers. ‘Tea for Charlotte, Nicholas and I, coffee for Mattie. Grab a seat, Mattie. There, in the other armchair.’


  Maddie did as instructed, glancing at the papers as she passed and realising, with a jolt, that they were her papers. She leant over and put the envelope on top. ‘Snap.’


  ‘I had a couple of copies made,’ said Hannah, glancing over while pouring tea. ‘So that everyone could have a look before you got here. Save time.’


  ‘Bit of a pickle, eh?’ said Stuart, gazing evenly at his sister-in-law.


  ‘And if anyone is not going to be constructive, then they had best leave now.’ Hannah passed cups around and then took hers over to a wingback chair nearby. She didn’t look at her husband but it was quite clear to whom she had been speaking. He didn’t respond.


  Maddie took a sip of coffee and it tasted wonderful. She looked around the room and then took a deep breath, needing to get this part over and done with. She focused on a spot just above Hannah’s head. ‘The thing is, I suppose, that I’ve never really spoken about this with any of you. Except Hannah, of course. About me leaving back then, and why. And I don’t really want to start now because it’s just too...well, mortifying. Besides, I don’t think I have the words to explain it properly.’ Maddie shrugged, almost helplessly. Eyes like flinty marbles. Implacable. ‘So I’m afraid you’ll just have to trust me when I say I had no other choice.’ She paused, finally dropping her eyes to gaze at each of her audience in turn. Lingering on Stuart just a trifle longer than necessary. ‘And that the whole thing still eats me up inside, and part of me sort of thinks that all this,’ she waved towards the papers, ‘is no more than my just desserts. But I honestly don’t know what else I could have done.’


  ‘Nothing,’ said Hannah without hesitation. ‘Nothing at all.’


  Stuart cleared his throat, but then stayed silent.


  ‘It’s a difficult thing,’ said Nicholas slowly, sitting forward on the couch. ‘It’s a difficult thing all round. But now I think it’s best to focus on Mattie’s response,’ he slid a paper-clipped set of papers out from underneath the envelope, ‘to all this. Get the orders finalised and get those kids back home, where they belong.’


  ‘Yes. Absolutely.’ Maddie turned to him gratefully. ‘So, be honest, what are my chances?’


  Nicholas hesitated, flicking through the pages for a moment. ‘Well, don’t forget I’m not in family law. But I spoke to some fellows today and, look, I think the chances are pretty good.’


  Hannah clapped. ‘I knew it.’ She sat back and beamed proudly.


  ‘Hang on.’ Nicholas held up a hand. ‘There’s work to be done. But, yes, the courts definitely prefer the status quo even though Mattie did the wrong thing six years ago.’ He turned to Maddie apologetically. ‘Sorry, I’m speaking from their perspective here. But the thing is it still counts big-time that you’ve spent six years as the sole parent and the kids are happily settled. You’ll need affidavits from their school, activities, things like that. Saying how well adjusted they are.’


  Maddie nodded as her mind starting ticking off possibilities. ‘No problem.’


  ‘And as you can see by the papers, these are for interim orders, which means they’re only temporary and there’ll be a final hearing sometime next year. And the kids have already been given an independent children’s lawyer, which is great. Because it means they now have objective representation who is looking after their best interests. No one else’s.’


  ‘So they get to say where they want to live?’ asked Hannah sharply, even as she glanced at Maddie and nodded, as if victory was now assured.


  Nicholas nodded also. ‘Absolutely. So I suppose what you really have to think about is access, and how you’d like to work it.’


  ‘None,’ said Hannah flatly. ‘He’s not a good parent.’


  ‘Well, as little as possible.’ Maddie tried to emulate her sister’s flat tone but inside the words trembled with unease. ‘Maybe every second weekend. Something like that.’


  ‘The courts rarely go for that nowadays, but you could maybe make a case with the prior abuse.’ Nicholas paused, looking awkward. As if they were about to discuss something intensely personal, like menstruation. ‘You’ll need to have as much proof as possible. Photos, witnesses, police reports, doctor’s visits, hospital records. That sort of thing.’


  Hannah turned to Maddie. ‘You never went to the hospital, did you? Or the doctor?’


  ‘Only that last time. But I didn’t tell the doctor what was happening.’ Maddie felt apologetic, almost defensive. ‘It was just so...embarrassing.’


  ‘I’ve still got the photos,’ said Hannah, now talking to Nicholas again. ‘From the injuries Mattie got then. Will they help?’


  ‘Absolutely. But pity about the medical stuff.’


  ‘Never mind,’ Charlotte smiled at her aunt. ‘I’m sure it’ll all work out.’


  Maddie cast her niece a quick, grateful smile. The support was wonderful, but she still felt uncomfortable discussing this. Not so much the court case, as that seemed like an entity once removed, but the injuries, the abuse. Her stupidity.


  ‘What about Hilda?’ asked Hannah suddenly, her face brightening. ‘You know, that old Austrian lady who used to live behind you. The one who got involved, even rung the police once when she heard you.’


  ‘Excellent!’ Nicholas slapped his leg lightly. ‘That’s exactly what we need.’


  ‘And wait till you meet your lawyer tomorrow.’ Hannah turned to her sister. ‘She’s dynamite. You’ll see. She’ll eat him up for breakfast.’


  ‘Both explosive and cannibalistic,’ said Nicholas, grinning. ‘A lethal, though messy, combination.’


  ‘But can Mattie afford this?’ asked Stuart suddenly. ‘Sounds damn expensive.’


  Silence greeted this question, a silence which stretched uncomfortably and yet somehow drew them all in closer. Maddie felt claustrophobic. ‘I’ll be fine, thanks. Don’t –’


  ‘Never you mind,’ said Hannah sharply to her husband. ‘And that was rude. Really rude.’


  ‘I’m just being pragmatic. Someone has to.’


  Maddie stared with rapidly growing irritation at her brother-in-law, willing him to look at her. She pictured him in a Victorian smoking jacket, pipe in one hand and a snifter of brandy in the other. Pompous and bulbous and insufferably patriarchal. He turned and met her gaze.


  ‘Sorry Mattie, I just think if we’re going to put everything on the table, then we need to put everything on the table.’


  ‘Well, you can just take that off the table,’ snapped Hannah. ‘Because it’s taken care of.’


  Maddie whirled around to face her sister. She shook her head emphatically. ‘No.’


  ‘Yes. And before you ask about the what-fors, Stuart, I’m using my holiday money so it’s nothing to do with you. It’s not like you were coming anyway.’


  ‘I can’t let you do that,’ said Maddie, keeping her voice even so that Hannah would know she was serious. ‘Not a chance.’


  Charlotte cleared her throat. ‘Um, maybe you guys should talk about this later.’


  ‘Or not at all,’ said her father, still gazing rather expressionlessly at his wife.


  Hannah opened her mouth to speak but then thought better. Perhaps noticing, at last, her sister’s rapidly growing embarrassment. Maddie picked up her coffee and took a sip, just for something to do. Quite suddenly, the sound of a new baby crying filled the room. There was no staggered start, or unhappy grumbling, instead straight from the silence came an already ragged mewling. Everyone looked at the new parents with sympathy as Nicholas stood, waving his wife down. ‘I think it’s my turn. Back in a minute.’


  ‘How old is he now?’ asked Maddie.


  ‘Nearly three months,’ said Charlotte, getting up to fetch a nappy bag from the corner. She bobbed down to start sorting things out and then swivelled slightly to her mother. ‘Mum, did I put a bottle in the fridge?’


  Hannah rose also. ‘I’ll get it.’


  ‘He’s a bit of a handful,’ commented Stuart, to no one in particular.


  ‘Did you want it heated?’ called Hannah from the kitchen. ‘One minute?’


  ‘Hang on, I’m coming.’ Charlotte left the contents of the nappy bag strewn over the carpet and followed her mother out to the kitchen.


  As soon as she left, Stuart turned to Maddie. ‘I do apologise, you know, if I was out of line before. It’s just that I think finances are important. Knowing where you stand and all.’


  ‘So do I,’ replied Maddie, stung anew.


  ‘But if you think I’m against Hannah helping you, loaning the money, then you’re wrong. I’m not. I do wish she’d spoken to me first but that’s about it.’


  ‘Well, you don’t have to worry,’ said Maddie stiffly. ‘Because I won’t be accepting it.’


  Stuart gazed at her in silence for a while. ‘You’d be doing me a favour if you did, you know.’


  ‘Really? How’s that?’


  ‘I absolutely don’t want to go on this cruise. Hate ’em with a passion. Lots of bingo and line-dancing and Hawaiian shirts. None of which suit me. But if she lends you the holiday money for your court case, then she’ll stop nagging me to go. And I won’t have to feel guilty. See?’


  Maddie looked at him and then slowly smiled, just a little. But before she could answer, Charlotte and Hannah came back down the steps from the kitchen. Hannah started gathering the teacups together while her daughter settled with the bottle in her hand, waiting expectantly. As if on cue, Nicholas came into the room from the other direction, holding his tiny son up against his chest. Skinny legs the colour of a red onion dangled from an oversized nappy.


  ‘Changed him for you,’ he said to his wife as he lowered the baby carefully into her arms. Maddie caught a glimpse of a shock of dark hair and a squished button nose. She thought how much Ashley would have enjoyed this, seeing James for the first time. She’d been looking forward to it ever since he had been born. As the baby began frantically suckling at the bottle, batting at the sides with his hands, Maddie glanced from Hannah to Stuart as they watched their grandson with almost identical expressions of infatuation. She felt a wave of fondness for them both, laced, just slightly, by a sour trickle of jealousy. Not because of James himself, or their easy, unconscious sharing, but because of the earlier altercation. And the fact that they could so clearly disagree about something, even in public, without either of them feeling fearful or intimidated or simply silenced by the other’s disapproval. Maddie wanted a way to package this up, so that she could then present it as Exhibit A, and say see this? This is one of the reasons I was cornered. This is one of the reasons I had no choice. Because you cannot move forwards, or backwards, or sideways, or even sit down and try to discuss anything, not with someone who quite simply renders you mute.


  The lawyer, Diana Le Gassick, was everything that Hannah had promised. A petite blonde who looked more like Kerri-Anne Kennerley than a legal eagle, but nevertheless exuded such an air of confidence that it was infectious. Any doubts that remained were swept away by the suite of offices that she, and her partners, inhabited. A spacious warren of glossy walnut and glass that was impressive without being showy, and sedate without being stuffy. Lots of framed certificates and soft leather chairs and a wonderful mosaic mural of the scales of justice along one entire wall of the waiting room.


  Maddie had been most concerned, even defensive, over what the lawyer would say about her original decision to abscond with the children. But Diana took this in her stride, displaying just the slightest trace of censure that seemed to have more to do with her profession than any personal ethics. At one stage she even wiped her hands, slapping them against each other, as if to say what was done was done and they would work with what they had. She went on to explain that the magistrate would be operating from a default position of shared care, based on the child’s right to know and be cared for by both parents unless extreme circumstances were in play. Which were notoriously difficult to prove. Therefore any attempt for sole parenting and no contact was doomed to fail and might indeed paint her, Maddie, as inflexible and unreasonable. This actually sent a wave of relief through Maddie. Just the thought of Jake’s face if he discovered she was pushing for no contact orders sent her blood cold.


  Instead the lawyer suggested they try for the best-case scenario of supervised contact, with access taking place in a special family centre, at least until the final hearing next year. She expressed surprise that an ICL had been appointed already, and seemed to think some pressure had been applied, but was confident this could work in their favour. Perhaps even give them ammunition in a push for court-mandated anger management and post-separation parenting courses. It was a shame, apparently, that the children had been allowed to go on holiday with him, as this somewhat undermined their case. But even this Diana brushed aside, moving swiftly on to the necessity for affidavits, and as soon as possible. Affidavits from teachers, principals, coaches, anyone who could give substance to their current life, as well as affidavits from those whose expertise lay six years in the past. And anyone who could back up her claims of abuse, giving reason to her flight as well as undermining the father’s claim to positive parenting. Both then and now.


  In the meantime Diana would file their response with the court and arrange for the papers to be served on the other party. Every time she used those words, Maddie would get a little jolt, like electricity, that zipped across to form the connection between the other party and Jake. And it would seem so surreal, so bizarre, that she could be sitting here discussing the best way to defeat him in a court of law. But after the meeting concluded and Maddie walked out, with Diana’s final handshake still warm, she realised that it also felt incredibly empowering. That no one was saying, Oh my god, is this Jake Hampton we’re talking about? Well, forget about it then. He’s invincible. Instead his personality and foibles and adversarial nature were given barely a second thought while what was right and what was wrong for her took centre stage. And Maddie felt a gratitude that verged on joy.


  After they left the lawyer’s office, they drove along Maroondah Highway until they reached the outer edges of Box Hill. Then Hannah turned off the main road and through a labyrinth of side streets until they reached a large park with a scattering of buildings by one side. A scout hall and a community health centre and an elderly-citizens’ club. On the opposite side of the street was a white brick fence which broke only for a curving driveway. Hannah turned in and parked diagonally before a two-storey building that had huge white plinths set either side of the front door. They locked the car and walked up in silence, each lost in her own thoughts. Inside was a large foyer, with a sweeping staircase, glossy linoleum floor and a stainless-steel lift set rather incongruously to one side.


  Hannah led the way up the stairs, opening a door set at the top and into a spacious room that was seemingly full of elderly people. A large, flat-screen television set on one wall had Oprah Winfrey talking to an audience who kept interrupting with screams of support. Maddie and Hannah caused some interest as they entered, with many of the occupants continuing to stare at them until they passed through and into a wide passage that ran the length of the building, with doors set either side.


  Hannah smiled as they set off down the passage. ‘Little disconcerting, isn’t it?’


  ‘You’re not kidding.’


  ‘It’s this one.’ Hannah paused before a door near the end and knocked softly, waiting a few moments before opening it. ‘Mum?’


  There was a rustling from inside and as Hannah continued to push the door open Maddie suddenly saw her mother, sitting in an armchair by the window. She had a tapestry frame set on a low table before her and a paper bag full of different coloured threads spilt across her lap. She looked happy and well and content and Maddie’s heart soared.


  ‘Hannah, darling.’ Maddie’s mother smiled welcomingly and then her smile faded as she saw who stood behind her eldest daughter. She blinked and then the smile returned, as if it had never left. ‘Matilda! How lovely.’


  ‘Mum.’ Maddie went forward and bent to kiss her mother’s cheek. It was dry and powdery, as paper-thin as an autumn leaf. ‘Mum.’


  ‘Sit down, sit down,’ her mother beamed as she gestured around the room expansively, as if it was full of chairs instead of merely holding the one she was in and a matching armchair on the other side of the table. Hannah waved Maddie towards the spare chair, herself going over to the neatly made bed and leaning back against it, facing them.


  ‘Mum. How have you been?’ Maddie sat forward, drinking her mother in, from her snowy-white hair, now even more sparse, to her hands, which looked like flesh on bone, with folds of skin held in place only by her rings. A half-inch hair, surprisingly dark, sprouted from one side of her chin and Maddie longed to pluck it, knowing her mother would hate that it was there. And that people had noticed.


  Her mother was nodding. ‘Oh very good, thank you darling. Very good indeed.’


  There was silence for a few moments and then Hannah cleared her throat. ‘Mum, do you want to tell Mattie how you went down to the Moorooduc Coolstores on the weekend? As an excursion?’


  ‘No,’ said Maddie’s mother, nodding again.


  Hannah caught Maddie’s eye and grinned. ‘Okay. Well how about when Charlotte and Nicholas took you out for afternoon tea? I think that was about two weeks ago?’


  ‘Yes! Lovely baby. He’s got Jack’s eyes.’


  Maddie smiled. ‘Sam and Ashley send their love. And I’ll bring them next time.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Oh, I mean Max and Courtney.’ Maddie felt a shaft of pain as her mother continued to frown. ‘Come on, Mum, you remember Max and Courtney. My children. Your grandchildren.’


  ‘Where do you say they were?’


  ‘Staying with some friends,’ put in Hannah. ‘But they send their love. Remember when you saw them last year? When I took you up to Ballarat?’


  Her mother stared at her for a few minutes, as if waiting for Hannah to add something. Then she glanced down at her tapestry and smiled. ‘See this? It’s from a Gainsborough painting. The Blue Boy it’s called. My uncle had a Gainsborough. Tiny little thing it was, my mother used to say the frame was bigger than the picture. He hated that. But Vera was the one who always loved Gainsborough. I’m doing this for her, for Christmas.’


  ‘I’m sure she’ll love it,’ said Maddie gently, even though her Aunt Vera had been dead for several years. ‘It’s beautiful. And you’re doing such a good job.’


  ‘Cross-stitch.’


  ‘Yes, I can see.’


  Her mother stared at the tapestry and then suddenly looked up and clicked her tongue with surprise. ‘Heaven’s above, where are my manners? Would you like a cup of tea, girls?’


  ‘No thanks, Mum,’ said Hannah quickly. ‘We haven’t got a huge amount of time. Just thought we’d drop in quickly to say hi. See how you were.’


  ‘Oh. Good.’ She picked up a skein of scarlet thread and trailed the end through her fingers. ‘I don’t really need this colour. Unless I put some in the feather on his cap. Do you think I should put some in the feather on his cap?’


  ‘Sure,’ said Maddie. ‘I think that’s just what it needs.’


  Her mother nodded, pleased with that answer. She held the scarlet against the tapestry, considering. The hair on her chin wafted slightly, a tiny dark line against the powdery fragility of her skin. Minutes slid by smoothly into a silence that felt contented, even peaceful. But after a while Maddie felt tears prick her eyes, with a sudden mourning for what had been irretrievably lost, and she swallowed to regain control. When all she wanted to do, really, was to crawl into her mother’s lap to be patted and protected until all was right again. Maddie looked up and realised that her mother was watching her; she stared back, wanting, needing, to believe, even for a moment, that there was a meeting of the minds. That her mother understood, just a little.


  ‘Scarlet’s the colour of blood.’


  Maddie nodded, her eyes widening. ‘Yes, yes it is.’


  ‘Then I don’t want it,’ her mother said decisively. ‘It will make the feather look odd. You have it.’ She leant forward and passed the thread over. ‘If you plait it together you can make a hair ribbon for Charlotte.’


  Maddie blinked, turning the skein over in her hands. ‘Thanks, Mum. That’s lovely.’


  ‘We’d better get going.’ Hannah stood up. ‘Next time we’ll stay longer. Okay, Mum?’


  ‘Yes, yes. Very good.’


  Hannah came over and kissed their mother lightly on the cheek, then Maddie followed suit, holding her hand for a moment and feeling the skin slide softly under her fingers, reminding her that the court case was about so much more than where Sam and Ashley would be living. It was also about putting an end to this, to everything that she was missing. An end to life going on without her while she existed in some parallel universe that had been born from trauma and, because of that, would always be governed by it.


  Later that night, Maddie sat in bed with an unopened book on her lap, thinking again about the visit to her mother. She was staying in Hannah’s granny flat, built years before when Charlotte had begun university. To give the girl a facade of independence. It was a compact little flat, built only a stone’s throw from the rear of the house, with a bedroom, ensuite and lounge room that contained a small kitchenette at one end. And a lingering smell of disinfectant suggested that it had been cleaned in a hurry, just prior to Maddie’s arrival. She suspected that it would also be disinfected soon after she left, judging by the look on Hannah’s face when Maddie had set Guess’s basket up in the little lounge room.


  She was going home the following morning, having done all she could here. They had tried to track down her old neighbour, Hilda, finally discovering from her daughter-in-law that Hilda and her husband Ernst were in Vienna for three months, visiting relatives. She had taken Maddie’s phone number though, and promised to pass it on as soon as possible.


  Afterwards, Hannah had declared it was time for some retail therapy and had taken her sister off to the huge shopping centre in nearby Wantirna. And Maddie had been thoroughly surprised by how much she had enjoyed herself amongst the glass and chrome and bustling shoppers. She bought a computer game for Sam, and a pewter Twilight key ring for Ashley, together with a set of stickers of each of the characters. Then Hannah had insisted on buying her an early Christmas present, dragging Maddie from boutique to boutique until she found what she was looking for. An outfit guaranteed to bring success on Tuesday. They finished up with a simple but elegant suit. A pair of tailored black pants and a waisted sage jacket, made from thin silky material, with wide lapels and large padded buttons. Then, over coffee, they had a mild argument about the money situation, with Hannah so adamant about making her a loan that Maddie eventually promised she’d think about it. Knowing already that she had little choice. And knowing that Hannah knew this also. That what was happening was just an elaborate ritual, necessary only to salvage Maddie’s pride.


  Maddie pushed the book off her lap and leant back against the pillows, wondering suddenly what Sam and Ashley were doing right at this very moment. Were they getting along with Natalie, or were they finding it difficult to deal with knowing their father had moved on like this? And she wondered how much they knew about the impending court case, or whether they knew anything at all. She had tried to ring Sam several times, just wanting to hear his voice. But it seemed his phone had finally run out of charge and, as his charger was sitting in his bedroom at home, her contact had finally been cut off.


  She glanced over to where the suit hung on the wardrobe door, sheathed in plastic, and saw herself striding into court on Tuesday with competent Diana by her side, keeping her eyes ahead and not allowing herself to acknowledge Jake any more than was strictly necessary. Speaking the truth in a clear, concise voice and then enjoying the simple pragmatism of justice. Afterwards she would allow herself to be magnanimous with the access arrangements, the objective being conciliatory compromise from a position of strength. But beforehand, no, she would keep sympathy well at bay. Because that was a dangerous door to open.


  Despite everything, and rather to her amazement, Maddie felt good. Apprehensive, but good. The whole day, with Hannah, Diana, the suit, had combined to give her a much-needed injection of confidence, both in herself and in the system. And if someone had given her a choice, right then, between going back to the way things had been, pre-discovery, or continuing onward from where she now was, she knew she would have chosen the latter. Without hesitation. Because despite the almost constant flutter of unease within, she was finally beginning to accept that this confrontation had been both necessary and inevitable, and to move forward she simply had to get it over and done with. Once and for all.


  TWELVE


  Maddie had been expecting something rather imposing, perhaps with grand columns like her mother’s retirement home or surrounded by marbled, pigeon-splattered statues of historical personages. And she had pictured throngs of busy people coming and going with flapping coats and overloaded briefcases. Discussing cases, greeting colleagues, and maybe even holding impromptu media conferences. But in fact the courthouse was quite ordinary, just a two-storey red brick building with Commonwealth Law Courts printed in an unobtrusive gold. Set in an area that was geared more towards the struggling than the affluent. And almost deserted, with just one woman, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, leaning against the railing smoking a cigarette.


  ‘Hmm, rather underwhelming,’ said Hannah, following her sister’s gaze. ‘Hope my car doesn’t get pinched.’


  Maddie smiled, treating the comment as rhetorical. She herself felt blessed by the building’s ordinariness, less out of her depth. ‘Underwhelming is exactly what I need right now, thanks.’


  ‘Better that than over, I suppose.’


  ‘True. But if you can get underwhelmed or overwhelmed, then can you just get whelmed?’


  Hannah frowned at her. ‘You need to stay focused, Maddie. Now’s not the time to go silly.’


  ‘I prefer to call it philosophical,’ replied Maddie, stretching her smile into a grin. ‘Okay then, come on. Let’s do this.’


  They headed over the road towards the building, walking up the steps and past the smoking woman who stared into the distance as if philosophical herself. Just inside the doorway was an elaborate scanner, attended by a uniform-clad guard. Maddie and Hannah passed through into a large waiting room, with an information desk in one corner and a wide wooden staircase opposite. With Diana’s instructions in mind, they both took the stairs.


  Hannah checked her watch. ‘We’re a bit early. About fifteen minutes.’


  ‘Good.’ Maddie already knew she needed that time to assimilate. To minimise surprises.


  Upstairs was another large room, but this one had a number of mid-level dividers so that most of the vinyl chairs and square-cushioned couches were in alcoves, granting users a scattered privacy. Thinly striped carpet, in shades of dull blue, gave an impression of order that was reinforced by the overt neatness, while around the circumference was a series of doors, each with a huge silver number and a COURT IN SESSION light box that was currently turned off. The only exception was one with a banner that announced a Family Relationship Centre was located within. A few small meeting rooms, as well as a drinks machine and a coffee bar, were nearby.


  And here, already, were the black-clad, briefcase-toting legal people that Maddie had expected to see outside. With polystyrene cups of coffee in hand, deep in discussion with each other or with clients or checking the court lists that were taped to each door. Every so often one would announce a client’s name loudly and gaze around, waiting for acknowledgement. Maddie and Hannah did a quick circuit of the room, just in case Diana was already there, and then found a couch by the stairs. With her nerves steadily returning, Maddie suddenly pictured the lawyers as rows of voracious little Pacmen, relentlessly moving forward and devouring her confidence, hollowing out her stomach. No wonder she felt nauseous. Chomp, chomp, chomp.


  ‘What are you smiling at?’


  Maddie wiped the smile from her face, feeling silly. She shrugged. ‘Nothing much. Just looking forward to seeing them.’


  ‘I can imagine.’ Hannah nodded and then suddenly frowned. ‘Hey, you don’t think he’ll be bringing them today, do you?’


  ‘Oh, no. Not a chance. He wouldn’t risk it. I meant afterwards, after all this.’


  Two more lawyers came up the steps, followed by a client. Maddie marvelled at how easy it was to differentiate. With the legal fraternity there was almost a uniform drabness, relieved only by the occasional splash of colour on a tie or a woman’s shirt. And their clothing was like a second skin, worn with casual artlessness, while even those clients who had dressed up seemed stiff, overly deliberate. Or maybe it was just their nerves. Chomp, chomp, chomp.


  Maddie crossed her legs and lightly stroked the silky sage material of her jacket for luck. She glanced back towards the stairs and suddenly there he was, right in front of her, almost at the top. Her heart mushroomed into her throat, pulsing so loudly that it echoed up into her eardrums. She clutched at her jacket and then put a hand up to her throat, involuntarily, as if touching it would help her survive this.


  ‘He’s here,’ whispered Hannah from beside her. ‘Bastard.’


  He was wearing a gun-metal grey suit and a muted burgundy tie, together with an air of confidence that sat lightly on him like a mantle. So that he looked as if he belonged, and Maddie felt strangely proud of him for that. He was deep in conversation with the person next to him, an overweight man with dark, slicked-back hair that curled damply into the nape of his neck. Maddie wanted to look away, to appear casual, unaffected, but simply couldn’t. So she sat, fingers pressing against the base of her throat until finally he reached the top of the stairs and looked her way. His eyes widened as he paused, and for a second Maddie thought he was going to say something. Then the moment was over, and he grinned, quite unexpectedly, and winked. A long, lazy, friendly wink that made sure she knew exactly what it was.


  ‘Did you see that?’ Hannah turned to her furiously as Jake continued past. ‘Did you?’


  Nodding, Maddie closed her eyes but could still see the wink, embossed inside her eyelids, so she opened them again. ‘Don’t let it get to you. That’s what he wants.’


  ‘God.’ Hannah stood up crossly, staring around the room. ‘Where’s Diana?’


  Maddie shrugged. She just wanted to crawl away somewhere and absorb what was happening, and it worried her that she was feeling like this already. When the day had barely begun. She rubbed her arm gently, to not crinkle the silk, and stared down at the carpet, at the reliability of the stripes. And now she was on the couch with a throw rug draped over her. It was a faux-fur one, with a smoky-grey pelt that showed glimpses of gun-metal when ruffled. She could see him in the kitchen, getting her some pain tablets, and soon he would be back. Her saviour. To run his fingers through her hair so gently, so caringly, that it would seem inconceivable, almost, that yesterday had happened at all. Maddie sighed tiredly, and rubbed her eyes. When she finally glanced up once more it was to see Kim beaming at her.


  ‘I thought I was going to be late!’ She was breathing rapidly, out of breath.


  ‘I told you that you didn’t have to come,’ said Maddie, knowing full well why her friend had made the effort. ‘All that way!’


  Kim shook her head emphatically. ‘You need support for something like this. Besides, it looks better.’ She turned to Hannah. ‘You must be Maddie’s sister. I’m Kim.’


  ‘Glad you could make it,’ Hannah nodded approvingly. ‘Excellent.’


  ‘Yes. And thank you,’ Maddie smiled, genuinely touched by Kim’s effort. They had only had one phone conversation, on the weekend, since the aborted visit last week. And Maddie hadn’t put a great deal of faith in Kim’s insistence that she would be here today, especially given the distance. Or perhaps she hadn’t really wanted Kim to come at all, not when she knew that the support was limited to her, as a friend, but not her actions.


  A late surge of people came hurrying up the stairs and among them was Diana, dressed beautifully in a snug black skirt and a silk shirt precisely the same colour as the pearls around her neck. She was carrying a thin black briefcase with an oversized gold buckle at the front.


  ‘There you all are. Excellent.’ Diana was already glancing around the room. ‘Is the other party here yet?’


  Maddie stood but the dividers prevented a clear view. ‘They’re over there somewhere.’


  ‘Hmm.’ Diana stared for a few more moments, as if expecting Jake and his lawyer to materialise, and then glanced down at her watch before pointing towards one of the courtrooms, which had become very busy. ‘Well, no time now, we’d better go in. Courtroom four.’


  They joined the flood of people entering courtroom four, where it quickly became clear that there were no more seats left. Diana ushered them along the wall until they were in front of a polished wood divider. It was a large room, with the divider separating three rows of public seating from the bar table, with its deep, swivel chairs. Beyond this was another long table occupied by the court clerk, a very slim woman with shiny black-grey curls partially tamed by an army of pins. Then came the high panelled bench behind which was the magistrate’s chair. And a large, embossed bronze disc of Australia’s coat of arms. As Maddie finished her brief inspection there were a series of echoing knocks and the clerk called out, in a loud voice: ‘All stand and remain standing. The Federal Magistrates Court of Australia at Dandenong is now is session.’


  As the entire courtroom rustled to their feet, the black-robed magistrate came in from a door behind his chair and then stood silently for a moment, surveying his court with a rather majestic air. He bowed his head and sat down. Another noisy shuffling followed as the clerk gave permission for all to be seated and then, it seemed to Maddie, quite suddenly muted bedlam broke loose. Lawyers dashed forward to thrust sheets of paper at the clerk or announced numbers and made short speeches, waiting for these to be recorded before pushing their way back out of the room, clients in tow. The clerk remained standing to facilitate proceedings, while other lawyers scrambled their way forward to whisper to colleagues at the long table. Out of the corner of her eye, Maddie could see Jake at the back of the room, staring straight ahead.


  ‘Wait here,’ hissed Diana, moving forward. Amidst the bustle, and the numbers, Maddie suddenly heard her own name. Her real name. With some surprise she turned to find that the large man who had accompanied Jake was now addressing the court.


  ‘...for the applicant father. And we’d like the matter stood down to give us a chance to come to some resolution.’


  Another lawyer pushed past Maddie and then squatted right in front of her to begin a hissed conversation with his client in the seat opposite. She could hear Diana speaking near the bar table and then, almost immediately, she was back again. She gestured for them all to follow and then moved quickly towards the door, pausing momentarily to turn and bow her head towards the magistrate. They each followed suit and then filed through into the waiting room. Maddie took a deep breath, tremendously relieved to be outside once more.


  ‘Right-o.’ Diana put her arms out and continued to usher them, as if herding sheep, away from the courtroom and towards an alcove. ‘Sit down, let’s have a chat.’


  Maddie sank into a two-seater couch while Kim perched on the armrest and Hannah sat in a chair to the side. They all looked up at Diana expectantly.


  ‘Now, we’ve been stood down for a while. What that means is we’re supposed to come to some sort of resolution, so that then we can go back with consent orders all ready to go.’


  ‘How would that work?’ asked Hannah hopefully.


  ‘It won’t,’ said Maddie. She wasn’t sure of much today, but of that she was certain.


  ‘Well, you never know.’ Diana put her briefcase down and started flicking through papers as she spoke. ‘And we have to go through the motions anyway, otherwise the magistrate will ask why not. So what happens now is that we snare a meeting room and get things underway.’


  ‘All of us?’ Maddie felt her stomach hollow once more. ‘Me?’


  ‘Actually, I’m thinking no. Given the circumstances, and that there’s form fours out from each party, it’s probably best that I represent you alone. See what I can do.’


  ‘What’s a form four?’ asked Kim hesitantly.


  ‘A notice of child abuse or family violence. In this case family violence.’ Diana selected some papers and started reading through them. After a few minutes of concentration, she stared intently at Maddie. ‘Okay then, I have to ask, how far would you be prepared to compromise?’


  Maddie looked at her suspiciously. ‘In what way?’


  ‘Well, as in do we have a middle ground? Would you be willing to share care? Say, the children living one week with you, one week with him?’


  Maddie shook her head, surprised. This had all been covered the other day.


  ‘I know it’s not what you prefer,’ said Diana, as if reading her mind. ‘But the question is how far would you go for a resolution?’


  Maddie frowned and then, not wanting to appear inflexible, tried to run a picture of shared care through her head. She flinched. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Kim looking at her expressionlessly and she knew, without any doubt, what her friend was thinking. She flushed, feeling guilty and annoyed at the same time.


  ‘Certainly not,’ said Hannah crossly, into the silence. ‘As we explained to you last week, this man is violent. So it’s about doing the right thing for the kids. Which is their mother. Full-time.’


  Diana put a hand out, as if wanting to placate. ‘Yes, I know. I understand. I just have to ask, that’s all, before I go in there. And as I explained when we met, there is a presumption of equal parental responsibility nowadays. I did warn you that what we spoke of was a best-case scenario, which means that we should allow room to move. And the magistrate does look kindly on those who show a willingness to negotiate.’ She stared levelly at Maddie for a few moments and then thinned her lips, just slightly. ‘So I take it there’s no room at all? You still want full residence and the father to have supervised access only. With the possibility of every second weekend down the track.’


  ‘That’s right,’ said Maddie, wishing the words would sound more certain.


  ‘And don’t forget he has to do anger management,’ added Hannah. ‘And a parenting course.’


  ‘Okay then.’ Diana continued reading for a while and then slipped the papers back into her briefcase. ‘Well, I doubt we’ll get a resolution with that but I’ll give it my best. Back soon.’


  Maddie watched Diana stride across the room in her stilettos. ‘What the hell?’ She turned to Hannah. ‘Don’t you think that was a bit odd? I mean she sounded so supportive the other day. When she was doing all that reading, do you think she was reminding herself of what we were about? The case?’


  ‘Certainly not,’ replied Hannah, although not as confidently as Maddie would have liked. ‘Although I wish she’d prepared us better, like for the standing down bit. And the fact that there’d even be talk of a resolution.’


  ‘And that she’d suddenly apply the pressure like that, so quickly.’


  Hannah ran her fingers through her bob, fluffing the hair out. Thinking. ‘Look, I’m sure it’s just she has to be objective, that’s all. And find out exactly where we stand. Cover all the bases.’


  Maddie nodded slowly, and then stood up to see if she could spot where Diana had gone. She was just in time to see Jake’s lawyer disappear into one of the meeting rooms and shut the door behind him. Maddie felt a sudden and surprising urge to join them. Because even stronger than her desire for avoidance was her desire not to be left out. Especially if her own lawyer felt she had to be objective. If that was the case then who, in that room right now, was actually on her side? She turned back to her companions. ‘Anyone for a coffee?’


  ‘You sit down.’ Kim rose quickly. ‘I’ll get them. White with one?’


  Maddie nodded reluctantly. She wanted to do something, be proactive in some way. Courtroom four opened again and a lawyer came out, tugging a boxy suitcase on wheels. Maddie walked over to the top of the stairs. From here she could see outside, towards the carpark and the few trees that remained on that side of the road. It occurred to her that these walls, as ordinary as they looked from the outside, had seen as many contests as any celebrated sporting arena. But the big difference was that with most contests there was a straightforward winner. Here the lines were far more blurred and, at the end of the day, she suspected that every single person was a loser to some degree.


  The morning crept past with a slowness that became stultifying. Maddie had been right that no compromise would be reached in the initial meeting, but this was followed by a long wait while those cases that had reached resolution were prioritised. At one stage Diana and the large lawyer went back into the courtroom to notify the court that consent had not been reached and that the contested hearing was expected to take some time. The clerk immediately pushed them back and they were left staring at several hours with absolutely nothing to do.


  Diana promptly vanished, with an assurance that she would be back in plenty of time. And it seemed that Jake and his lawyer had also disappeared. Maddie was reluctant to follow suit, as if by doing so she would miss out on something, or that staying was in itself a necessary torment. But it was impossible to explain this reasoning to Hannah and Kim, so eventually Maddie allowed herself to be persuaded into a temporary absence. Her nerves becoming tenser the longer they were away, so by the time they finished lunch at a Thai restaurant along the main street, she felt as compressed as the spring in the end of a biro. And the food didn’t help at all.


  After lunch, they said goodbye to Kim who had to be back in Badgerton by midafternoon. And Maddie fancied she saw relief in her friend’s face, even as she apologised profusely. She mused on this as she and Hannah settled themselves again in the now-thinned waiting room. Deciding that the relief was either projection, or simply mutual. Because with Kim gone, that was one less person, one less entity for Maddie to have to worry about. And, in addition, this evened things up more, with Jake being alone.


  Afterwards, when Maddie thought back on this particular part of the day, it seemed that the last thought had barely formulated when Jake came up the stairs once more. But this time, instead of being accompanied by just his lawyer, he had an entourage. With the sight of them Maddie’s blood snap-froze. Part of her prayed that her face was also frozen, so that not a single person was able to read how shaken she was inside. First there was his eldest sister Dana, followed by her husband Frank. Close behind was their daughter Jessica and then bringing up the rear, walking stiffly up the stairs, was his mother Lorna. A far older version, her entire body looking like someone had vacuumed all the plumpness away, leaving the skin hanging loosely like curtain swags. So shocked was Maddie by her mother-in-law’s appearance that it took her another moment to realise that, by her side, holding her gently by one elbow, was the woman from the airport. Jake’s woman. Natalie.


  ‘Is that...?’ Hannah trailed off.


  There was no wink when Jake passed her this time, just a long level look that spoke volumes. I’ll see your two, and I’ll raise you. Still in the game now, sweetheart? His family followed suit, each passing without comment, although his mother paused, as if there was something she really wanted to say but she’d promised not to. And Maddie was grateful, because she didn’t want to hear it either. Not from this fr agile, shrunken Lorna. She dragged her eyes away as she rubbed at her arm, hard. And lunch turned into bricks, which heaved and then settled again in a jagged pile.


  ‘Okay, let’s get this show on the road.’ Diana appeared at the top of the stairs, beaming as if they had already won. She stretched her arms out in her ushering fashion and then herded them before her into the courtroom. The COURT IN SESSION light was glowing so they paused in the entry to nod perfunctorily and then Diana gestured towards the public seating. There was plenty of room there now so they slid into seats just behind the long bench. The courtroom door opened again and Maddie knew that it would be Jake and his entourage. She stared ahead as they rustled their way into the seats behind, feeling their eyes burn into the back of her sage jacket. Concentrated hatred.


  The large lawyer and Diana both waited by the wall as the current case came to an end. Something about property and school fees and another hearing that was only a month away. Maddie concentrated on the clerk’s hair, at her largely futile attempts to repress the unruly curls. Finally the magistrate made a barely audible pronouncement and like magic the lawyers’ table emptied, except for an older man who moved across into one of the middle seats. He was soon flanked by Jake’s lawyer and Diana as the clerk fished a manila file out from a pile concertinaed across her desk and passed it up to the magistrate, then turned to face the court.


  ‘Calling the matter of Matilda Hampton and Jacob Hampton.’


  The large lawyer stood briefly. ‘I appear for the applicant father.’


  Diana followed suit. ‘I appear for the respondent mother.’


  ‘And I appear as the ICL.’ The older man barely raised himself out of his chair and then settled back, peering at his notes.


  So this was the independent children’s lawyer who represented her children. Maddie wanted to embrace him, and then tow him from the courtroom so that she could have a long, frank talk. Explain Jake, the situation, her actions. She dragged her eyes back towards the bench, where the magistrate was reading through their file. He was a dour-looking older man, with plodding mannerisms and an unsympathetic air. Or perhaps he had simply seen too much.


  Jake’s lawyer broke the silence, nodding as if he was already answering a question. ‘Yes, as Your Honour can see, this is a case where the parents separated six years ago and came to an informal shared care arrangement. The children, Max and Courtney, were aged eight and six at the time. This worked well until concerns began to be raised about the mother’s mental state.’


  Maddie’s eyes widened and she glanced towards Diana, willing her to interject, but she remained seated, listening intently.


  ‘She became increasingly unwilling to share the care of the children. For instance, as the affidavit from the school principal states, there were several occasions where the mother took the children from school early. This was to prevent my client from collecting them. A school counsellor became involved and made several attempts to discuss her concerns with the mother, to no avail. As a result, the situation deteriorated and there were several aggressive episodes where both parties received minor injuries. My client was apprehensive enough as to obtain an intervention order against his wife, hoping that distance would restore some calm.’


  Maddie felt Hannah take her hand softly and realised that her fingers were clenched into a fist, the short nails still managing to score the soft flesh of her palm.


  ‘And we also note that the mother’s affidavit makes claim of long-term family violence. My client refutes this absolutely and has obtained an affidavit from the neighbours attesting to this. It is his belief that there is absolutely no evidence to support this claim. That nothing remotely abusive occurred until the stressors of separation led to some mutually physical altercations between the two parties. Scuffles, as it were.’


  Maddie closed her eyes, as if in pain. She was trying to open the door. Frantically, urgently, even as she could hear his breathing rasp from across the room. Knowing she had made things worse, horribly worse, by fighting back. Feeling the doorknob slide uselessly between her sweat-slicked hands. And now he was talking again, with clenched fury leaching through the words. You bitch. You fucking bitch. I’m going to fucking kill you.


  She jerked upright and sucked in a gulp of air. Her hand was squeezed as Hannah leant in closer, looking at her with concern. Maddie shook her head, managing a reassuring smile. Behind her she could hear a hissed conversation, with female voices, but the only word she could decipher was ‘bitch’ so she knew they were talking about her.


  Jake’s lawyer still had the floor. ‘And I should mention that a hearing had been scheduled at the time. However, before it could take place the mother informed my client she was returning to the marital home and then, while he was preparing for reconciliation, she vanished with the children. Disguised their identities and set up home in country Victoria. For six years.’ He paused for effect, gazing towards the magistrate, offering the number up within silence. ‘Six years. In the meantime my client never gave up hope. He employed private detectives, conducted his own search, and finally he was able to contact his daughter on the Facebook social network website. He collected the children two weeks ago and they have been living with him since.’


  The magistrate glanced down at the file and then up again. He spoke in a low voice that didn’t amplify well, despite the microphone before him. ‘Yes, thank you for that, Mr Redman. But I am curious as to why your client didn’t seek recovery orders when the children were taken.’


  ‘If my client had known that he would be separated from his children for six years, there is no question he would have applied for recovery orders immediately.’ Jake’s lawyer, Mr Redman, nodded for emphasis. His chin folded in on itself and then out, like an accordion. ‘But the mother had a history of this sort of behaviour, and had always returned within a short period of time, so initially he assumed this would be similar. He wanted to settle things as informally as possible, and he hoped, for quite some time, that there was still a chance of reconciliation. That perhaps his wife just needed some time. And then, Your Honour, there is the fact that my client is a proud man. And he found the entire situation deeply embarrassing.’


  Maddie wanted to jump to her feet and object, because he made it sound like she was a basket case, with Jake the long-suffering husband. When her history amounted to leaving twice before, both times after a severe beating, and then returning only because she had been convinced to give their marriage another try. She was guilty of stupidity, but that alone.


  The magistrate was talking once more. ‘But if he believed his wife was mentally unstable, wasn’t he fearful for his children?’


  ‘Not at all, Your Honour. In fact my client feels even now that the children are in no danger from their mother. Not physically, that is. Emotionally is another matter.’ Mr Redman nodded once more, agreeing with himself, and then lowered his bulk into the chair.


  The magistrate slid his gaze over to Diana and, as the lawyer stood, Maddie realised that now was her chance. Her stomach tightened, but this time with anticipation. Hannah squeezed her hand again and this time she squeezed back, then gently pulled away, laying her hand in her lap.


  ‘Your Honour. The respondent mother agrees that she did indeed take the children and change their names to avoid the father discovering their whereabouts. However, she did this because the father had a long history of violence towards her. This was indeed the cause of the separation, at which point the violence escalated. You have before you an affidavit from the mother’s sister detailing injuries that she observed during this time. There are also photos.’


  The magistrate lifted one hand slightly and Diana paused. He shuffled through the papers before him and began reading, looking up again a few moments later. ‘Are there any other witnesses to the alleged violence?’


  ‘There is a neighbour who lived next door to the mother after the separation, who also had cause to ring the police on occasion. Unfortunately she is overseas at this time. But the lack of witnesses is entirely in keeping with this sort of abuse. Before and after separation.’


  ‘Do we have these police reports?’


  ‘No charges were laid, Your Honour. Which is also in keeping with –’


  ‘That’s all very good, Ms Le Gassick, but it means I am left with affidavits from both sides about witnessing injuries after the event. And I also have an intervention order against your client. If this was long-standing, why didn’t she have an intervention order at some point?’


  ‘Once again, Your Honour, my client not having ever applied for an intervention order is entirely in keeping with domestic violence. The simple fact is that she was too scared that this in itself would escalate the abuse.’


  ‘Yes, but that doesn’t help me,’ said the magistrate, frowning at Diana as if she was personally responsible. ‘There appears to be no doubt that the relationship became violent. And the intervention order supports the father’s claim that these physical altercations were not entirely one-sided. So we have a volatile relationship that was about to head to court for parenting orders six years ago. When instead the wife chose to take matters into her own hands and disappear with the children. Thus denying the father even his day in court.’


  ‘Bastard,’ hissed Hannah, but under her breath so that the word slid out in one syllable.


  ‘Your Honour,’ said Diana smoothly. ‘My client’s affidavit explains how she was in fear for her life at the time. And also for the lives of her children as the father had made several threats towards them should she not acquiesce to his wishes. With regard to the last altercation, the boy witnessed his mother being beaten and was himself struck by his father on this occasion.’


  Mr Redman jumped up. ‘Your Honour, this was an accident, where the boy Max came into the room behind the father and was knocked over in error.’


  The magistrate sighed crossly. ‘I think I’d like to have a word with the mother.’


  Diana stared at him for a moment, as if expecting him to elaborate, or address Maddie through her, and then turned, gesturing for her to come forward. Maddie’s stomach heaved as she stood and made her way along the row of seats, past Hannah who touched her supportively on the arm as she went. Keeping her eyes down, away from those behind her who she knew would be watching her slow progress. Could even feel them watching. The clerk ushered her forward and up to a table set at one side. Then she positioned Maddie to face the magistrate’s bench and spoke briskly. ‘Oath or affirmation?’


  ‘Affirmation please.’


  As soon as Maddie was sworn in, the clerk returned to her computer, leaving Maddie to gaze up at the magistrate. Close up his skin was pasty, with pallid jowls that looked almost canine.


  ‘Is it Mrs Hampton?’


  ‘I prefer Ms McCourt,’ replied Maddie, surprised to hear her voice emerge relatively even. ‘Your Honour.’


  ‘Which is the surname you adopted when you left six years ago?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And herein lies my problem.’ He gazed at her levelly for a few moments. ‘I have no real evidence here to support your claims of domestic abuse. Clearly there was aggressive behaviour occurring, but the affidavits before me suggest it was coming from both sides.’


  ‘No.’ Maddie shook her head. She grasped for words, the importance of which were heightened by the knowledge that this was her chance, perhaps her only chance, to convince the magistrate that she was right and Jake was wrong. She glanced towards the public seating and caught Hannah’s eye, who immediately smiled encouragingly. Maddie looked back towards the bench. ‘I was abused throughout my entire marriage. And when I finally left it only got worse.’


  ‘But it states in your husband’s affidavit that you both continued an intimate relationship after you left the marital home. That for quite some time, until you took the children, he regularly stayed over at your home and vice versa. Is that not correct?’


  A half-smile that turned his eyes into crinkled crescents. One eyebrow lifting just slightly in an age-old question. Your Husband. Maddie blinked. ‘No, I mean yes, that’s correct. But I thought that maybe we could make things work. That the abuse would stop.’


  ‘How many times in total had you left the relationship?’


  ‘Ah, three. No, four. Including the last time.’


  The magistrate closed his eyes briefly, as if tired. ‘So with this history in mind, and if the violence was escalating during this last separation, as you claim, then why didn’t you simply discontinue the relationship? Or seek help? Or even, for your children’s sake, reach out to the school counsellor who clearly had serious concerns?’


  ‘Because...’ Maddie paused, searching frantically for some way of describing how things had been. The fear, the love, the misplaced loyalty. The sticks and stones. She rubbed her arm fiercely as she looked back over towards the gallery, meaning to catch Hannah’s eye again but instead catching Jake’s. And instantly the ideas, the words that were trying to evolve into cogency shrivelled like burnt offerings, leaving only ashes in their wake. And she swallowed painfully as she continued to stare, now desperately willing him to wink or grin or something, so that the magistrate would realise how things were. Without her having to say a word.


  ‘Ms McCourt?’


  Maddie snapped her head around and knew, from the look on his face, that her time was rapidly running out. She cast around, hauling in the first words that came near. ‘I know I’m not explaining things very well but it wasn’t like that. Easily explainable, I mean. And the further away I get, the less easy it is to explain. Even to myself.’


  ‘Would you say, though, that your children have suffered any ill effects in the past six years from not seeing their father?’


  ‘No,’ replied Maddie clearly, sure at least of this. She kept her eyes on the magistrate and away from the gallery. ‘That is to say, the positives outweighed the negatives. By a lot.’


  ‘Ms McCourt, we now have a rebuttable presumption of shared care in this country,’ the magistrate spoke slowly, almost kindly. ‘Had you followed through with your original hearing you would have been able to argue against such a presumption in your case if you so chose. However with your subsequent actions, you chose to bypass this, and by doing so –’


  ‘I only did it because –’


  ‘Please,’ the magistrate’s voice tightened with annoyance. ‘Do not interrupt me. How are you going to follow what I am saying if you interrupt me?’ He paused for emphasis as Maddie reddened, mortified. ‘As I was saying, by doing so you denied your ex-husband even the right of reply to your allegations. And you also denied your children their right in law to ongoing contact with their father. If I am to even come close to understanding your actions, I am going to need some sort of explanation that makes sense.’


  Maddie stared at him and now dread began to nibble within. She pushed it down and made one last effort to find those magic words. Taking a deep breath. ‘I fully understand that what I did seems extreme, but for that reason alone you must realise that I only did it because I had no choice. He. Beat. Me. It wasn’t going to ever stop, and there was nothing I could have done. So it wasn’t out of vengeance, or spite, or bloody-mindedness. I did it out of fear. Fear for me, fear for my kids. And my only regret, now, is that it was necessary at all.’ Maddie shook her head slowly, maintaining eye contact. ‘Not that I did it.’


  There was a snort from the gallery and Maddie glanced over. Dana glared back with implacable dislike. Next to her, auburn hair pulled back, was Natalie. Just part of the family.


  ‘Thank you,’ said the magistrate crossly towards the public seating. He turned back to Maddie. ‘And thank you, Ms McCourt, that will be all.’


  Now words crowded themselves into her mind, hundreds of them, tumbling over each other in their haste. But still not making sense. Just snippets from those years, swimming in a quagmire of feelings, emotions, reactions. Maddie closed her eyes, willing them to form sentences. Convincing, coherent, concise sentences.


  ‘Ms McCourt? This way please.’


  Maddie opened her eyes and the clerk was standing before her. She took a deep breath and then walked slowly, deliberately, making sure she kept her head high and her gaze forward. Edging along the row, finding her seat, and sinking into it with equal parts relief and regret, her stomach empty yet full at the same time.


  The magistrate shuffled through his papers and started reading silently. Both Diana and Mr Redman followed suit, as if this was de rigueur. When he finally looked up it was straight at the large lawyer, who immediately rose. ‘I’m reading here the affidavit from the children’s former principal, which I assume was obtained for the original hearing?’


  ‘Yes, Your Honour,’ Mr Redman nodded. ‘My client kept the documentation in anticipation that another hearing would eventuate at some stage.’ He paused with a wry smile, leaving enough space for a tacit six years, and then simply sighed, rather than continue.


  The magistrate seemed unimpressed by the performance. ‘My reading of this is that there were no problems at school pre-separation, but that after this date there were ongoing issues.’


  Diana stood. ‘That is correct, Your Honour. However, the decline in the children’s behaviour corresponded with the escalation of violence post-separation.’


  ‘If, as your client claims, the entire marriage was abusive, then one would expect problems with the children to have arisen somewhat earlier. And that also doesn’t explain why the mother didn’t follow through with the school counsellor’s suggestion to discuss Max’s behaviour. In fact, the counsellor describes the mother’s response as,’ the magistrate paused as he found the right part, ‘ “defensive and rather obstructive”.’


  Maddie turned to look helplessly at Hannah. In her face she could see, quite clearly, how badly this was going.


  ‘Your Honour,’ said Mr Redman, standing once more. ‘My client is of the opinion that his wife absconded primarily to avoid shared care. That once she discovered the upcoming hearing was unlikely to award her full residency, she decided to circumvent the decision.’


  Diana objected, at last. ‘That’s not true, Your Honour.’


  ‘And even now she is having some difficulty with the fact the children are living with my client. To the point that she made the boy Max ring her each night until his mobile phone ran out of charge. And the day that she got served for this hearing, she used the boy’s phone to contact my client and then verbally abuse him in front of the children.’


  Diana twisted around and spoke in a low, hissed voice. ‘What happened?’


  ‘Nothing of the sort,’ said Maddie angrily. ‘That is, sure I rang him. But only because I was shocked, that’s all. There was no verbal abuse, except from him.’


  ‘With respect to my learned friend here, that is a complete exaggeration.’ Diana was facing the magistrate once more. ‘And my client states that the father in fact abused her. And, Your Honour, that appears to be the difficulty with much of these affidavits,’ she gestured dismissively at the file. ‘A kernel of truth that is then blown out of all proportion.’


  ‘Some things are already out of all proportion,’ commented the magistrate dryly. ‘Such as the father being denied access to his children for six years.’


  Mr Redman bobbed back up, adjusting his trousers as he spoke. ‘May we put forward our proposal, Your Honour?’ He waited for the magistrate to incline his head. ‘My client proposes that the children, Max and Courtney, live with him from now until the hearing for the final orders. This will give him a chance to enhance his bond with the children, who have already been with him for the past two weeks and have shown no signs of wanting to be returned to the mother. My client further proposes that the mother have supervised access every weekend for the first eight weeks and then unsupervised after that. This is largely due to her proven flight risk. The father is concerned that if she is given unsupervised access immediately, then she will convince the children to leave with her. Again.’


  Diana jumped up. ‘Your Honour, we strenuously reject this proposal. Whatever her motives six years ago, there is no argument that my client has had sole care of both children for the past six years. She is all they have known. And Your Honour has several affidavits before you stating that they are well-adjusted children who are settled in their home town of Badgerton. This needs to be about the best interests of the children, not the father. To uproot them at this time would be injurious to their wellbeing.’


  The magistrate held up his hand, as if Diana was overreacting. He turned back to Jake’s lawyer. ‘Mr Redman, I would be extremely loathe to award supervised access in this case. There is no evidence that the mother was abusive in any way towards the children.’


  ‘We hold that by removing them six years ago, she was abusive.’ Mr Redman spoke quickly, nodding every so often to speed the words along. ‘That these actions resulted in a clear case of parental alienation, where my client was alienated from the children’s affection through his forced absence from their lives. And that by positioning herself as the sole provider, the mother fostered an unnatural alignment with herself. And I refer Your Honour to Calvert vs Calvert, where Justice Altobelli performed an excellent summary of the issues surrounding alienation of children. And also to such papers as Lodge 1998 and Gardner 1992 and 1998, which state that parental alienation is in itself an emotionally abusive process. And that,’ he paused for a moment as he lifted a sheaf of papers and began reading, ‘ “the overall goal of interventions should emphasise and be guided by the restoration of contact as the primary objective”.’


  ‘May I see those?’ the magistrate nodded towards the clerk who fetched the sheaf from Mr Redman and passed them up. Maddie closed her eyes for a moment so that she wouldn’t see him reading. Parental alienation – the very words brought with them a liquid surge of resentment.


  ‘Thank you, Mr Redman,’ said the magistrate, putting the papers to one side. He flicked his eyes over to Diana. ‘Ms Le Gassick? What is your proposal?’


  ‘Well, firstly we reject any suggestion of parental alienation and urge Your Honour to look at the facts here, and not the hyperbole. Our proposal takes note of the father’s desire for contact while still acknowledging that the children have been living with the mother for six years and are extremely settled. We propose that the father now have supervised contact due to his prior history of violence. To be reassessed at the final hearing and, in the meantime, for the father to undertake both an anger-management course and a post-separation parenting course. My client is also willing to attend the latter.’


  ‘Good of her,’ said the magistrate. He turned back to Jake’s lawyer. ‘Mr Redman, would your proposal involve the children changing schools?’


  ‘No, Your Honour. My client acknowledges that the children are currently established at their school and therefore he would prefer them to remain there. At least in the short term. In order to achieve this, he is prepared to move to the locality himself.’


  Maddie stared at the lawyer’s back, aghast. She closed her eyes, willing something to change, but when she opened them again he was still there, and he was still talking.


  ‘In fact my client has already located a rental home in Silver’s Creek, which involves a similar bus ride to the secondary school as the mother’s home. He has a high degree of flexibility as he runs his own accountancy business. However, my client would like allowance made for the possibility it may be in the children’s best interest to change schools at some stage in the future. It seems that their current school does not have a very high ranking for academic results and both children are rather ambitious in that regard. I have the VCE ranking from last year if Your Honour cares to...’ Mr Redman held up a sheet of paper but the magistrate shook his head. ‘My client is prepared to be governed by the wishes of his children but would like, at some stage, to offer private schooling. Max, in particular, may wish to avail himself of this offer as he is not overly happy at his current school. And my client is aware that the mother is in no position to contribute to such costs and is therefore prepared to shoulder the entire financial responsibility himself.’


  Maddie felt Hannah staring at her but wouldn’t, couldn’t, meet her eyes. There were so many things wrong with the proposal that she simply couldn’t absorb it, not in its entirety. The magistrate’s eyes flicked from Mr Redman to the row behind Maddie, and she knew he was impressed. She reached forward, desperately, and tapped Diana on the shoulder, whispering fiercely, ‘You can’t let him do this. You just can’t. And Max is happy.’


  ‘Your Honour,’ Diana straightened and spoke briskly, ‘the principal at their current school makes no mention of Max being unhappy there.’


  ‘It is not at all unusual for school principals to be unaware of the complexity of individual students. Especially in public schools as large as this one.’ Mr Redman paused and nodded at the magistrate. ‘Fifteen hundred students. Two hundred and fifty in Max’s year level alone.’


  ‘Hmm.’ The magistrate flicked through the file. ‘I note that the issue of the children’s schooling is one of the factual issues laid out by the independent children’s lawyer as requiring determination by me. Mr Washington, did you have anything to add?’


  The older man bobbed up slightly. ‘No, Your Honour. Not at this stage.’


  ‘Mr Redman? Ms Le Gassick?’


  ‘We believe that the facts speak for themselves here, Your Honour.’ Mr Redman stood stiffly. ‘And would just like to add that the mother works relatively long hours and the children are home by themselves for a considerable time every afternoon. The father, on the other hand, works from home. Which leaves us with the necessity of them maintaining contact with both parents, an undertaking that the mother has shown herself incapable of performing. My client, however, is a loving father who is devoted to his children and is quite prepared to put their needs first. As shown by his willingness to relocate.’


  Diana was already rising as the large lawyer sat. ‘Your Honour, it is precisely because she is able to put the children’s needs first that my client fled six years ago. The father is a domestic abuser whose violence escalated after separation to the point where my client feared for her life and the lives of her children. Since then they have lived a settled life in the country and both children are now well adjusted and very close to their mother.’


  The magistrate waited for a moment, as if expecting Diana to continue. ‘Thank you.’ He cleared his throat and then peered down, reading. For a while the only sound in the room was the gentle whoosh of papers sliding over each other but then a low conversation began in the row behind. Maddie didn’t bother straining to hear, she simply didn’t care.


  ‘Is that it?’ Hannah leant over, speaking hoarsely. ‘Do you think that’s it?’


  Maddie nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She rubbed her arm and then looked down at the silky sage, now a mess of corrugated creases. Behind her the word ‘bitch’ came again quite clearly and Maddie had the sudden urge to turn and start throwing punches. First into Dana’s face, and then Frank’s, and maybe Natalie’s just for good measure. She pictured their expressions, stunned disbelief imploding with the splattering of blood. See how they liked it.


  The magistrate cleared his throat again. ‘In this matter, there are competing applications by the parents for orders in relation to the care of their two children, Max aged fourteen years and Courtney aged twelve years. Both seek orders for sole parental responsibility and limited, supervised time with the other parent. Both have also claimed family violence.’ The magistrate suddenly paused and looked across at Maddie, quite deliberately. ‘Now, the applicable law in this case states that children have the right to know and be cared for by both their parents, regardless of whether they are together or not. With a consideration being the willingness of each parent to encourage a continuing relationship between the child and the other parent. Which brings us to the mother’s claim that family violence was the reason she absconded six years ago.’


  Maddie took a deep breath and let it out slowly, so that the sigh puffed her bottom lip.


  ‘I have strong reservations about the mother’s story. She admits to having maintained an intimate relationship with the father after she left the marital home. These circumstances are hardly demonstrative of fear and apprehension on the part of the mother. Her actions, if indeed the victim of severe and ongoing abuse, defy common sense. I note there is no significant corroborating evidence and there is, indeed, some evidence that she herself was violent. It appears likely that the father’s version of events is closer to the truth, in that separation put pressure on an already volatile relationship.’


  Maddie stared at him but quite suddenly his face became blurred, as if someone had loosed a filmy curtain. She closed her eyes, frantically willing the tears away.


  ‘With regard to the issue of alienation, I note that while such allegations have a distinct legal context, they are not themselves a legal concept. However, there is strong evidence to suggest that alienated children perform more poorly than their peers. I find that there are elements of parental alienation in this case, and that furthermore the mother appears to lack the insight into the effects of her actions on the children, specifically the lack of contact with their father.’


  Maddie’s eyes were still closed, but this just seemed to make the magistrate’s voice louder. Battering against her eardrums and thudding its way within.


  ‘In my judgement, therefore, as instructed, I am taking note of the unwillingness of the mother to facilitate a close relationship between the children and the father. I also acknowledge the father’s willingness to relocate and his willingness to provide more suitable schooling should this become advisable. I note that this supports my consideration, under law, to ensure that the children receive parenting that will help them achieve their full potential. I also note that the independent children’s lawyer favours the father’s proposal over the mother’s, albeit with reservations regarding supervised contact.’


  Maddie opened her eyes and the magistrate swam into view, staring down at his papers. She could feel the excitement behind her, a buzz that seemed to have a life of its own, like electricity.


  ‘I will set the final hearing down for,’ he paused to briefly confer with the clerk, ‘May 23 of next year and I direct that the parties obtain a family report prior to this date. I also request that the independent children’s lawyer not be discharged pending this hearing. And I make interim orders of the following. That the parents have shared parental responsibility for the children, Max Hampton and Courtney Hampton, and that the children live with their father and spend time with their mother every weekend from 5.00 pm Friday evening, where the father will deliver them to the mother’s residence in Badgerton, until 6.00 pm Sunday evening where she will deliver them back to the father’s residence at Silver’s Creek.’


  ‘Your Honour,’ Mr Redman shot to his feet, ‘could we ask that this access commence not this weekend but the following? This will then allow the children to assist my client with moving this weekend, which is something they are very much looking forward to. And then they can familiarise themselves with the new house before school commences on Monday.’


  Diana was already on her feet also. ‘Your Honour, my client has not seen her children for –’


  ‘Yes, I’m aware of that.’ The magistrate held up a hand and both lawyers sat, but stiffly, as if poised to leap up again. He wrote for a few minutes and then looked up. ‘All right, for this weekend only the children will be delivered to their mother’s residence at 5.00 pm on Saturday, which allows them to spend that day with their father, helping him move.’ He glanced at Mr Redman briefly, and then back down at his papers. ‘And given the pernicious dynamics between the parents, I direct that each parent refrain from criticising or otherwise denigrating the other parent in the presence of the children.’ He looked up, straight at Diana. ‘And, Ms Le Gassick, I urge you to explain to your client the repercussions that follow any contravention of these orders.’


  And it was all about expressions. No sound, just expressions speaking a language that was far louder than words. Him with a self-righteous smugness and a loose but possessive arm around each child. Them both gazing at her with an intensity that accentuated the mute appeal in their eyes. But as much as they didn’t want to go, not with him like this, they knew that the number-one rule was to keep him happy, at all costs. And she was washed with the shame of it all.


  Maddie jerked to her feet. She could hear herself breathing, laboriously, trying to draw a breath that would go all the way down instead of just catching in her throat. And it occurred to her quite suddenly that she sounded much as she used to after a choking. The incongruity, or otherwise, of this thought injected laughter into her efforts and she hiccupped, swallowing a nugget of air that slid agonisingly down her throat. All the while the magistrate’s voice droned on with barely a pause. So she let her laboured breathing relegate it to the background, where it became merely an unintelligible murmur. Saying nothing, yet everything. And she started moving, past Hannah who was staring at her with naked concern, all the way along the row to the end. Where she smoothed down her jacket and elongated her spine so that her head was held high. Glancing only at Natalie, in the row behind, and then, with a flash of insight, searching her face for the telltale blue blush along the jawline or that extra shadow under the eye. But finding only an expanse of smooth, porcelain skin. And somehow that just made everything even worse.


  THIRTEEN


  They sat in the car outside Hannah’s house, still wrapped in a silence that had lasted the entire drive. Every so often Hannah would clear her throat, as if about to say something, but then change her mind. Maddie didn’t even make the effort, couldn’t make the effort. Not because she was numb, far from it, indeed she would have welcomed a level of anaesthesia. Just enough to stop the pain, because everything hurt. Every sense, every nerve ending, every pulse. Throbbing just beneath her skin with an anguish so raw it felt organic itself. Like some sort of aggressive tumour, growing by the minute.


  Hannah cleared her throat again. ‘I think you should stay here, just for tonight.’


  Maddie shook her head.


  ‘I’m serious, Mattie. You shouldn’t be driving, and especially not all that way.’


  Maddie stared at the willow tree at the end of Hannah’s driveway, at the trailing fronds that kissed the grass. ‘I’m fine. I’ll be fine.’


  ‘You’re not fine.’ Hannah gave a sigh that was almost a groan. ‘And no one expects you to be fine. But you need to talk about it. Say something.’


  Maddie dragged her eyes away from the willow and turned to face her sister. She spoke conversationally, as if discussing the weather. ‘How is it you can hurt so much on the inside?’


  ‘Mattie, I’m just –’


  ‘I mean, you know if you bump yourself hard that it’s going to hurt. Going to bruise. That makes sense.’


  ‘Mattie...’


  ‘But on the inside? How do you bruise yourself on the inside?’


  Hannah shook her head slowly.


  Maddie’s face crumpled and then she folded herself forward, in slow motion, wrapping her arms around her stomach. She groaned. ‘Oh, it aches! It really, really aches!’


  ‘Dear god.’ Hannah reached over and put an arm awkwardly around her sister, trying to bring her in closer. But Maddie resisted, because even that felt like extra pressure. Sandpaper against her wounds. She pulled away from the embrace, making herself nod towards Hannah, letting her know that she appreciated the gesture. That she appreciated all her gestures.


  ‘I’m going to go.’ Maddie straightened enough to open the car door, suddenly overcome by the desire to escape.


  ‘No!’ Hannah reached out and grabbed Maddie’s sleeve, her fingers slipping on the silk. ‘Not yet! Just come in for a minute. A cup of tea. Something.’


  Maddie shook her head. She stared down at the creases. ‘No. Look, I just need to get away. Be by myself for a bit.’


  ‘Mattie –’


  ‘Sorry.’ Maddie gently moved her arm away. She got out of the car and then stared across at Hannah, now standing on the other side. ‘I’ll be okay. Really. I just need to get home.’


  ‘Okay,’ Hannah nodded reluctantly. ‘I just hate to think of you up there. Alone.’


  ‘Sometimes alone is good.’


  ‘And sometimes it’s not,’ said Hannah sharply. She continued in a milder, more conciliatory tone. ‘So listen Mattie, any time...just call or come down here. You can always stay in the granny flat, you know that. We can regroup. Talk about the next step.’


  Maddie thrust out a hand, needing Hannah to stop. She opened her mouth to say something but the words broke apart before they could be uttered.


  Hannah continued, almost eagerly. ‘There has to be something –’


  ‘No. Not now. I’ve got to go.’ Maddie was still shaking her head as she backed away. She knew that really she should go over and at least give her sister a hug, after all she had done for her, but she quite simply couldn’t. So instead she gave her a smile that was meant to be reassuring, but was not even close, and made herself walk slowly over to her car. Don’t run, do not run, just walk slowly as if in control. She could feel Hannah’s eyes burning into her back as she slid in, almost throwing her handbag across the seat. She started the ignition and then tugged at the seatbelt to bring it forward. It caught, so she tried again, and again. Each time tugging that little bit too abruptly, until she just wanted to rip it out. Work, goddamn it, you piece of shit. Just work. Making herself take a deep breath and hold it until it burned, and then she was able to bring the belt forward smoothly and secure it. Letting the breath out as she started to reverse, making sure she turned to give Hannah a wave. As if she was perfectly fine. Normal.


  Maddie glanced in the mirror as she reached the end of the street and could still see her sister, the willow framing her within a fountain of green. She fancied she could see the concern on her face, even though she knew that was impossible, not at this distance. Nevertheless, it was with a huge surge of relief that she turned the corner and left Hannah behind. Merging instead with all the other traffic, all the other people who hadn’t just spent the day in family court having their children ripped off them. I have strong reservations about the mother’s story. Liar.


  Maddie shook her head, as if that alone would clear it, and then drove. But there was nothing aimless about her direction. She turned left at the main traffic lights and headed east, down the highway, over the train tracks, and then at an angle until she reached the suburb of Mont Gully. Once there she shut down the part of her brain that wanted to pause and procrastinate and marvel at how much everything here had changed. Instead she increased her autopilot, making a series of turns until she was deep inside the estate, and parking outside a large clinker-brick house nestled in the bowl of a court.


  A car was in the driveway, a bronze, late-model Holden which Maddie didn’t recognise. She stared at it for a few minutes and then at the garden, even more beautifully manicured than she remembered. She got out of her car before she could think things through, change her mind. Bile surged within her gullet, burning her chest as it tried to warn her. This is a mistake, a huge mistake. Leave now, before it’s too late. Maddie swallowed, pushing it down, and then walked steadily past the wrought-iron letterbox and up the driveway, her heels thudding against the cobblestones. All the way she kept an eye on the windows, half expecting, half hoping that a curtain would twitch and there would be either Sam or Ashley, staring out at her. With delight. Hey, look! It’s Mum! It’s really Mum!


  She quickened her steps until she reached the porch and then stopped. There was a new doorbell, a white one with a sky-blue button instead of the brass one of old. She smoothed down her shirt and then reached out and pressed it, before she could delay any more.


  The sound echoed within the house. She craned her ears for the sound of footsteps but when the door finally opened it did so with no heralding noise at all. Just swinging open, quite suddenly, to reveal Jake on the other side. He was still wearing his suit, with the top button of his shirt undone and his tie loosened. They stared at each other in silence, with Maddie looking the more shocked of the two, even though it had been her who had initiated the meeting.


  ‘Well, well, well. The errant wife. Come to help me pack, have you?’


  Maddie spoke stiffly. ‘I want to see the kids. That’s all.’


  Jake put his head on one side, as if considering. Then he stood back and made a grandiose ushering gesture. ‘Then come in by all means. Come in.’


  Maddie hesitated for just a second and then stepped over the threshold and let Jake shut the door behind. He nodded at her, almost approvingly, and led the way to the kitchen, towards the other end of the house. It was an open-plan design, with a wide passage leading from the front door all the way to the kitchen, with rooms jutting off it. Family room, study, lounge, meals area. Exactly fifteen steps from entrance to kitchen. Maddie knew this without even having to strain for the memory, just as she knew it was four steps from one child’s room to the other, and eight steps from the main bedroom to the nearest exit, and that open-plan was only good when you never had to hide.


  Maddie felt the regret of nostalgia, but only a little, as though it had been someone else who had lived here. Even though the house was almost exactly as it had been back then. Wall-to-wall cream carpeting and gold-framed prints and neutral furnishings with the occasional antique to add depth. Of course there were changes as well, but they were minor ones. Like the Margaret Olley print having been moved from the passage to the foyer, and sandstone-coloured curtains now covering the sliding door that led to the patio. And the feeling that she didn’t belong, not one little bit, and maybe she never had.


  ‘Where are they?’ asked Maddie, looking around as they entered the kitchen.


  Instead of answering, Jake went over to the bench and picked up a bottle of wine. ‘Would you like a glass?’


  ‘No thank you. Where are they?’


  He looked across at her and then raised an eyebrow, as if amused. ‘I do hope you’re going to be a little more neighbourly down the track. Take me, for example. Your contact isn’t until Saturday night and yet I still invited you in. It’s called making an effort.’


  Maddie stared at him, her lips thin.


  ‘So I ask again. Glass of wine?’


  She hesitated, and then nodded. ‘Just a little.’


  ‘Excellent.’ Jake poured wine into two spider crystal glasses and passed one over to Maddie, nodding towards the stools that lined the bench. ‘Sit down. Get a load off. It’s been a long day, hasn’t it?’


  Maddie cradled the glass in one hand but didn’t sit down.


  ‘And you just caught me as well. About to head out, to celebrate with the family. Feel free to join us. I’m sure everyone would love to see you again. Catch up on old times.’


  ‘Where are the kids?’


  ‘You’re like a broken record, aren’t you?’ Jake grinned at her with a fondness that made Maddie’s stomach lurch, despite everything. ‘Just can’t let anything go.’


  Well, I let you go, didn’t I? The words popped into Maddie’s mouth and almost slid out before she was able to swallow them. ‘They’re not actually here, are they?’


  ‘Good guess, Einstein.’


  ‘Where are they?’


  ‘None of your business. And after today I really can say that, you know. It is none of your business.’ Jake grinned and then laughed as if they were just good friends having a chat. ‘Hang on, that was such fun I might do it again. Wait for it...none of your business. God, it just doesn’t get old.’


  Moving slowly, emphasising dignity, Maddie put down her glass and took a step backwards.


  ‘You don’t want to talk about things then?’ Jake sighed, as if disappointed but not surprised. ‘Now that it’s not going your way, you just want to bale. Is that it? No discussion at all.’


  ‘That depends on whether it’s going to be constructive or not.’


  ‘For whom?’ Jake shot back. He grinned and took a sip of wine, watching her over the rim of his glass.


  Maddie stared at him. He was looking older, but it was an almost indecipherable aging, and she wondered, suddenly, whether she was the same. Or whether she was now an almost middle-aged version of the young woman who had made all those choices. She pushed the thoughts away. ‘You lied today. In court.’


  ‘Truth is subjective, sweetheart. You of all people should know that.’


  ‘Interpretation might be subjective,’ replied Maddie evenly. ‘But you flat out lied.’


  Jake shrugged. ‘No point being a sore loser, Mat. It’s not a good look.’


  ‘Neither is lying.’


  ‘Enough already.’ Jake started to look irritated. ‘You snooze, you lose. Deal with it.’


  Maddie continued to stare at him and then quite suddenly, with a cold flash of insight, realised that she could talk about this until she was blue in the face and it would make absolutely no difference. What she saw as one of the most frustratingly shocking parts of the day, that he was prepared to twist the truth so hugely and that the magistrate believed him, was to Jake a minor detail only. A tactic that paid dividends. All was fair in love and war.


  ‘And what did you expect anyway? That I was going to sit there and let you say all that crap about me and not say anything back? What sort of idiot do you think I am?’


  Maddie shook her head slowly. She felt a surge of misery, like thin vomit.


  ‘Or that you’d be able to get up there and have everyone feel sorry for you?’ Jake snorted, and then put on an exaggerated, high-pitched whine. ‘Look at me, I’m so hard done by. Now give me everything I want.’


  Maddie stared at the wineglass on the bench. She pictured herself picking it up and throwing it straight into his face. So that it would look like pale blood was leaching from his skin. Either that or she could just drink it. And then keep on drinking.


  ‘You’re priceless.’ Jake drained his glass and reached for the bottle to refill it. ‘I’ll say one thing though, you’re like a lioness, aren’t you? Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying you’re a good mother. You’re not; in fact you’re crap. But boy, do you go out on a limb for those kids. I used to quite admire that, once.’ He gave a dismissive gesture, as if that was all in the past, and then gazed at her pensively. After a few moments, a half-smile stretched his lips. ‘I get it. You came here to ask them about the ICL. What they said for him to recommend they stay with me.’


  Maddie didn’t answer, because it was the truth.


  ‘It’s killing you, isn’t it? The idea that they chose me.’


  ‘You probably bribed them. Or lied, just like you did today.’


  ‘Hard to face facts, I suppose.’ He smiled sympathetically, then took another sip of wine and put his glass down on the bench. ‘Okay then, do you want to get serious or do you want to continue talking about everything that happened today? Because I’m happy to, if that’s what you want. More than happy. In fact, I can even give you a few pointers on where you went wrong.’


  Maddie continued to stare at him, making a huge effort to keep her face expressionless.


  ‘Or maybe you’d like our new address.’ Jake raised his hand to her eye level and then clicked his fingers, the sound fracturing the air between them. ‘I know! You wanted to plan a surprise house-warming and now I’ve gone and fucked it all up. Bugger.’


  Maddie took a deep breath so that she could push the words out. ‘Can I see them?’


  ‘Ah! Now that’s a reasonable question.’ He leant back against the sink and regarded her thoughtfully for a while. ‘But I think...no. Not till Saturday at five anyway. Oh, and there’s a few things they’d like from your house now that their living arrangements have changed. Some clothes and other stuff. Passports too, because we’re thinking of going overseas next year. Maybe Hong Kong.’ He paused, as if considering. ‘Yeah, they’d enjoy that. Maybe even more than Seaworld. So if you could pack their things up, that’d be great. And a dog. Apparently there’s a dog that belongs to them?’


  ‘You know full well there’s a dog. You saw it, when you took them.’


  ‘So there is!’ Jake smiled. ‘I’d forgotten. After all, that day was such a blur. When you have sudden reunions after such a long time...well, incidentals get forgotten. You’ll know what I mean soon enough.’


  ‘I have court-ordered access,’ said Maddie, making an effort to keep her voice steady. ‘And you’re not getting the dog.’


  He laughed suddenly, with real humour. ‘Good to see you’ve got your priorities straight.’


  ‘Besides, the final orders are just around the corner. And now that I know how dirty you’re willing to play, I’ll be well prepared.’


  ‘Excellent! I love a challenge!’ Jake smiled again, but it was a movement which only stretched his mouth, nothing more. His voice flattened. ‘But I wouldn’t start getting too confident, my little Waltzing Matilda. Give me a few months and I’ll have them out of that one-horse fucking town you dragged them to and back here where they belong. And you’ll be paying so much child support you won’t even be able to afford the petrol to come see them.’


  Maddie stared at him, paralysed by the sudden venom.


  ‘As for you being well prepared,’ he shook his head sadly, ‘it won’t be even close to enough. You should know after today that these magistrates are quite capable of seeing through all your poor me bullshit. Straight through to the number-one bitch that you really are. So bend over, sweetheart, and spread them.’ He made a sudden thrusting movement with his pelvis that took her completely by surprise. An instinctive, primeval fear clenched within her gut. He smiled, knowingly, and blew her a kiss. ‘I’m gonna so enjoy shafting you. And you never know, a slut like you, you’ll probably even learn to enjoy it.’


  This time Maddie didn’t even pause to think, although images did play in the background as she went for the wineglass. Images of the magistrate’s dour face, of Jake winking as he walked past, of the self-righteousness of his fat ignorant lawyer, and then, shoving everything else away, that thrusting pelvis. All of which simply gave impetus to her actions as she reached forward, picked up the glass and flung the contents across the kitchen. For a moment the liquid looked as if it was poised in midair, droplets stretching out fore and aft like a Pro Hart painting, and then it continued on. Straight into his face.


  And everything blew apart. It seemed as if the liquid had barely reached its target before Jake was on the move, rushing forward and knocking her to the ground with one almighty blow to the shoulder. She hit the island bench on the way down, just enough to break her fall. Then, from where she lay, Maddie stared up at his furious face, while red wine dripped down onto her beautiful sage jacket. She was frightened, but also angry, and was conscious of a recklessness that was very unlike her. It made her want to laugh, even as she recognised that such laughter would be just this side of hysteria.


  ‘You just made a mistake, you fucking bitch. A big mistake.’


  ‘No, my mistake was years ago.’ Her voice came out high, but even. ‘When I married you.’


  Jake shook his head, red wine now dribbling down into his snow-white collar, almost matching his tie. ‘Oh my, you’ve got a fucking death wish.’


  Maddie continued to stare up at him from the floor, part of her marvelling at how unpleasant he looked from this angle. The extra flesh formed pouches that made his skin appear to be melting, while the grooves either side of his mouth were scars, slashed across his face. It was as if his temperament had finally absorbed his looks. ‘You’re ugly,’ she said in a wondering voice.


  Jake looked startled, as if this was the last thing he had expected to hear. Then his mouth thinned and he thrust one hand down into Maddie’s hair, fingers ricocheting off her skull and taking hold of a swathe right near the roots. For a moment she had an oddly restless, déjà vu moment, Oh that’s right, I remember this, and then pain ripped the thought in half as Jake started to tug her, by the hair, towards the passage.


  On all fours now, Maddie dug her heels in so that she could pull back against the force, her eyes watering with pain. ‘Let go.’


  Instead of answering, Jake readjusted his hand to get a better grip, winding her hair around his fingers so that she was caught fast. He lifted her, just slightly, but enough to set her scalp on fire, and she reached up with both hands to scrabble against him with her short fingernails. Anything to make him release his hold. But instead he set off, walking in lurching strides with Maddie now struggling along by his side on her knees, her head stretched upwards to take as much tension as possible from her scalp. Even so every movement tore at her skull, stretching skin from bone and, despite herself, she heard a whimpering. And knew it was her.


  As if the sound gave him added impetus, Jake suddenly began a litany of which she was all too familiar. Except that this time, now, he had extra ammunition.


  ‘Fucking bitch. Have a go at me, for Christ sake. Slut! Fucking fat cow.’


  Maddie managed to grasp his wrist, dragging it closer towards her head to alleviate some of the pressure. Now the pain began in earnest whenever he took a step forward, and then peaked as she was dragged along immediately after. But there was a second or so of blessed relief in between, just enough for fury to blossom within the fear.


  ‘You’ve got a damn nerve, coming here. After what you did to me!’ Jake reached the hallway, wrenching her off the carpet and along the slate tiles. ‘Stealing my fucking children! Six fucking years!’


  The strips of grouting tore at her knees and she tried to move sideways, just a little. But almost immediately she stumbled and fell, so that it was only his grip in her hair that kept her suspended. And, with the sudden downward momentum, her scalp felt like it was literally tearing away. She screamed with pain, but it came out as a choking muffled sound. As if even her voice was being torn in two.


  ‘Fucking bitch from hell. You’ll get yours. Everything you deserve and fucking more.’


  They had now reached the front door and Jake used his spare hand to open it, pulling Maddie sideways to make room for the door to swing in. A breeze came with it, lovely and light and ridiculous, under the circumstances. She took advantage of his shift in concentration to stagger awkwardly to her feet, even though she was still bent over, with her head against his side. As if they were conjoined twins. She grabbed at his hand, digging her fingers underneath his with as much force as she could muster, trying to make them let go. And she could hear herself grunting with the effort. An animal, caught in a trap.


  ‘You know what really amazes me?’ Jake suddenly pulled his hand up and, like a puppet, she went with it. His face was now centimetres from hers, flushed with anger. Even uglier. ‘You go through life thinking you’re so fucking hard done by, when really it’s you shafting everyone else. People like you don’t deserve to live. Fucking parasite.’


  Maddie stared at him, startled to see sticky patches of red wine still shining his cheeks. It seemed so long ago that she had thrown it. There was a little tic pulsing steadily underneath his left eye and if she looked away it seemed, almost, as if he were winking. A bubble of laughter rose at this thought, accompanied by a surge of fear that it would be heard. She swallowed both and thought about taking him by surprise and driving her head forward, aiming for his nose with her forehead. She could almost hear the crack. But instead she contented herself with standing straighter, taller. ‘Let me go, you fucking arsehole.’


  ‘No problem, bitch. I’ll let you go.’ Jake wrenched her towards the open door and then, with a grunt of effort, thrust her through, finally releasing her hair. As she lurched over the threshold, fighting to keep her balance, he suddenly stepped forward and kicked her, hard, in the hip. And she went tumbling sideways down the two porch steps and onto the cobblestoned pathway. There she lay, leaning on one arm and breathing heavily, as she stared up at him.


  ‘You really haven’t changed at all, have you?’ She shook her head, as if amazed at the discovery. ‘Still just the same. A bully, that’s all.’


  ‘Hey, no one asked you to come here, sweetheart.’ He pulled the corner of his mouth up in a sneer. ‘You need to get that through your fucking thick head. No one wants you here. So go on, off you go. Run away. You’re good at that.’


  ‘I’ll get them back eventually,’ said Maddie, but her voice stumbled over the words and they didn’t sound very convincing, even to her. Nevertheless she continued because this might be her only chance. ‘I will, you know. It might take me a while, but I’ll get them back. I just pray you haven’t fucked them up in the meantime.’


  Instead of answering immediately, Jake flicked his eyes down to her feet and then tracked them, slowly, up her body until they reached her face again. He smiled, but it was as flat as his eyes and the only sign of emotion was the little tic. ‘Me fuck them up? Christ, you’re a classic. Just look at you. You’re disgusting. Don’t you think they deserve better than you?’


  ‘I know damn sure they deserve better than you. That’s why I took them.’


  His eyes widened as his face flushed with anger. He took a step forward and then stopped, the little tic now pulsating like an arrhythmic heartbeat. ‘Why you fucking piece of shit. You bitch. You cow.’


  Maddie had a moment of almost fatalistic calmness. ‘Yada, yada. You really don’t have much imagination, do you? Bitch, cow, slut. Same thing, over and over. Like a broken record.’


  Jake’s mouth opened, but his teeth remained clenched. He spoke through them anyway, shaking his head to give added emphasis. ‘You want me to fucking kill you, do you? Is that it?’


  Maddie stared up at him. She pushed the fear away, with just a little trickling through to tremble along her words. ‘Go for it, arsehole. It’s just your style anyway. Beating up anything smaller. Coward.’


  Jake shook his head again, slowly, as if trying to make sense of all this. Then, even as he stared at her, his face cleared and he visibly straightened. ‘Oh, I see what you’re doing. Very clever. You want me to hit you, then you can go whining off to the cops with the bruises. Try and get me charged so you can get the kids back. Christ, you really are a bitch aren’t you?’


  Maddie blinked with surprise, wondering if that had indeed been what she was doing.


  ‘Good try, you fucking lowlife piece of shit. But you’ll have to think of something else. Now go rot in hell.’ He took a step backwards and then slammed the door shut, so hard that the glass rattled in the lounge room window nearby.


  ‘Well, that went well, didn’t it?’ said Maddie lightly to no one in particular. Without moving she looked across from one neighbour’s house to the other, but there was no sign of movement, despite there being cars in both driveways. Surely they must have heard the altercation. She felt a rush of thick loneliness that only added to her misery. And here was the nostalgia she had missed earlier. Here were the memories.


  She knew she had to get up, and soon, but could not find the energy. Instead she felt drained, depleted, and she hurt. Her knees where she had been dragged along, her hip where she had been kicked, and her scalp, where each strand of hair was rooted in an individual socket of pain. She might have stayed there for quite some time, but for a car that rounded the top of the court behind her. That was enough to get her going, finally, because pride was one of the few things she had left.


  FOURTEEN


  Afterwards, when she had gained a little perspective and started thinking through the events of that day, Maddie could not remember the trip home at all. She could recall getting into the car and fishing through her handbag for a tissue, but after that – nothing. Not the drive back through suburbia, or the trip along the freeway into the city, or even the climb up and over the Westgate Bridge. And she had absolutely no memory of the long trip back up the highway into the night. It was like the whole journey had never happened and she had been instantly transported, car and all, only to rejoin humanity early the following morning, when she woke to stare numbly at the ceiling as highlights flashed before her eyes. Like the preview to a movie she had already seen.


  She left the house twice that day, the first time just to check the mail. But the buoyant spring sunshine seemed inappropriate somehow, almost irreverent. So she hurried there and back and then smiled flatly as she compared her rapid gait to a movie she had once seem with Dracula lurching back indoors with his cape over his face. The light, the light. The second time was about noon when she drove to Silver’s Creek and cruised the residential streets for an hour, not even sure what she was looking for. Perhaps a For Lease sign, or maybe even her children.


  But on her return she shut the door with something close to relief, blocking out the world with its sunlight and camaraderie and verve. Guess kept her company throughout the long day without complaint, padding from room to room in her wake. As if sensing Maddie was in no mood for long walks, or ball throwing, or even watching while he played bird-chasey in the grassy backyard. She knew, in theory, that she was only making things worse because the hours crawled past with stultifying slowness. As if they were strapped to the rack themselves. But she felt utterly depleted, hollowed. At one stage, curled up on the couch and staring towards a blank television, she imagined a spiritual being having visited her overnight to press cool, gentle lips against hers and slowly drink in, devour, all she had to offer. Her essence. So that she woke with nothing, able to achieve only the bare minimum in order to maintain life. Coffee, some food, a shower, the toilet. Anything above or beyond was simply impossible.


  Nor was she able to unpack the ramifications of the previous day. They remained crammed in the corners of each room she entered, shadows licking her feet as she averted her gaze. She could think about what had happened, who had said what to whom and when, but whenever her mind strayed too close to what this meant for the future, it shied away. And if she tried to think about what it would mean to have Jake living in the area, or to calculate the time between now and next May, the months thickened into a wall past which she could not go.


  In the late afternoon she poured her first drink, knowing that this too was a mistake. But not really caring. She answered a phone call each from Kim and from Hannah, but only because she wanted to shake them off. Couldn’t risk one of them deciding that they needed to visit, check up on her. So she blithely assured them she was fine, that she was coping, and that she just needed a little time to come to terms with everything. Lick her wounds and start the healing process.


  But the alcohol catapulted her straight into maudlin self-pity, without even a brief interlude. By seven o’clock she was pawing through photo albums, by eight o’clock she was watching home movies, and by nine o’clock she was going from one child’s bedroom to the next, performing a ritual she hadn’t followed for years. Where she laid just one kiss on each wall, and then blew one more from the doorway, in order to keep them safe and well. Soon after she was crawling into Ashley’s bed, pulling one of her soft toys in with her. Sobbing into the plush fur and then angrily wiping swollen eyes. Feeling deeply nauseous with equal parts alcohol and despair. Making the pillow damp with tears and saliva and stringy mucus. And now feeling pathetic, as well as utterly miserable.


  The nausea accompanied her through the night and into the morning, only easing after she staggered to the bathroom and retched into the toilet bowl. Her knees throbbing against the tiles as she embraced the cold porcelain. Afterwards she stared at herself in the mirror, lightly touching the broken blood vessels that spider-webbed their way across her cheeks. Like tiny graffiti tags, labelling her as the loser she was. Even after a shower she looked sick, and old. But this still wasn’t enough to prevent her from repeating the previous day as if it was a pattern from which she could not deviate. The bored, miserable isolation, the restricted phone calls, the post-yardarm alcohol and the mawkish inebriation that soon followed. At the end she crawled into Sam’s bed instead of Ashley’s. Couldn’t play favourites, after all.


  On Friday morning she woke to the sound of Guess barking furiously and then a brisk knocking at the back door. She lay absolutely still for a while as if movement would encourage both dog and visitor, but the noise continued unabated. Echoing within her head with the force of a jackhammer. Now feeling both ill and annoyed, Maddie rolled out of Sam’s bed and pulled on her dressing-gown before walking rather unsteadily towards the door. As she passed the lounge room she could see the silver hatchback parked by the kerb so she already knew who it was before she opened the door. Guess shot outside and leapt around Kim, sniffing at her feet excitedly, before racing off to the far corner of the backyard.


  ‘God, Maddie, you look bloody awful.’


  ‘Thanks. You know just what to say.’


  ‘No, I mean...’ Kim trailed off, still staring. ‘You just don’t look very well.’


  Maddie gave her a weak smile. ‘I’m fine, really. I just haven’t been sleeping, that’s all.’


  ‘Okay.’ Kim didn’t look convinced. She was wearing a brown pant suit with a cropped blazer and was clearly on her way to work. ‘I just thought I’d drop in. See how you were.’


  ‘I’m fine,’ said Maddie again.


  ‘Okay. Are you sure?’


  Maddie nodded. She pulled her dressing-gown tighter. ‘I’m just taking a couple of days to think things through, that’s all. Like I told you on the phone. Work out what’s next.’


  ‘That’s the spirit!’ Kim brightened. ‘Because there’s got to be things you can do. Have you spoken to your lawyer?’


  ‘Of course. Everything’s in hand. All systems go.’


  ‘I’m so pleased to hear that. I’ve been a bit worried. I mean, I know if it was me...’ Kim paused as if considering this. She blinked. ‘But you have to look forward. Really.’


  ‘Absolutely. Quite right.’


  ‘And maybe it won’t be so bad, having their father nearby. Shared parenting and all that.’


  ‘Yes,’ replied Maddie, sucking the anger out of the word so that it emerged quite lightly.


  ‘You’ll have more time for yourself, for starters. Be able to go out more.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And now I’d better get going.’ Kim made a show of glancing at her watch. ‘Otherwise I’ll probably get the sack!’


  ‘Well, thanks for dropping in. And I’ll ring you in a few days. Promise.’


  Maddie ushered Guess back inside and closed the door gently after Kim waved goodbye. She padded into the lounge room and stood to the side of the curtains, peering through. Within moments, Kim came into sight and strode across the lawn, her shoes disappearing into the long grass. Maddie watched until she slid into her car, started it up and drove off. Then she let out her breath in a whoosh and went into the kitchen to make coffee.


  Even though it was not yet eight o’clock, glowing rays of sunshine were already filtering through the kitchen window to illuminate swathes of floating dust particles. Thousands upon thousands of them, pirouetting through the air. Guess’s dish had been pushed into the corner, with congealed dog food along the rim and a solid clump dribbling down the outside onto the floor. Dishes cluttered the sink and a few wineglasses sat along the bench, each with a faint rose-pink sheen pyramiding up one side and a dribble of ruby in the base. Maddie slowly gazed around the room with a shame that felt like it blossomed from her heart. She stopped at the wineglasses, the sight of them reawakening her nausea. And thought suddenly of Jake, his face centimetres from hers with red wine sticky across his cheeks. The fury, the anger, the control. Dragging her up the passage, fingers wound tightly through her hair. Throwing her out.


  Something acidic surged from her belly and Maddie rushed to the sink, bracing herself with a hand on either side. She retched, heaving herself forward, but all that emerged was a string of spittle which dangled over the sink as she gasped for breath. Head throbbing, she lowered her head against one arm and closed her eyes. Six years of independence, six years of growth, six years of empowerment, and she had learnt nothing. From the moment he had made contact again, Jake had been calling the shots. And, just like any good foot soldier, she had immediately fallen into position one step behind. Always one step behind.


  Maddie groaned, and the sound came out with a self-accusatory edge that made her feel even worse. Deserving of all that came her way. She pinched off the spittle and let it drop soundlessly into the sink. Then she lifted her head and stared at the reflection in the window. She looked like a far older, swollen version of herself. With eyes like gunshot wounds. Staring into the barrel until everything became blurred. And seconds before the trigger clicked she saw, with her mind’s eye, the flash along the muzzle and then, almost immediately, the neat round hole between her eyes. Black, and deep, with tiny wisps of smoke lacing the edges. And then the trigger really did click, an abruptly dead sound that held no echo except within his laugh. No muzzle flash, no bullet wound. No death.


  Maddie closed her eyes, shutting out both recollection and reflection. Now she existed purely inside her headache, the throb echoing through the membrane of her eyelids. She knew she couldn’t keep this up, that at some stage she had to pull herself together. Not just in order to confront Jake with any hope of success, but for the sake of her own self-respect. Despite knowing that, and even thinking it through, she made herself a cup of coffee and then went back to bed.


  Mattie? Are you there? Pick up if you’re there. Mattie? Look, I was thinking that maybe it’d be a good idea if you came down here after work today. You can stay the night. I think it’s really important that you not spend too much time alone. And then we can talk about what to do next. Diana said we can apply to vary the orders so we need to discuss that for starters. Ring me.


  This is Badgerton Mowers. Yeah, there’s a bit of a delay with your Victa as the component we need has to come from Adelaide. ’Bout a week, give or take. But I’ll call you when it’s ready.


  Maddie? It’s Carol here. From work. Um, we were expecting you back yesterday? But maybe I got it wrong. Can you give me a ring when you’ve got a minute? Hope everything’s okay.


  Letting you know that the kids may not be able to come this weekend after all. Such a shame but they’re both feeling unwell so it’d be best if they rest up at home. Hopefully they get better in time but you never know. Oh, and just in case there’s any confusion, by home I mean here.


  Um, hello this is Georgia, is Ashley still at her dad’s? Can she please give me a ring? I just wanted to know if she did that project for Mrs Edgell that’s all. Um, cool.


  Hello Mrs McCourt, this is Badgerton Real Estate. Ah, the owners of your rental have contacted us about the grass. Apparently it’s rather long and they were a little concerned, what with the fire season approaching. Is there a problem? I’ll try you again next week.


  Hi Maddie, it’s Kim again. I meant to say this morning that Ryan’s at his dad’s all weekend, so if you want any company, I’m totally free. Just ring me.


  Mum? Mum, are you there?...She’s not there...


  FIFTEEN


  ‘To be honest, I didn’t think we were going to see you again,’ said Jenny cheerfully, leading the way down the passage.


  Maddie followed, rather reluctantly. Still feeling quite ill, she had sat in the car for a good ten minutes, wanting to go home again so much that it just added to the nausea. But also knowing that she had to do something. And while this might not count for much of a step, at least it had direction. Perhaps that was all she was capable of just now. What she wasn’t capable of was missing another call from her children because she was in bed sodden with alcohol and misery.


  ‘Yes,’ Jenny continued as they entered her salmon-pink lounge room, ‘when you didn’t come last week, we just thought it wasn’t what you wanted.’


  ‘Or that you’d gone back to him,’ added Lyn from the couch. She smiled apologetically. ‘Don’t take that the wrong way. I’m not having a go at you, but it happened with two women in our first group. They both went back.’


  For some reason an old image of Jake popped into Maddie’s head, one that she hadn’t seen for years. He was sitting on their patio, one hand pressed against the bricks as he tipped his chair back and attempted to balance a wineglass on his flat stomach. White teeth flashing as he laughed. Such a shame that you won’t be able to see them. But it’s for the best, I’m sure you agree. Maddie shook her head emphatically. ‘Not a chance.’


  Fiona nodded slowly, as if observing something familiar.


  ‘Well, it’s good to see you back anyway.’ Jenny waved Maddie towards an armchair. ‘Now, we only just got started so you haven’t missed anything. Coffee wasn’t it? White and one?’


  ‘Thanks.’ Maddie sank into the armchair and dropped her handbag by her side. There was a new pastel abstract opposite, behind the couch, its gilt frame slightly crooked against the wall. She dragged her eyes away and then licked her lips, glancing from Lyn to Fiona and back again. ‘Um, how are you both?’


  ‘Good thanks,’ replied Lyn, shifting herself on the couch. She was wearing a large floral smock over a pair of black leggings. Once again she made an odd companion for Fiona, who epitomised smart casual in crisp trousers and a thin cream jumper with three-quarter sleeves. Jenny, with her blue-black hair and flowing, slightly hippie-ish clothing was like the missing link.


  ‘Have you been ill?’ asked Fiona suddenly in her husky voice.


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘You look a bit pale. Tired.’


  Maddie stared at the other woman. ‘No, I’m fine thanks.’ She gave a laugh. ‘Probably just age. Catching up with me at last.’


  ‘Yes, you’re so over the hill,’ said Jenny, coming back in with a tray. She put it down on the coffee table and passed a teacup to Fiona and mugs to Lyn and Maddie. She offered around a plate of chocolate wafer biscuits and then finally settled herself in the other armchair, smiling around the room. ‘Okay then, everyone happy?’


  ‘You tell me.’ Fiona flicked her gaze away from Maddie to give Jenny a slow smile. ‘How was the second date?’


  Jenny flushed, then put one hand up to her cheek. ‘God, I feel like I’m in high school.’


  ‘That good, hey?’ Lyn sat forward.


  ‘Let’s just say...yes.’ Jenny slapped her cheek lightly as if that would dissuade the extra colour. ‘And leave it at that for now. I don’t want to jinx it,’ she grinned, that in itself speaking volumes. ‘And now for a change of subject. Fiona, how’re the wedding preparations going?’


  Fiona rolled her eyes, leaning back on the couch. ‘Lord save me! What a nightmare. I feel so sorry for poor Sara. Trying to keep everyone happy and stuck in the middle.’


  ‘She should just elope,’ said Lyn. ‘Bugger everyone else.’


  ‘I actually suggested that. Not the buggering part, mind you. But she’s got this image of her father walking her down the aisle. It’s amazing how modern, liberated girls hang on to all those old-fashioned traditions.’


  Jenny looked pensive. ‘Yes, but I can see where she’s coming from. I mean, I remember my own dad walking me down the aisle. It was a really special moment.’


  ‘But I’m betting your dad hadn’t spent the past twenty years being a total arsehole,’ said Lyn, rather snappishly for her.


  Fiona smiled. ‘Succinctly put. And I must admit I hate the thought of him giving her away. It’s all so patriarchal. And so him.’


  ‘But it’s her wedding,’ commented Jenny mildly.


  ‘Yes. Quite right.’


  Maddie wanted to say something, add to the discussion, but it all moved too quickly. Too fluid, with an ebb and flow that had built up over the years. She felt awkward, sipping coffee just to have something to do. Staring at the abstract, its crookedness at odds with the lines within.


  ‘Oh, and I’ve got something good for today,’ said Lyn suddenly, proudly. ‘Compliments of Oprah.’


  ‘Oprah Winfrey?’ Jenny frowned. ‘I thought she was all for raising community awareness, empowerment for victims, that sort of thing.’


  Lyn was already nodding. ‘She is. This isn’t about that, it’s about forgiveness. And really it’s more because I’d like to get your take on it. I think I know how I feel, but then I started wondering if maybe I’m in the minority.’


  Fiona moved sideways slightly so that she could face Lyn. ‘Shoot.’


  ‘Well, I was just walking past the TV the other day and Oprah happened to be on, this segment about forgiveness. Like I said. Anyway, she had all these guests who’d been through trauma of some sort. Horrible stuff. And they’d all forgiven the perpetrators. And she had some psychologist guy on as well, who said the same thing. That they had to forgive otherwise they’d always be stuck in the past.’


  Maddie snorted, and then immediately flushed. ‘Sorry! That just came out.’


  ‘Don’t apologise.’ Fiona was grinning, her amusement clearly tinged with approval. ‘I couldn’t have put it better myself.’


  ‘That’s what I thought!’ Lyn breathed out noisily, as if she had been holding it in since the show. ‘I was sitting there all gobsmacked. I mean, why the hell should I forgive him? Why’s the pressure all on me again?’


  Fiona nodded. ‘And there’s another angle to this as well because there’s usually a cycle of violence in most cases. Where you have the abuse, then this honeymoon period with flowers and forgiveness and what have you. Then after that the build-up begins all over again. So isn’t forgiving just buying into all that? Again?’


  A huge colourful arrangement of burnt-orange and egg-yolk blooms that clashed badly with the lounge room drapes. She put them in the laundry, on top of the washing machine, and closed the door so that she wouldn’t have to see them or smell them. There was something about the particular aroma of flower arrangements, perhaps from the little foam inserts as they aged, that she found unbearably depressing.


  Maddie closed her eyes and imagined shredding the flowers, pulling them apart bloom by bloom, crushing them. Pallid plant juice dribbling down her fingers. She opened her eyes quickly, wiping her hands against her pants.


  ‘But then I started thinking that maybe this,’ Lyn waved around the room, taking each of them in, ‘maybe me still wanting to come here means I’m stuck in the past. So that they’re actually right.’


  ‘Let me ask you this.’ Fiona gazed at her for a moment, letting her words hang. ‘If you forgave him, and I mean made a conscious decision to forgive him, do you think you wouldn’t need this sort of support? That you’d be able to move forward without it?’


  Lyn took a deep breath. Finally she shook her head. ‘No. It’s two different things. Even if I did forgive him, and I don’t really see how, then I’d still need some ongoing support because of what went on before. Forgiveness isn’t going to erase that, or cure my insomnia, or my PTSD, or get rid of the bloody headaches.’


  ‘Unless they’re psychological maybe?’ said Jenny, speaking up for the first time in a while.


  ‘Nah, they’re from neck damage. From being throttled. Forgiveness won’t help there.’


  ‘Nietzsche once said that forgiveness is just sublimated resentment.’ Fiona spoke in such a low voice it was almost gravel, and then looked up with a wry smile. ‘Which means that it eats at you. And that those who forgive too easily simply don’t set a very high value on themselves.’


  Maddie jumped in eagerly. ‘Anyway, how can you forgive someone who doesn’t show any remorse? Is that even possible?’


  ‘I forgave Deiter,’ said Jenny suddenly. ‘Once.’


  Lyn stared across at her, clearly surprised. ‘But you never sound like you have.’


  Jenny smiled ruefully. ‘No, that’s because I wasn’t very good at it. This was a long time ago, when I was still with the church and for guidance they gave me that whole “to err is human, to forgive divine” spiel. So in the end I wrote him this long letter, where I made this grandiose forgiveness gesture. Spent ages composing it. Let him off the hook to go start again; mainly for my own sake I admit, because I so wanted a new life. And after I posted it I expected this sort of wonderfully spiritual release, but I just felt...sick.’


  ‘Did he get the letter?’ asked Lyn, fascinated.


  ‘Don’t know,’ Jenny shrugged, rather sadly. ‘But it was never really about him anyway.’


  ‘And maybe that’s the thing.’ Fiona straightened herself again. ‘It works for some people down the track because it is a sort of release, but for others it’s actually detrimental. Instead of being told to forgive, somebody should be validating their anger. Telling them it’s okay to be resentful, they’ve got a right to be resentful. Or maybe even those that do forgive don’t really forgive. How can you?’


  ‘You can’t,’ said Lyn firmly, as if she had just then made the decision.


  Fiona nodded slowly, still thinking. ‘Besides, the whole thing is built on a premise that you can’t move forward without it, which isn’t really true. Peter doesn’t even factor into my life nowadays. The repercussions of what he did will always be with me – but him?’ She shook her head. ‘He’s a nonentity. I’ll talk to him at this wedding next year, probably even sit at the same table, but forgive him? Not a chance. And I think you can just as easily make a decision that something simply isn’t forgivable, and then put it to one side and go on with your life.’


  His face, so drawn. Sincere. The thing is that I can’t help myself because I can’t stand the thought of losing you. I just can’t stand it. I need you, you’re my everything. Even the thought of life without you scares me shitless. I could never let you go. Never.


  ‘I absolutely agree,’ blurted Maddie, surprising even herself.


  ‘Why, thank you.’


  Maddie flushed, rather embarrassed. ‘I just meant that part of the reason I’m where I am now is that I’ve always forgiven too easily. That’s all.’


  ‘Fair enough.’ Fiona spoke lightly, although her eyes never left Maddie’s face. ‘And where exactly are you now?’


  Maddie stared back. In her peripheral vision she could see that both Jenny and Lyn were watching her also. She blinked. ‘In a spot of bother actually.’


  ‘Do you want to talk about it?’


  ‘Not really...yes. Yes, I do.’


  ‘The floor’s yours then. Go for it.’


  Maddie swallowed, wondering where to start. Whether she should start. It felt so unnatural, so alien. As if it, in itself, were against the law. She stared at the wall, at the crooked abstract, resisting the fierce, almost painful urge to leap up and straighten it.


  ‘How many kids do you have?’ asked Lyn suddenly. ‘I’m sure you told us but I can’t remember. And what’re their names?’


  ‘Two. They’re called Sam and Ashley.’ Maddie swallowed again. Her nerve ends tingled. She looked towards Lyn, loving her big friendly face. ‘Or Max and Courtney.’


  Lyn frowned. ‘What?’


  ‘They started off as Max and Courtney,’ explained Maddie, still staring fixedly at Lyn. ‘But then I...I took them, six years ago, and changed their names to Sam and Ashley.’ She watched Lyn’s eyes widen and then went on hurriedly, as if this would make all the difference. ‘They chose them, not me.’


  ‘Are you serious?’


  ‘But...’ began Fiona, then waiting until Maddie turned to look at her, reluctantly. ‘Was it because he was abusive?’


  Maddie nodded. ‘Yes. Very.’


  ‘To the kids as well?’ asked Jenny softly.


  ‘No, not really. Although they started to become more and more involved, towards the end.’


  ‘That’s usually the breaking point,’ said Jenny, nodding. ‘Women go on for years and then suddenly the kids are under threat and that’s all it takes.’


  ‘Though you’re the first I’ve ever met who’s actually done a runner.’ Lyn gazed at Maddie rather admiringly. ‘They talk about it but hardly anyone follows through.’


  Fiona nodded. ‘There was a woman I knew years ago down in Melbourne who went overseas with her two girls. He was a real bastard. She got charged under the Hague Convention.’


  Jenny was still gazing at Maddie. ‘Yours must have been pretty bad too.’


  ‘He was. At first I thought we could just split up, share custody. I even thought we might work things out eventually, maybe get back together.’ Maddie tried to laugh but it came out too harsh, almost violent itself. She paused, embarrassed again, until the sound dispersed. ‘But he just got worse. Much worse.’


  ‘More violent?’ asked Lyn softly.


  Maddie paused, staring at a point just over Jenny’s head. ‘More every thing. He’d ring my friends, steal my keys, sneak in my unit in the middle of the night and leave notes. Even left a dead bird on the table once, as a message. And other stuff, just to make it harder, like dobbing me into Centrelink or anywhere that would listen. And, oh, the kids. They were like property to him. Pawns. He’d refuse to bring them back, or take them out of school early so they’d be gone when I got there. Telling them everything was my fault.’ She closed her eyes briefly. ‘Or just beating me up, while they listened.’


  No one said anything. Maddie flushed, afraid that she’d said too much, and stared down at her lap, waiting for the silence to break. After a few minutes, she glanced up to find that rather than staring at her, each of the women seemed lost in their own thoughts, their own world. And this gave her an unexpected rush of warmth, a sense of camaraderie. Because she knew, quite suddenly, that they each related to some degree. They understood.


  Lyn was the first to speak. ‘Aren’t you always worried that he’ll find you?’


  ‘I used to be. I’d even see his face in a crowd, things like that. Not any more.’


  ‘Why not? Is he dead?’


  ‘No such luck,’ said Maddie, meaning it. ‘He found us, a couple of weeks ago. After six years he finally found us.’


  ‘Oh god, Maddie!’ Jenny stared at her, aghast. ‘What happened?’


  Maddie looked from face to face, drinking in their concern. ‘He took the kids before I got home from work and I haven’t seen them since. Apart from at the airport. We ended up in court on Tuesday and...it was a disaster.’ Maddie paused, not terribly surprised to find that she had tears in her eyes. She blinked them back. ‘His lawyer just twisted everything around, said the violence was mutual. And that I was mentally unbalanced. In the end the magistrate said he had strong reservations about my story. That every child has a right to know both parents and that I had wilfully taken that right away. And that I needed to learn to put the kids first, not myself.’


  ‘Oh, Maddie.’ Jenny got up suddenly and came over to Maddie’s chair, bobbing down to put an arm around her. ‘Oh, how awful.’


  Maddie wiped her eyes roughly, angrily. ‘Apparently he’s the better parent.’ She gave an abrupt laugh that held no humour. ‘And because he’s such a great parent and he doesn’t want to disrupt them, he’s moving up here so they can stay at their school. For now anyway.’ She laughed again but this time it was moist. ‘And I get weekend access only. Friday through to Sunday. Maybe not even this weekend either, because it seems they’re sick. Already.’


  ‘God,’ said Lyn, stretching the word out. ‘Oh, Maddie, that’s bloody awful.’


  Fiona cleared her throat. ‘Some magistrates ought to be hung. They’ve got no idea. No concept of how manipulative these men can be. How it’s all about power and control.’


  ‘I went around to his place afterwards,’ went on Maddie, suddenly unable to stop. She took a tissue from Jenny and blew her nose. ‘I just wanted to see them but they weren’t there. He was so...triumphant. And when I challenged him, he got nasty all over again. Nothing’s changed. He dragged me out by the hair. Told me I was getting everything that was coming to me.’


  ‘Did you go to the police?’ asked Fiona.


  Jenny laughed. ‘For what? Unless she had obvious bruising, they’re not going to do anything. Especially since she went round to his house.’


  ‘You’d better watch it,’ added Lyn. ‘Otherwise he’ll slap an intervention order on you.’


  ‘So now I’m thousands out of pocket for legal fees. Which would be worth it if I had them. But it was all for nothing.’ Maddie looked from one woman to the next and it was like seeing them through gauze as the tears welled up again. Jenny tightened her arm briefly and then stood.


  ‘I think this calls for something a little stronger than coffee.’


  ‘Oh no,’ said Maddie quickly, the very thought making her feel ill. She wiped her eyes again. ‘Thanks but I couldn’t. Seriously. I had a few drinks last night and, well...’


  ‘In that case, strong coffee it is.’


  ‘Don’t much blame you.’ Lyn shuffled her bottom awkwardly to the edge of the couch so that she could lean forward and pat Maddie on the knee. ‘D’you know what? The thing is it’ll get better from here on out. Because you’ve hit rock bottom, so the only place to go is up.’


  Fiona laughed, rather flatly. ‘I’m not sure how good that is as a pep talk, Lyn.’


  ‘And I’m not sure if it’s true anyway,’ said Maddie, pressing the heels of her hands against her eyes. She dropped them again and everything blurred within bursts of light. ‘Because what if he gets them at the final hearing? That’s going to be worse.’


  Lyn continued to pat Maddie’s knee. ‘You have to be more positive.’


  Maddie was flooded with irritation. She jerked her knee away and then, almost immediately, felt guilty, rude. ‘Sorry, I was just –’


  ‘No problem,’ Lyn waved airily as she sat back in the couch.


  Fiona had been watching this exchange with some interest. She picked up her cup of tea and finished it, letting the silence stretch before she finally turned back to Maddie. ‘Have you put in an application to vary the orders?’


  ‘Not yet. I’ve got an appointment with my lawyer next week. But I’m not sure about her either, because she just didn’t seem to –’


  ‘Understand?’ Fiona waited for Maddie to nod, surprised, and then smiled. ‘That was probably your first mistake. I know, because I did the exact same thing. You need to find someone who does this sort of thing all the time. In my case I used the friend of a friend and it turned out they were mostly corporate. I ended up changing halfway through.’


  ‘Did that help?’


  Fiona nodded. ‘Mind you, mine was a property settlement, but I expect the same rules apply.’


  ‘They do.’ Jenny came in from the kitchen with the replenished tray. She refilled Fiona’s teacup and passed a mug of coffee over to Maddie and Lyn. ‘I mean obviously mine was only property too, but there were quite a few women with kids at the place I went to. This women’s legal service that was crammed into a little old weatherboard. You should have seen it. The kitchen had been turned into the reception area and it still had those old pots and pans tiles from the seventies. But god, they were good.’


  ‘I haven’t bothered,’ said Lyn. ‘Things are bad enough without me riling him up.’


  Fiona frowned at her and then shook her head, just slightly, as if she couldn’t deal with that at the moment. She turned back to Maddie. ‘Lyn was right before though, when she said you need to be more positive. Even if it sounds trite. But you also have to be more proactive. Start thinking strategically. Fight fire with fire.’


  ‘Absolutely true,’ Jenny spoke softly, sympathetically. ‘I don’t know you all that well, Maddie, but I know at the end of my marriage, and even long after, I was consumed by guilt. That I’d given up, failed, and that I hadn’t loved him enough, otherwise he’d have been different. And that I should give him another chance.’ She grinned flatly and waved a hand. ‘Oh, for all sorts of reasons. Which made me so vulnerable, in court. I’m guessing that’s how you feel at the moment, except even more because of those kids. That you’ve let them down as well.’


  Maddie stared at her. She opened her mouth but her lips rasped against the cool air.


  ‘It’s the guilt that sucks us in,’ said Fiona, watching her. ‘And we could probably talk here for hours about why you shouldn’t feel guilty, and it’d make no difference. So maybe it’s best to just draw a line and say what’s done is done. Then take stock and move on.’


  Lyn moved forward on the couch again. ‘Besides, the last thing you should feel is guilt over those kids. Not when you gave them the greatest gift, the most irreplaceable gift a mother could possibly give.’


  Maddie licked her lips and then slid the word out. ‘What?’


  ‘A childhood. You gave them a childhood.’


  Jenny clapped, quite suddenly, as if the statement deserved applause. Maddie glanced across with surprise and saw that she was beaming at her. ‘Yes! That’s right! And that’s something that can’t be taken away by anyone, certainly not an idiot magistrate. I mean, you’re in a bad place right now but, well, maybe that’s the trade-off?’ She held out both hands, palms facing up, as if they were scales. ‘On one side you have six years of a non-abusive childhood, the other side a few months while you get your act together and get them back.’


  ‘Not a bad investment,’ said Fiona, nodding. ‘Not bad at all.’


  ‘A childhood,’ said Maddie slowly, watching Jenny tip the scales down theatrically towards the six year side and then grin. Maddie picked up her mug, nestling it between her hands and making a pretence of blowing gently onto the coffee. Needing some time to absorb this perspective. And all three of them were huddled on the bottom bunk, listening to him get dressed for work in the adjoining room. A small finger pointing, hovering. Mummy, you’ve got blood in your hair! And now the footsteps were coming and her mouth was dry and she could hear their hearts beating. Like drums, building to a crescendo as the door was pushed open and there he was, silhouetted in the doorway. And shortly afterwards she had made her decision and they had been gone. All she had to do now was juxtapose another image, of the home they had built during the intervening years, to know that the decision had been the right one. The sense of security, the easy warmth, even the mundane bickering. She might be paying the price now, and it might be higher than she thought she could bear, but Jenny was absolutely right, it still didn’t, couldn’t, take away anything from what had already been given. When faced with the classic choice between two evils, she had chosen the lesser of the two and given them a childhood.


  SIXTEEN


  On Saturday morning Maddie bought a new mobile phone from the post office to replace the brick she had owned for the past five years, which had been kept in a kitchen drawer and only used to call home. She spent over an hour reading through the manual and including the new number on the answering-machine message. So that she would always be reachable, wherever. The remainder of the day she devoted to a thorough clean of the house, opening the windows wide to expunge the closed, stuffy smell and stripping Sam’s and Ashley’s beds, rewashing the sheets. Every now and again she checked her landline to make sure it was working, so often in fact that this action in itself became a portent. If she managed to go a full hour without checking, then it was more likely one of them would call. And she would count the final minutes, fingers itching, pushing herself to her limits. But the phone stayed silent.


  She had given up trying to ring the Mont Gully house. Clearly nobody was answering and, even if someone had, she now knew that the chances of the children being delivered at five were close to nonexistent. This was Jake flexing his muscles, proving he was in charge. He had wanted the children this whole weekend, for the big move, and therefore he would have them this whole weekend. It was that simple.


  The irony was that he was also the first person to actually ring her on the new mobile phone late the following afternoon. She had spent much of that day in Melbourne, at Hannah’s house, where Nicholas and Charlotte joined them for lunch. With the main topic being, naturally, the court case and its repercussions. And the rapidly gathering evidence of Jake’s intention to manipulate the orders whenever it suited. Her companions’ evident surprise over this might have amused Maddie had the situation not been so personal. Further evidence of how little they really understood. As was Hannah’s tendency to lace her dialogue with exclamations such as ‘absolutely unbelievable’, or ‘something should be done’ or ‘I’ve got a good mind to write to the attorney-general’.


  Apart from this there was nothing particularly new on the table, although Hannah had dot-pointed all the information that Maddie had missed out on after she had left the courtroom so abruptly. The real revision would take place the coming Wednesday, when they had an appointment with Diana Le Gassick to discuss the next step. And Maddie was not looking forward to the meeting. The more she thought about her day in court, the more her resentment at Diana grew. From her sudden push for a compromise at the very beginning to her performance before the bench, where she had appeared not nearly as well prepared or tenacious as the opposition.


  But Maddie also knew that having chosen the lawyer herself, Hannah felt personally, and financially, invested in Diana. So she kept her doubts to herself, along with her interest in the legal service Jenny had mentioned. Lunch was pleasant, and it was almost therapeutic to discuss the hearing out loud, but by midafternoon Maddie had a headache that felt like it was enfolded within her brain. So she made her excuses a little earlier than anticipated, glad to have made the effort but equally glad to be leaving. The mobile rang when she was almost halfway home, its metallic ringtone surprising and then filling her with sudden anticipation. She pulled over to the side of the road, her tyres scrunching neatly into the gravel.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Well, well. Out and about, are we?’


  Disappointment cleaved. ‘What do you want?’


  ‘You know perfectly well what I want.’


  ‘Pardon?’


  His voice instantly lost the bantering tone. ‘Drop the act. If you think this’ll help your cause, think again. And you can tell him from me that I won’t think twice about having you arrested.’


  Maddie adjusted the tiny phone against her ear. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’


  ‘So that’s the way you want to play it?’


  ‘Play what?’


  ‘Fine. Have it your way.’


  The phone went dead and Maddie brought it down to her lap, nestling it in the palm of her hand and staring as if it still held some answers. She replayed the conversation slowly, puzzling over each word, each nuance. And then suddenly her eyes widened as suspicion and realisation merged. In one fluid movement she threw the phone towards her handbag on the passenger seat, glanced perfunctorily into the mirror and accelerated back out onto the road, tyres spitting gravel across the tarmac. And now the leisurely progress was gone, metamorphosed into protracted frustration and the need to continually adjust her speed as it crept up over the limit. Getting stuck behind a slow, ambling caravan on the outskirts of town and weaving to and from the white line until she could overtake. Finally turning into her street, and then her driveway, with her chest hollow with hope.


  Having rushed so frantically to get here, Maddie now sat rigidly in her car, hands clasped on the steering wheel, staring over at the unlit kitchen window. If she stayed where she was then anything was possible, whereas inside the house lay reality. And the darkness of the window might even be a sign that it wasn’t the reality she had hoped for. Maddie took a long breath, dragging it down deep and willing it to pillow the thumping of her heart. She found her phone and shoved it inside her handbag before exiting the car, then walking slowly around to the rear of the house. Taking another deep breath as she unlocked the door and moving just one step inside as it swung open, its creak louder than ever before. She took another step, staring into the silence, craving a sign.


  ‘Sam?’ Her voice came out with a hoarseness that sounded painful, so she cleared her throat and tried again, louder. ‘Sam? Are you there?’


  Maddie froze, listening as the words faded into stillness. She flicked on the light, the sudden absence of shadows making the room seem even emptier. And then, just as she began to sag with the knowledge that she had been wrong, there came a low answer. ‘Mum?’


  ‘Sam!’ Maddie was already moving, turning the corner into the passage and, with a sense of utter wonder even though she had just heard his voice and so knew he was there, coming face to face with her son. She took a fleeting moment to drag her eyes across his face, taking in his features, inspecting, assessing, confirming, and then threw her arms around him and brought him in tight. Holding him against her, breathing him in. Knowing that she only had a minute or so before he would begin to pull away with gauche embarrassment. When it happened, Maddie allowed herself the luxury of reaching up and touching his face lightly, with one hand. Then she stepped back, rubbing her arm as if cold, and stared at him. Trying to think of something to say that wasn’t maudlin, or inflammatory, or accusatory. Realising that the dog was there too, standing back slightly as if recognising that they needed a minute alone.


  In the end Sam spoke first. ‘Where’ve you been?’


  ‘Down in Melbourne. At Auntie Hannah’s.’ She looked him over, at the cut-off windcheater that she had never seen before. ‘More new clothes?’


  ‘Yeah, well we only had our school stuff. Remember?’


  ‘Yes. Of course. Well, your sister must be thrilled. Um, she didn’t come with you?’


  ‘Nah, but then I didn’t tell her either. She went out with Dad to buy some stuff for the new house and I just decided I wanted to come over here. Spur of the moment sort of thing. Find out what’s going on. From you.’


  ‘I see. Okay. Yes, we need to talk.’


  ‘First though...anything to eat? I’m starved.’


  Maddie broke into a grin, loving the familiarity of this statement. And the way it brought everything back into line. She felt like hugging him again, but restrained herself.


  ‘Is that a yes?’


  ‘Come on then.’ She turned and led the way into the kitchen. As Sam settled himself at the table, with Guess’s head in his lap, she checked the fridge. ‘How do ham and cheese toasted sandwiches sound?’


  ‘Great. As long as they’re not jaffles.’


  ‘Of course not. Do you think I’d have forgotten so quickly?’ Maddie gave him a quick grin that wanted to linger. But she tugged it away and concentrated on collecting the ingredients. ‘Have you been here long?’


  ‘Nah, not long.’ Sam put a hand on either side of the dog’s head and then ruffled his fingers forward, finishing with a good scratch under the chin. Guess stretched his head out blissfully and Sam grinned. ‘I think he might’ve missed me.’


  ‘I know he did.’ Maddie kept her back to Sam because, all of sudden, her eyes felt shiny. ‘He keeps wandering in and out of your room and then Ash’s, looking confused. I think he thinks you’re just playing a really good game of hide and seek.’


  ‘Poor old Guess. I missed you, fellow. I did.’


  Maddie busied herself slicing cheese. She assembled the sandwiches and then put them carefully inside the electric sandwich maker, being careful not to press down too hard on the lid. She boiled the kettle and made two milky hot chocolates, bringing one over to the table for Sam.


  ‘Thanks, Mum.’


  Maddie watched as he drank half in one prolonged gulp. ‘And now we need to talk.’


  Sam put his mug down and looked up at her, nodding. He had a milk moustache that beaded the fuzz across his upper lip. ‘I want to stay here.’


  Maddie passed him a piece of paper towel and then went over to the sink and washed her hands, lathering the soap between her fingers. Repeating his words to herself and letting them leach through her body, leaving joy in their wake. She shook her hands to dry them, watching the droplets arc. Like tiny, translucent fireworks.


  ‘I want to stay here,’ he said again, lifting Guess’s paws so that the dog stood upright, and then lowering his face to nuzzle the dog’s neck.


  Maddie swallowed. On her way back across the kitchen she laid one hand briefly on Sam’s shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. The sandwich maker started to sizzle as the crisp, creamy smell of melted cheese filled the kitchen. Maddie slid the sandwiches out onto plates, cutting them into small triangles. She brought them over to the table, along with her mug.


  ‘Are they both mine?’ asked Sam, pulling one plate towards him and staring at the other.


  ‘If they were both yours, why would I have put them on separate plates?’


  ‘I dunno. Maybe because it’s the return of the prodigal son and all that?’


  Maddie shook her head slowly and then laughed, despite herself. And this sound did as much to normalise the kitchen as the smell of toasted ham and cheese. She pushed her plate over. ‘There you go, prodigal son.’


  Sam tried to look contrite. ‘Not if you wanted it?’


  ‘Doesn’t matter. I’ll make myself another one in a minute.’


  ‘Excellent! Then can you make me some more too?’


  ‘God! Is your father starving you?’


  Sam shrugged. ‘Nah. But it’s not the same.’


  ‘Oh. Okay.’ Maddie picked up her hot chocolate and cradled it as she watched her son devour the toasted sandwiches. It seemed so amazing that he was here, right in front of her; yet at the same time it was so ordinary that the past three weeks might have been nothing but a bad dream. She fancied he had grown a little, and that the fuzz on his top lip was a little darker, and the smattering of small pimples on his chin were a little angrier. But he was here, with her. The prodigal son.


  ‘Were you gonna put those other sandwiches on now?’ Sam looked hopefully towards the bench as if the sandwich maker had refilled by magic.


  ‘In a bit. First we need to talk.’


  Sam nodded as he picked up his last triangle and, with one mouthful, took all but the crust. He used this to wipe a fat slither of melted cheese off his plate.


  ‘Did your father tell you about Tuesday? The court case?’


  Sam nodded again, chewing.


  ‘That he won custody of you both? And I’m only allowed to have weekends?’


  Sam swallowed. ‘Yep.’


  ‘Well, what did he say? Exactly?’


  ‘Just that we’d still see you, but...’ Sam paused briefly. ‘Not enough for you to brainwash us any more. That it was his turn now. It was justice.’ He paused again and then, when he spoke, it was with the voice of an eight year old. ‘But that’s not fair! What about what I want? How come I don’t get a say?’


  Maddie stared. ‘What did you say to the lawyer from the court?’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Your lawyer. The independent children’s lawyer.’ Maddie felt a rush of irritation as Sam’s face remained blank. ‘An older guy. Grey hair, a little stooped. Um...Washington, that was his name. You must have seen him at some stage.’


  ‘There was a guy who spoke to us on the phone. I think his name was Wash something or other.’


  ‘He rang? He didn’t see you?’


  ‘Nah, just rang up and spoke to us for a while. It was a bit weird actually because Dad was in the room listening.’


  ‘I don’t believe this,’ Maddie frowned. ‘Are you saying he rang you at your father’s house and just spoke to you on the phone?’ She waited for Sam to nod and then tried to absorb the information. But it jarred, hugely, and flooded her with fury.


  ‘Not for that long,’ added Sam, as if this helped. ‘Just about school and Dad and stuff.’


  Maddie spoke through gritted teeth. ‘And Ashley too?’


  ‘Her for even longer. But that was only coz she knew Dad was listening so she was sucking up to him.’ Sam paused, chewing his lip. Then he stared across at his mother. ‘Is that why we have to live with Dad now? Because of what we – she – said?’


  Maddie wanted to shout, Yes, yes of course you pair of bloody fools, but instead she swallowed the words and waited until they were well gone before she spoke. The fury was harder to push aside, leaching through to tremble alongside each nuance. ‘No, not really. Because there were probably lots of different reasons. That is, I don’t think it helped, but then there were a few things I did that maybe didn’t help either.’


  ‘Dad said your lawyer sucked shit.’


  ‘How eloquent of him.’


  Sam dipped a finger into his hot chocolate and then sucked it. ‘Can you get a new lawyer?’


  ‘Yes.’ Maddie’s mind was still whirling with the ICL, who hadn’t even met the children face to face, and had discussed their preferences whilst their father was right there, beside them. She made a supreme effort to adjourn him till later. ‘Tell me about the new house.’


  ‘You mean Dad’s?’ Sam waited for her to nod. ‘It’s okay. Nothing flash. But it’s got a nice outdoor bit, with a spa.’


  ‘How far from school?’


  ‘Bit closer than here. Not much though.’


  ‘And you’re all moved in now?’


  ‘I suppose.’ Sam glanced at Maddie and then back towards his drink. ‘That Natalie did most of it. She came back from Seaworld early.’


  ‘I see.’ Maddie blinked, erasing the image of Natalie playing house. She tried to clear her mind, to prioritise, but there was too much jockeying for position. She reverted to action. ‘How about those toasted sandwiches, hey?’


  ‘Excellent!’


  Maddie pushed herself to her feet, feeling like an old lady, and then began assembling another set of sandwiches, putting them on to toast. Letting her mind settle on information for a moment or so and then glance off once more. Sam being here, the ICL, Jake being nearby, Natalie by his side. She turned and leant against the bench, watching her son scratch Guess’s head while the dog pushed upward, into his hand. ‘What’s she like? Natalie.’


  Sam glanced across without expression. ‘She’s all right, I suppose.’


  ‘Are they...happy?’


  ‘Dunno.’ He looked down at the dog and then up again fleetingly. ‘They fight sometimes.’


  Maddie stared at him. ‘In what way?’


  ‘Just yelling and stuff.’


  ‘Oh.’ The word came out like a sigh, as if disappointed. ‘In front of you?’


  ‘Nah, not much. Mostly after we’ve gone to bed. And not all the time. Just sometimes.’


  ‘Oh,’ Maddie searched for a tangent. ‘Why haven’t you rung?’


  ‘I couldn’t. Sorry about that. My phone ran out of charge at Seaworld.’


  ‘What about your sister’s phone? The new one your father bought her?’


  ‘She’s not getting that till the end of this week. To celebrate or something. And I don’t like using Dad’s phone because, well...’ Sam ran a finger around the inside of his mug and stared down at the froth clinging to his skin. ‘He makes you feel sort of stupid. Like when I ask he goes “sure thing” but then always says something teasing about me being a baby who needs his mummy.’ He used his finger to trace froth on the table. ‘And it’s sort of embarrassing.’


  ‘I see.’


  ‘I did try to ring on Friday.’ Sam glanced up, as if seeking praise. ‘Ash as well. Dad was outside with Natalie so we grabbed the phone. But you weren’t home.’


  ‘It’s okay,’ Maddie smiled, rather flatly. ‘I know it’s not easy.’ She turned again and slid the finished sandwiches onto a plate, bringing them over to the table.


  ‘Thanks, Mum.’


  The phone rang before Maddie could sit down and she considered, for a moment, letting the call go straight through to the answering machine. But couldn’t quite bring herself to do so, not while she still had one child absent.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘You have exactly five minutes to send him out here,’ said Jake in a voice that clipped the words with rigid anger. As if each had a full stop to itself. ‘Otherwise I’m calling the police.’


  ‘Hang on, I –’


  ‘Five minutes.’


  The dial tone sounded and Maddie put the phone down slowly. Her stomach hollowed again and she felt the hot chocolate bubbling into bile. She glanced over at the clock only to acknowledge what she already knew – six o’clock on the dot. Then, without even looking in Sam’s direction, she went into the lounge room and up to the curtains, pulling them back slightly on one side. And there he was, by the kerb, the bronze Holden spot-lit by the setting sun. Maddie was suddenly conscious of Sam, standing right behind her.


  ‘Dad’s here?’


  She nodded, unable to speak.


  ‘Do I have to go?’


  And for a moment he was little again, staring at her with those thick-lashed dark eyes that understood far too much and far too little. She swallowed.


  ‘I don’t want to live with him.’


  Maddie found her voice but it came out hoarse, as if overused. ‘This won’t be for much longer. I promise. I’m working on it. Getting a new lawyer. I’ll get you both back as soon as I can. I will, I really will. Trust me. Please.’


  ‘What’ll happen if I don’t go? They can’t make me.’


  Maddie closed her eyes, for just a second. ‘Actually yes, I think they can.’


  ‘That’s not fair.’


  ‘I know.’


  He stared at her for a few long minutes, as the deadline ticked closer, as if expecting that at any moment she would suddenly smile and say, It’s okay, Sam, I won’t make you do anything you don’t want to. You just stay here. I’ll take care of everything.


  ‘So I have to go?’


  Maddie reached out, touched him on the shoulder. ‘Sam, how bad is it? I mean, you seemed to be enjoying yourself last time we spoke. So is it that you’d rather be here, or is he being...’


  ‘No, nothing like that,’ Sam shrugged. ‘I just want to be here, that’s all.’


  ‘Then...can you be patient for a little while? Let me try and sort this out?’


  ‘I suppose.’


  Maddie glanced towards the window again, automatically. Nervously. More than anything else she dreaded seeing the car door open.


  ‘I’ll get my phone charger.’


  ‘Good idea. Do you need anything else? School clothes? Anything?’ She took a step forward but Sam was shaking his head as he left the room, Guess trotting along at his heels. He was back within seconds, the charger swinging from one hand like a pendulum. He paused just inside the doorway and looked at her levelly.


  ‘Sam, I really –’ Maddie took another step.


  ‘No.’ Sam held up one hand, stopping her. ‘Don’t, Mum. Please. I’ll see you soon. Okay?’


  ‘Okay.’ She suddenly saw, quite clearly, the man he would become. But it was only a brief glimpse and as he turned to leave he was a boy once more. And she bled for him, and for herself. A raw, open wound that festered with guilt.


  Jake honked, out by the kerb, and Sam quickened his step and was gone, the back door slamming in his wake. Maddie turned quickly to pull the curtain back again, this time not caring if she was seen or not, staring out the window as her son walked across the thick grass towards his father’s car. He bent to open the passenger side door and then remained like that for a few moments, as if in conversation. Finally he slid into the car, without glancing towards the house or the window or her. From the other side of the car Jake suddenly extended his arm, with his hand clenched into a fist which unfolded to jab one finger up into the air. Remaining there, as a one-fingered salute, while he revved the car noisily. Waiting until Sam’s door had barely closed before taking off, with his foot so hard down on the accelerator that the car actually screeched in protest, spewing smoke and leaving black rubber tracks on the road as it shot forward. A show of strength, not too far removed from a gorilla beating its chest.


  Maddie stayed where she was for a while, listening to the engine as it faded into the distance, watching the smoke dissipate, unable to move. Gut-shot with guilt, but also with frustration. And it felt like that finger was actually stabbing at her, leaving a myriad of blotchy blue angry bruises in its wake. She knew she was crying, had been since the back door had slammed, and this just made her feel even more furious. With everything, especially herself. Yet gut-wrenchingly despondent also, at the same time.


  If there had been any doubt remaining, the finger clearly demonstrated how little he had changed. Which meant that his parenting hadn’t changed either. He would still be selfish, and volatile, lurching between permissiveness and strict authoritarianism depending on his mood. With a lack of empathy, or even interest, unless it suited. He loved his children, of that she was sure, because the alternative was unthinkable. But it was a deeply egocentric love that prioritised him, and his needs. And now they were teenagers, no longer as malleable as they had once been, and he had them legally, five days a week.


  But she had given them a childhood. The moment this thought wafted into the quagmire, everything else stilled. It was like a sedative, soothing until gradually Maddie’s fists unclenched. Lyn was right, because that childhood was something that could not be taken away. And something that would hopefully stand them in good stead over the coming months. She took a deep, even breath and then rubbed her arm, hard, using the pain to propel herself into movement. Walking slowly into the kitchen and staring at Guess, still standing by the back-door as if expecting Sam to suddenly re-enter. The dog’s tail started sweeping the floor the moment he saw her and he glanced up at the door and back, tongue lolling.


  ‘He’s gone, you know,’ said Maddie conversationally as she opened the back door. Guess went shooting through, off the porch in a single leap, and around the side of the house. Maddie let the screen door close behind her as she turned. Facing the kitchen table, with Sam’s abandoned mug and plate. Expecting another wave of heated anguish but instead suddenly, amazingly, breaking into a smile. Because the plate was empty.


  And the image of her son, sodden with misery, being forced into the role of sacrificial lamb, was instantly replaced, or at least enlarged, by him taking the time to collect his uneaten toasted sandwiches on the way out. The adolescent single-mindedness of this act somehow lessened her guilt, her culpability. She thought of what she had just said to Sam, by the window. To trust her, give her some time to work things out. That she would get them back. And then, like the next frame in a slideshow with a singular theme, she saw herself, quite clearly, lying in the pathway outside the Mont Gully house, staring up towards Jake with that fatalistic calmness. I’ll get them back you know. It might take me a while but I’ll get them back.


  Maddie realised that she was muttering the words underneath her breath. ‘I’ll get them back.’ It sounded like a litany and then a vow; and her smile widened with the ridiculous Gone With The Wind style melodrama of the moment. But at the same time she was flooded with a vigorous certainty that seemed to mushroom warmly from within. She would get them back because he hadn’t changed. Couldn’t change. He would be his own downfall, it was inevitable. And the fact that it was all about him had a delicious irony that kept her smile in place. All she had to do was be patient and vigilant. Because that finger was just a precursor, a portent; sooner or later his true colours would burst through and she would be vindicated.


  Maddie folded her arms across her chest and closed her eyes, standing perfectly still so that she could feel the fragile optimism pulse through her body and heat her from the inside out. Washing away the nausea born of too little food and too much alcohol and a sense of defeatism that would have brought her nothing else.


  SEVENTEEN


  Maddie woke in the morning with her resolve still in place. She had the insight to recognise that it had not been born of some sort of epiphany after Sam’s departure, but rather had been gathering stock for a few days and had then been cemented by the events. Like pottery that had slowly taken shape, and then been fired into solidity.


  She lay in bed for a while, loving her analogy, admiring its form. And realising that it was also fitting in that her newfound resolve had a fragility that made it vulnerable, and there was every chance it would come under attack many times over the coming months. But she also decided that it didn’t really matter too much, not to her resolve as an entity, because every time it was glued back together it would have added strength, and all those chips and cracks and fractures would just give it character. Depth.


  In one sense Maddie would have liked to take yet another day off work, but this time to start moving forward. Making phone calls, finding options. But she also knew that might be pushing her luck, especially as Monday was their busiest day, and she couldn’t afford to jeopardise her job. She arrived to find that the centre was already short-staffed with Lisbeth having rather abruptly taken two weeks’ leave. This topic of conversation occupied Maddie’s fellow workers so thoroughly that, after some brief queries as to her own recent absence, she was very much left to her own devices. As soon as she arrived, and before the centre doors opened, she took the time to visit Carol and apologise for her no-show last week. Carol knew more about Maddie’s circumstances than anyone else there, always presenting a supportive non-invasiveness that was much appreciated even if never built on. Because if Maddie had wanted to talk, ever, it would not have been to someone at work. Where she wanted, needed, a clear division between herself and those they served. For her own sense of self.


  The steady stream of clients throughout the morning was both irritating and rewarding in equal measures. Irritating because Maddie wanted to concentrate on her own issues and do some research, but rewarding in that it distracted her from everything as well. And finding short-term solutions for others, even if it was only a food parcel to take home that day, made her feel useful, valued. She lunched with Olive and another worker from the main building, sitting outside in the light spring sunshine. Discussing Lisbeth and the upcoming Christmas roster and whether Carol was pregnant or had just put on a great deal of weight. They returned to find the waiting room almost empty so Maddie volunteered to spend the afternoon entering client records into the computer. She positioned herself up towards the back where she could access the database in relative privacy and then got started.


  First she located and then rang the legal centre Jenny had mentioned. Being offered an appointment in three weeks’ time and trying to explain her urgency. That three weeks might as well be three months. Something in her voice must have convinced the receptionist, who put her on hold for a while and then slotted her in for this Wednesday. Which in itself seemed fitting as it meant Maddie now had to make a choice before she could make a comparison.


  Next was Centrelink, and a lengthy wait in an automated queue. In the meantime, telling herself it was just to fill time, Maddie brought up the local university and trawled through the subjects on offer. Repeating them softly under her breath, as if reciting an incantation. By the time a person came on the Centrelink line, Maddie had discovered that all universities worked through a central application system, and that applications were currently being taken for the following year. She closed her eyes and breathed out, then bookmarked the application form.


  The Centrelink call, when it eventuated, brought an odd mix of good and bad news, both of which were totally unexpected. Maddie had prepared herself to give a brief synopsis of her situation but it was already too late. A full one hundred per cent claim for all family benefit payments relating to Max and Courtney Hampton had already been submitted and was being processed. Meaning all subsequent claims were automatically rejected and Maddie would have to provide proof that she had the children for a requisite amount of time. But she barely had time to reel from this information when the customer service operator went on to explain, rather apologetically, that Maddie would only be able to claim for the past two years in arrears, not the full six. A rebate that would come to around the five thousand dollar mark.


  Maddie hung up slowly, staring at the computer screen before her. At students sitting on verdant lawns, books tumbling by their sides. Lots of smiles and white teeth and sunshine. Five thousand dollars. The brief surge of anger that had greeted the news of Jake having already put a claim in, when the court case had only been last Tuesday, was drowned by the sheer amount of dollars coming her way. She simply couldn’t get her head around it. She could pay off Hannah and have a little left over to put in the bank. For the first time in years she would have savings. Something in reserve.


  ‘Good news?’ Olive slid into a seat nearby, looking at her curiously. Maddie couldn’t help but smile. ‘Something like that.’


  ‘Want to share?’


  ‘It’s really not that big a deal.’ Maddie waved towards her computer screen. ‘I was just looking at what I needed to do to finish a degree. That’s all.’


  ‘Oh. Okay. Well, good on you.’


  Maddie turned back to her computer. She had a sudden sense that a mistake had been made, that the operator hadn’t quite understood the circumstances. So she waited until Olive had finished and then made the call again. Straightening her keyboard while she waited, and then aligning it with her notebook and the desk calendar. Eventually explaining everything all again, and getting exactly the same answer. It would be difficult to share any benefits with Jake in the future, but the previous two years were all hers. And there was nothing he could do about that.


  For the next hour Maddie concentrated on mundane tasks, like ringing her landlord and checking up on the mower. The minor incidentals that didn’t go away, even if their importance did. She also rang Jenny, leaving a message on her machine, letting her know that she would no longer be able to attend the Friday evening support group because it was an access night, but thanking her for everything. She wanted to ring the high school, check that her children were there, but knew that the not knowing was something she simply had to come to grips with. After all, she couldn’t ring every single day.


  In between calls, Maddie searched through the family law website trying to find a reference to the variation of interim orders. However, if this was a possibility, it seemed the family court hid it well. Instead Maddie found a section which held transcripts of actual cases so she spent the next two hours reading through these. Sparse, bureaucratic legalese that told the stories of people who had once formed a tight unit, a family, but who were now imploding.


  Maddie was so engrossed in the transcripts that when her mobile rang, and it was Diana, it seemed somehow fitting. She glanced around quickly to ensure there was nobody within earshot as Diana got straight to the point.


  ‘So of course I wanted to make sure you were okay, that you were coping. But that wasn’t the real reason for my call.’


  ‘Oh?’


  ‘Yes, see I had a call myself this morning. From your husband’s attorney, and he is not happy. Not happy at all.’


  ‘Then he should get another client,’ replied Maddie smoothly, loving her answer.


  There was a pause and then when Diana did speak, there was a definite frown underlining her words. ‘It’s not really a laughing matter, Maddie. The last thing you need at the moment is to be dragged back into court for a contravention.’


  ‘A what?’


  ‘A contravention. That’s when one party contravenes the orders and, let me tell you something, magistrates tend to get irritated by them. Especially when the orders were handed down less than a week ago.’


  ‘Look, I’m sorry but I’m still not sure what you’re talking about.’


  ‘Did your son visit you on the weekend?’


  ‘Yes, but...’


  ‘And did his father have to drive over there to fetch him back?’


  ‘Yes, but I didn’t ask him to. I can’t be held responsible if –’


  ‘That’s where you’re wrong.’ Diana’s voice softened. ‘Look, Maddie, I appreciate how hard this is for you and I wish things had gone differently last week. But we’ve got what we’ve got and that’s what we have to work with. Undermining the orders isn’t going to help your case.’


  ‘But you’re not listening.’ Maddie took a deep breath, trying to gain control. ‘I didn’t undermine anything! I got home and my son was there. That’s it. Besides, Sunday was my day, he was supposed to be there.’


  ‘According to your ex-husband, he rang you and you denied the boy was there.’


  ‘That’s because I didn’t know he was there! Not then!’


  ‘Maddie, it doesn’t really matter,’ Diana sighed, but it was a patient sigh. ‘Things like this can get all twisted out of shape regardless. And getting annoyed about it isn’t going to help either. For instance, all your ex-husband’s attorney has to do is use what you just said, about it being your day but you still weren’t there when the boy was. Then he can go on about the father being worried sick and making all these phone calls, and he can ask you whether you rang the father when you realised the boy was there. Or even drove him home. Well? Did you?’


  Maddie let the questions hammer her irritation down, although the word home grated. ‘No.’


  ‘And there you have it. All I’m saying is that you have to be careful. Now, see you on Wednesday and we’ll discuss our options. Okay?’


  ‘Okay.’


  Maddie laid the mobile down next to the keyboard, straightening it so that it was perfectly parallel. She stared at the monitor, at the case of Rogan vs Treefore and the magistrate’s summing up, but without really seeing anything. Her annoyance started to blossom once more, at Jake, at Diana, and at court orders that not only erred but then set in place measures to protect the errors. Rather than the children. She closed her eyes and rubbed her arms, making a concerted effort to get back on track. Because Diana had been correct about one thing at least, that getting annoyed wasn’t going to help anything. So instead she imagined her frustration as something liquid, like a medicine, thick and viscous, so that she could swallow it down. Hoping that then it would be absorbed by her resolve and transformed into something useful, because she was going to need all the help she could get.


  That evening, Maddie already knew, would be framed around two phone calls. One she would have to make, to Hannah, and one she would be receiving, from Sam and Ashley. The latter would have to be the first, because she wasn’t going to risk them getting an engaged signal. So she kept herself busy with necessities, like opening mail and feeding Guess and preparing a small meal for herself. Not really enjoying the food but treating it as fuel, essential for energy and foresight. All the while buoyed by her unexpected windfall, and what it would mean. She was washing her hands, thinking about how far the money could stretch, when the call eventually came, so she dried her hands rapidly, the skin still clammy as she grabbed up the phone.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Mum. It’s Sam. How’re you?’


  Maddie let out her breath, warming the hand that held the phone. ‘I’m good. And you?’


  ‘Yeah, okay.’


  ‘What about yesterday? Your father?’


  ‘Actually he was okay.’ Sam sounded rather surprised. ‘Like he was a bit pissed but he said it was all part of the teething process or something. Not to do it again though.’


  ‘All right.’ Maddie tucked this away for later. ‘So, how was today? Back to school?’


  ‘Yeah, not bad. Same as.’


  ‘Did you get all your homework done over the holidays?’


  ‘Yeah, just about.’


  ‘And how’s the new house? Bus ride okay?’


  ‘Yeah, fine.’


  Maddie laughed but it came out like a bark so she tried again, softer this time. ‘God, Sam, it’s like getting blood from a stone with you. Can you at least tell me if anything interesting has happened? Anything I should know about?’


  ‘Umm...’ Sam appeared to give this some thought. ‘Nah, not really. Have you seen your lawyer yet?’


  ‘No. Sorry. Wednesday.’


  ‘Oh.’


  Maddie tried to think of something to say, some way of communicating her burgeoning optimism. ‘It looks like we’ll be getting some money from Centrelink, as a back payment. Quite a bit actually. Might be able to get that second computer after all.’


  ‘Cool. Bags the new one.’


  ‘Um, can you not tell your father though?’


  ‘Why would I?’


  ‘I don’t know.’ Maddie rubbed at her arm. ‘Is Ash there? Can I speak to her?’


  ‘Nah, she’s out with Dad. Getting takeaway for tea. That’s why I rang now.’


  ‘Oh. Well, do you know how she went back at school? If everything’s okay?’


  ‘I think so. Dunno really.’


  Maddie took a deep breath and then let it out, making sure to keep it low so that it didn’t sound like a sigh. ‘When you ring tomorrow night, can you make sure she’s there? I really want to speak to her. See how she’s going.’


  ‘No problem. And I’d better go. I’m supposed to be setting the table.’


  ‘For takeaway?’


  ‘Yeah. Dad reckons our manners are shite.’


  ‘Oh. All right then.’ Maddie leant forward, continuing quickly. ‘And Sam, remember what I said yesterday. Just give me time. I’ll sort this all out, I promise.’


  ‘Okay. See you, Mum. Love you.’


  ‘Love you too.’


  Maddie put the phone down and took another deep breath, this time letting it out as noisily as possible. So that it vibrated her lips, puffing them out like a clown. She was disappointed that she hadn’t spoken to Ashley, because it seemed like a long time since she had. And while it was good to think that her daughter didn’t feel the need to connect with her, it was also rather hurtful. And fed that niggling doubt that acknowledged how mercenary her daughter could be, and how easily bribed. Maddie went over to the sink and washed her hands, finishing the job this time, and then shook them thoroughly dry before dialling her sister’s number.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Hi there.’


  ‘Mattie! I was just about to ring you. I wanted to know if you were going to come down tomorrow, for that appointment Wednesday.’


  Maddie sat down at the kitchen table. ‘Ah, no. Listen Hannah, I’ve been thinking and I really, really don’t want to offend you but, well, I don’t think I want to continue with Diana. Sorry.’


  ‘You don’t want to what?’


  ‘Um, continue with Diana. As in have her represent me.’


  Silence stretched across the minutes. ‘You don’t want to have her represent you.’


  ‘That’s right. I’m really sorry, because I know how much hard work you’ve put into this. And I appreciate it, I really do. I’ll pay you back every cent, and pretty soon too. But, well, I just don’t think she’s right for me. I think I need someone who’s more focused on these type of cases. With guys like Jake.’


  ‘I see.’ Hannah spoke slowly, pensively. ‘You’re not just looking for a scapegoat?’


  Maddie took this on board, examined it and then shook her head. ‘No. And be honest, Hannah, do you think she did such a great job last Tuesday?’


  Another silence. ‘I don’t think she did a bad job.’


  ‘Hannah, I need more than that. This my life. It’s not enough to just be not bad.’


  ‘Yes, I know,’ Hannah sighed softly. ‘And I admit I’d have liked her to be a little more...’


  ‘Aggressive?’ Maddie waited a moment for an answer and then continued. ‘I have an appointment at a community legal centre on Wednesday.’


  ‘Oh Mattie, do you think that’s such a good idea? You get what you pay for, you know.’


  ‘Says who? That was probably just made up by those who want to charge the earth.’


  ‘Regardless, I don’t like to think you might be burning your bridges.’ Hannah paused. ‘I tell you what, why don’t I ring Diana tomorrow and postpone our appointment till later this week? Then if you don’t like this community place, you can still see her.’


  Maddie smiled to herself. ‘Okay. Thanks.’


  ‘Do you want me to come with you?’


  ‘No, that’s fine,’ replied Maddie quickly. ‘It’s much too far for you to come just for an appointment. But thanks anyway.’


  ‘It’s really no –’


  ‘Did I tell you Sam came home? Yesterday?’


  ‘What? You mean he’s there now?’


  ‘No.’ Maddie suddenly wished she hadn’t said anything. Sometimes explanations were almost as draining as the actual events. ‘Jake picked him up again. He was only here for an hour or so. He wants to come home.’


  ‘Of course he does.’


  ‘I felt rotten. Like Judas or something. And then today I got a call from Diana because Jake’s attorney had been on to her already, threatening legal action if I don’t stick to the orders.’


  ‘But it wasn’t your fault!’ Hannah’s voice rose with vehemence. ‘Besides, wasn’t yesterday your day?’


  ‘It gets all twisted.’ Maddie’s head started to ache, a dull, muffled throb that craved silence. ‘I think it’s more about who is seen to do the right thing than whether you actually are.’


  ‘Absolutely unbelievable. I’ve got a good mind to write to the attorney-general.’


  ‘Yes. Look, Hannah, I’m really tired. I think I’ll have an early night. I’ll give you a ring Wednesday night and let you know how it all went. Okay?’


  ‘Yes, absolutely. And I’ll ring Diana, make a new appointment.’


  Maddie said her goodbyes and hung up with a burgeoning sense of relief. There was something intensely exasperating about Hannah’s perpetual railing against the system. It wasn’t that Maddie didn’t agree, she most certainly did, but being eternally incensed by the shortcomings didn’t alter the fact they were there. And that this was the framework within which she had to work if she had any chance of ensuring that Jake’s win last week was only a brief instalment, rather than an eight-month sentence. Or beyond.


  EIGHTEEN


  Maddie stared at the poster behind the lawyer’s desk, at the cartoon female standing atop a cliff with her hair blowing in the wind. The caption read Women With Altitude. For some reason the poster soothed her, perhaps because she had been expecting, without quite realising it, a lawyer who was a little more flamboyantly feminist. Whatever that was. Maybe short spiky hair, or flowing multilayered clothing, or even a couple of badges that proclaimed strong political beliefs. So she had been rather taken aback to meet Robyn, who was a mousey blonde dressed conservatively in a tunic dress with a low-slung belt and black tights. Sans badges. The poster, however, went a little way to balancing out expectations with reality.


  Nor had the legal centre been quite what she pictured. Rather substantial renovations must have been undertaken since Jenny’s visit as there was now little evidence that it had once been a house. While still not the glossy walnut and glass of Diana Le Gassick’s rooms, the centre was functionally and tastefully corporate. The main difference lay in the racks of leaflets that adorned the waiting-room walls, showcasing a range of community-related information and initiatives.


  Maddie looked across at Robyn, talking busily on the phone. She was a woman whose pallet had been limited to shades of beige. Even her eyes were an unremarkable light brown while her eyebrows were barely visible, giving her a perpetual look of surprise which had been a little disconcerting throughout Maddie’s rambling explanation of her situation. As if sensing she was being examined, Robyn glanced over and made an apologetic face as she continued talking. On a crowded bookshelf behind was a framed photograph of her family. Husband, two young girls; all three of them redheads to varying degrees. A stack of files had been pushed in beside the photograph so that it had been forced unnaturally upright and looked like it might topple forward. Next to these, for some reason, was a torch.


  ‘Sorry about that.’ Robyn put the phone down and picked up her pen, quickly reading over what she had written earlier. She tapped the pen lightly on her desk. ‘So where were we? Parental alienation, that’s right. What a crock.’


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘I’m not saying you don’t have extreme cases where one parent has malicious intent to alienate the child against the other parent, but they’re pretty few and far between. Most of them are just ignorance and bitterness and a desperate need of decent parenting skills. Being made to understand that playing tug of war with the kids is really, really bad for them.’


  ‘But I don’t think I did that. Not really,’ replied Maddie, stung.


  ‘I’m not talking about you. The cases where there’s been abuse are a whole other ball game.’ Robyn tapped her pen again and frowned. ‘Some bloke in America actually made this into a syndrome. How ridiculous is that? Parental Alienation Syndrome. So a perpetrator can use that to discredit his victim and pathologise what is really very healthy behaviour – the desire to protect one’s offspring. Make out like she’s the one with the problem.’


  ‘So, what you’re saying is...’ Maddie paused, hoping Robyn would fill the gap.


  ‘That it’s rubbish. The syndrome part of it has been largely discredited, but it still sometimes gets brought up like it’s a legitimate disorder with a specific set of symptoms. But that can be dealt with.’


  ‘It can?’


  ‘Sure,’ said Robyn airily. She glanced down at her papers. ‘I mean basically what they’re saying is that you alienated the children by removing them from contact with their father for six years. And that’s true as far as it goes. But what you need to concentrate on is establishing your motives. The ongoing violence and intimidation. Ignore the alienation stuff, because that’s putting the cart before the horse. Do you see what I mean?’


  ‘You’re saying if I can prove why I left, then the other stuff doesn’t matter so much.’


  ‘That would be the plan. You need to get hold of that neighbour for starters.’


  Maddie nodded slowly. ‘One time the police came around and although I didn’t lay charges, they made sure he left. And the police-woman knew, I could tell, she kept staring at me and trying to give me advice.’


  ‘Terrific! Contact the police station, see if they wrote a report. And you mentioned that one of his sisters came to court with him. I gather from that he has other sisters, so where were they? Was there a reason they weren’t there? Perhaps they’ve fallen out? It’s not such a long shot as you might think as most abusive guys find it very difficult to maintain good family relationships. Actually he’s doing well to still have his mother onside. Anyway it’s worth a couple of phone calls. You need all the ammunition you can get.’ Robyn tossed the pen down onto the desk where it bounced once and then rolled across. She sat back in her seat. ‘The issue here is that although the law is supposed to prioritise the best interests of the child, it sees these as being primarily met by having a meaningful relationship with both parents. Which is all hunky-dory,’ Robyn paused, leaning even further back, ‘unless one of the parents is abusive.’


  Maddie stared at the pen, lying crookedly not far from her hand. ‘Like with me.’


  ‘Yes. And although the law also makes provision for this, in reality there is a strong reluctance in the courts to reduce contact even where there is ample evidence of violence. It’s a little like the rights of the child to know both parents have been hijacked by the rights of the father.’


  ‘Or the mother,’ said Maddie, wanting to appear fair. ‘Sometimes women are violent too.’


  Robyn rolled her eyes and then shook her head, clearly irritated. ‘Oh, Maddie. Don’t fall for that. We women are so bloody desperate to appear rational and nonbiased that we always chuck on this stupid addendum about women being violent too. The fact is that every reputable bit of research indicates that eighty-five to ninety-five per cent of intimate partner violence involves a male perpetrator and a female victim. It’s a gender issue, pure and simple. Power and control. And if we fool ourselves into thinking it’s a relationship issue, we’re never going to solve anything.’


  Maddie stared at her, taken aback by her sudden vehemence.


  ‘God, sorry.’ Robyn’s face cleared as she read Maddie’s. She held up a hand apologetically. ‘I’m afraid that whole thing about women being violent too is my weak spot. But it’s the message I’m mad at, not you. It’s like this other furphy about women making up allegations of abuse or violence in court cases so that they can get custody. They did a survey a year or so ago where half of the community believed that was true! Yet it hardly ever happens!’ Her voice rose and then she grinned, at herself. ‘There I go again. What I mean is that such cases are seriously rare, yet people believe they are relatively common. And some magistrates seem to think so too.’


  ‘But why do people think it’s common if it’s not?’


  Robyn shrugged. ‘A range of reasons. Media, for starters. For instance there was another piece of research a few years back that compared headlines for intimate partner homicides over a couple of months and found the word “murder” was only used for the single case where there was a female perpetrator. In all the other cases, about ten I think, where the guy did away with his female partner, the word “murder” wasn’t used. Oh, and by the way, down the track when the female went to trial, it came out that she didn’t do it at all!’


  ‘Wow,’ said Maddie, unable to think of anything else to say. She felt a little stunned.


  ‘And I’m doing it again!’ Robyn gave a short laugh and rocked forward in her chair. ‘Sorry, Maddie. I’m not always like this, promise. I’ll get off my soapbox now.’


  ‘No, that’s okay.’ Maddie shook her head, meaning it. ‘I’m actually glad you’re...’


  ‘Obsessive?’


  ‘I was going to say passionate,’ Maddie smiled. ‘But whatever works.’ Robyn grinned back and then her face turned serious once more. ‘The thing is, though, that this stuff matters. It has a huge impact on the community. And that’s where we all reside: perps, victims, lawyers, report writers, even magistrates. And I can tell you I’d have a lot more spare time on my hands if it wasn’t for the level of ignorance that exists within the judicial system.’


  ‘You mean with magistrates?’


  ‘I mean with the whole lot. I’d settle for just a greater understanding of the dynamics of family violence, and how a guy can look good in a suit and still be a bastard at home. How some of these guys love the system, and actually use it to perpetuate the abuse. And how violence against a partner should be taken as a pretty damn good indicator of severe limitations as a parent. Whether or not he hits the kids too. The courts seem to see violence against the woman as a totally separate entity. So that a guy can still be a good parent even if he jumps up and down on her face once the kids are in bed.’ Robyn sighed and then ran a hand through her hair roughly, as if needing to punish something. Tufts of beige-blonde stood up on end and then slowly collapsed back into line. ‘Okay, I’m focused now. The first thing you need to do is apply for a variation of orders. As soon as possible.’


  ‘I thought...that is, don’t you do that?’


  ‘Certainly, if you want to use us?’ Robyn looked at her questioningly. ‘In which case you need to let your other lawyer know and arrange to have your file sent over. And I’d say you’ll qualify for legal aid so we can apply for that and see how we go, though it’s touch and go these days. But most importantly, we need to apply for the variation ASAP.’


  ‘What about the ICL guy? About him not even seeing the kids?’


  ‘Unfortunately that’s not terribly unusual. But we can use that to push for the variation. You can say that the children’s wishes weren’t properly taken into account.’


  ‘Which they weren’t,’ said Maddie with a fresh surge of anger.


  ‘No, they weren’t,’ agreed Robyn readily. ‘And it sounds like your son will attest to that. What about your daughter? Does she have a preference where she lives?’


  Maddie’s eyes automatically flicked over to the framed photograph behind Robyn, at the two redheaded girls standing on either side of their father. She blinked, and dragged her gaze back. ‘I honestly don’t know. She was always a bit of daddy’s girl. And also more,’ Maddie paused, and then went ahead, ‘more easily bribed.’


  ‘Ah.’


  ‘I’m not saying that she’s greedy or anything,’ said Maddie quickly, needing to explain. ‘It’s just that she likes...things.’


  ‘Maddie, it’s fine. I know exactly what you mean. I’ve got a ten year old and a fifteen year old of my own. And they’re acquisitive little buggers.’


  ‘But I’ll get a chance to talk to her on the weekend. Find out where she stands.’


  ‘Good.’ Robyn made a note on her pad and then looked up again. ‘Now, exactly how dangerous do you think he is? Honestly?’


  ‘Um...’ Maddie paused, stumped. And she was staring up at his face, mute with terror, her head pulled back in the curve of his arm. His skin looked ruddy, flushed with fury, and he was talking, but she couldn’t understand a word. Just the thick cadence of his voice, and the occasional obscenity that dripped with hatred. She grunted as tears filmed her eyes. And now his arm began to tighten like a vice, ribbons of taut muscle standing out against smooth skin. Slowly at first, and then faster. Until bolts of pain cascaded through her skull like fireworks exploding.


  ‘Would he hurt the kids?’


  Maddie blinked, and then shook her head firmly. ‘Never. Not intentionally, that is.’


  Robyn tapped her pen. ‘I think your other lawyer had it right though. We should go for supervised visitation, at least in the short term. Mind you, I doubt we’ll get it. Even if he leapt up and started choking you in court, we probably wouldn’t get it. But it’s worth a shot. Now what’re your plans about the property?’


  ‘Property?’


  ‘It’s going to be awkward because of the six-year absence, in terms of bank accounts et cetera. But you definitely have a claim on the house for starters. My advice would be to apply for that with the variation. Make life a little easier for yourself.’


  ‘But would that mean he’d have to sell the house?’


  ‘What if it does?’ Robyn cocked her head, regarding Maddie pensively. ‘The chances are he’ll probably just pay you off, but if he can’t, then that’s his problem. Given he’s had years to sort things out to his advantage, I’m guessing he’ll come out of this substantially better than you. He hasn’t had to pay child support for starters. So you’re living in a rental while he’s got two houses, one down there and the rental up here. And he can still afford impromptu holidays to Seaworld. You don’t need to worry about him, Maddie, you need to worry about you.’


  Maddie nodded, because she knew it was true. But she also knew that nothing would be more guaranteed to anger Jake than a property application. And the thought of his reaction sent nerves dancing fitfully within her gut. She reached out and straightened Robyn’s pen, aligning it with the edge of her desk calendar.


  ‘You can think about it for a few days,’ Robyn smiled sympathetically, as if she knew the issues. ‘In the meantime fill out a financial statement so we can get rolling on the legal aid. Oh, and they’ll most likely slap a caveat on the house anyway, so that you make a contribution also.’ The smile stretched further at Maddie’s expression. ‘I’ll give you a leaflet to look through, and we can discuss it further next week. Before we file the application. Okay?’


  Maddie nodded again, gratefully this time. ‘Okay.’


  Robyn’s phone rang, vibrating the handset against the desk. She frowned as she picked it up, dragging her barely visible eyebrows downwards, and quickly launched into a heated discussion about someone who had just contravened a court order. Maddie glanced over at the writing pad, trying to decipher what Robyn had written about her case. Looking for a word like solid or even slamdunk. But from this angle it was just a series of squiggles. Legal hieroglyphics.


  ‘No, that’s not acceptable,’ snapped Robyn angrily. ‘There’s always some half-assed reason. But it’s all part of a pattern and frankly, Chris, I’ve had enough.’


  Maddie glanced away, over towards Robyn’s bookshelf with the family photo. The older girl strongly resembled her mother, despite the red hair, but the younger one was very attractive. Deep auburn hair and porcelain skin, emerald-green eyes. She also looked like she had a strong, vivacious personality and Maddie thought that she and Ashley would get along well. Both of them like a fizzy drink: effervescent, sparkling.


  ‘Fuck that,’ said Robyn suddenly, harshly. Immediately grimacing at Maddie apologetically as she continued. ‘I gave in last time and look what happens? Two weeks and he’s already back to his old tricks. Face it, the guy’s an arsehole.’


  Maddie dragged her eyes away again. Beside the bookshelf, on the wall, were several framed certificates. Some for membership of legal associations and others with qualifications. Robyna Leslie. Bachelor of Arts/Law. Maddie peered closer, reading, and then sat back and blurred her eyes slightly, replacing Robyn’s name with her own. She thought about returning to university, and then the different sort of impact she could have with a law degree. Helping women just like her negotiate the legal maze without being victimised further. Forced into an adversarial system that only prolonged and legitimised the abuse. Madeline Anne McCourt. Bachelor of Arts/Law.


  The enormity of this concept, and her own effrontery for even considering it, dried her mouth. She swallowed and then ran her tongue around the inside of her lips. Picturing Jake’s face when she graduated. Black gown flapping in the wind, one hand holding onto her hat. With a broad, red-lipped smile that didn’t just speak of happiness, but shouted it. Because she would be about to take all the bad things that had happened to her and transform them into good. Use them to rebuild her future.


  Maddie’s mobile phone rang, breaking into the daydream. She grinned at herself, and her ridiculousness, as she scrabbled the phone from her bag and pressed Talk. Checking that Robyn was still engaged; exchanging brisk, rueful smiles. There were several metallic clicks before she could answer and then an elderly woman’s voice echoed down the line.


  ‘Hello? Hello?’


  ‘Hello?’ repeated Maddie, frowning. She got up and walked across to the doorway, pressing a finger against her other ear.


  ‘Hello? Is this Mattie? Am I speaking to Mattie?’


  ‘Yes. Who is this?’


  ‘It is Hilda! Hilda Kaltenbrunner!’


  Maddie’s eyes widened. ‘Hilda?’


  ‘That is right!’ Hilda’s voice came through clearly now, the undulating Austrian accent unmistakable. ‘My daughter-in-law gave me your number, she said you had rung. But we have been away, you see, on a cruise. Down the Danube.’


  ‘With Ernest?’ asked Maddie. Hilda had been her next-door neigh-bour after she had first left Jake, during that shaky, muddy period when she thought they could still make it, even as everything escalated out of control. Hilda was one of the reasons she had survived.


  ‘Yes, with Ernest of course. Doing nothing but complain about this, about that.’ Hilda put on a singsong, whiny voice. ‘The weather is too hot, the weather is too cold. My bed is too hard, my bed is too soft. I tell him he needs to visit the three bears. Then he would be just right.’


  Maddie laughed. ‘Oh Hilda, it’s so nice to speak to you.’


  ‘But is that why you rang? To just speak? I thought maybe something has happened.’


  ‘It has.’ Maddie took a deep breath. ‘Jake tracked us down and we’ve ended up in court, over custody.’


  ‘Ah, Mattie. So he found you, after all this time.’ Hilda’s sigh echoed down the line, and then she continued briskly. ‘You need someone to say what it was like? A witness? That is not a problem. I can say what I heard, why I rang police. And also what I saw. Your bruises.’


  ‘Hilda, thank you. Thank you so much.’


  ‘But when do you need me? I am in Vienna now until Krampus. That is in early December.’


  ‘That’s fine,’ said Maddie quickly. ‘Because all you need to do is fill out an affidavit. It’s like a statutory declaration and then you can just fax it.’ She flicked a glance over towards Robyn, who had hung up and was now jotting down some notes. ‘Probably to my lawyer.’


  ‘Yes. Good. And my cousin’s son is a law clerk so I will go to him tomorrow and ask him to help me with this form. He is a clever boy. He will know what is needed.’


  ‘That’s wonderful, Hilda. You don’t know what this means,’ Maddie spoke quickly. ‘But I’m going to have to go. I’m actually at my lawyer’s office right now.’


  ‘Yes. Of course. Very good. I will ring again tomorrow, when I have filled out this form.’


  ‘Thank you, Hilda. Thank you so much.’


  ‘My pleasure.’


  Maddie returned to her seat, smiling apologetically at Robyn. Waiting for her to finish writing so that she could tell her who that had been on the other end of the phone. Her number-one witness. It seemed that one thing after another was just tumbling into place, building her case. Her future. But even as this thought formulated, superstition fluttered within. It would all be jinxed if she didn’t do something, right now. She reached forward, straightening the pen a little more, and then the desk calendar beside it. But that wasn’t enough, it had to be more. So she tapped her foot against the desk leg, gently so that Robyn would not feel the vibrations. Fourteen times for Sam, twelve times for Ashley. And one for luck. Only then realising that all the way through the ritual, her smile had stayed in place. Because everything was finally going her way.


  NINETEEN


  Everything was ready long before they were due. Clean sheets on the beds, rooms tidied, Guess bathed and brushed, a computer print-out reading: Welcome Home! sticky-taped to the fridge, and a chocolate mud cake on the table, with fresh strawberries and whipped cream on the side. She even placed after-dinner mints on their pillows as a joke, just like in a hotel. The small gifts she bought when shopping with Hannah, so long ago, lay on the table beside the cake so that it all looked like a celebration of some sort. Which is exactly what it was.


  Just before five o’clock Maddie took up position by the lounge room window, pulling the curtains back slightly for a clear view of the kerb. Guess sat beside her, his tail sweeping the floor as he looked up questioningly. A woman was mowing her lawn further up the road, the drone of the mower swelling every minute or so and then fading again. Maddie looked at her own lawn and grimaced. She thought she might call Kim on the weekend, borrow hers, before the job got out of hand. Or she got another call from the real estate agent.


  A car turned into the street and Maddie’s heart leapt, thumping up into her throat so that she had no choice but to hold her breath. But it was a gold station wagon, which cruised on past and then turned into a driveway about six houses away. Maddie rubbed her arm, amazed at how excited she felt. Like Christmas Eve as a child, lying in bed, electrified by anticipation. She smiled at herself, at everything that was happening, at the weekend to come.


  And the smile stayed in place throughout the next fifteen minutes, while nine cars came and went, none of them the one she wanted. She was even able to laugh at herself, and the naive expectation that they would be on time. Of course, Jake would take this opportunity to score points. She should have been prepared. The lawnmower up the road spluttered to a halt, leaving behind a silence that seemed absolute. Maddie wandered back out into the kitchen, straightened the two presents, wiped a few crumbs off the cake plate, smoothed down the sign on the fridge. Then she washed her hands at the sink and shook them dry, watching the droplets fly through the air. Beside her, Guess shook his head and backed away, looking confused.


  ‘It’s only water,’ Maddie grinned and shook her hands some more, aiming them in the dog’s direction. Then she went back to the lounge room, taking up her position by the window. She was rather surprised to find that she was relatively unperturbed by this little ploy of Jake’s. Irritated certainly, but more with what it said about his inability to work within orders that favoured him. And the childish stupidity of it all. But she had no doubt that they would turn up, sooner or later, and that was enough to rejuvenate her happiness, even when it began to slip.


  In the end they arrived just as she bobbed down to pat Guess, so that when she stood it was to suddenly see an unfamiliar red hatchback by the kerb, with both back doors open and Sam and Ashley clambering out. Her heart immediately cannoned back to her throat, with such force that for a moment she thought she was going to be sick. She swallowed, forcing everything down. Taking a couple of steadying breaths as she watched them lean back into the car, speak to the driver, then emerge again. The car took off as soon as the doors were closed, as if it hadn’t wanted to be there in the first place.


  Guess leapt to his feet and barked once, twice. Then he raced towards the kitchen, pausing momentarily and then leaping against the back door to be let out. Maddie followed, a little slower, just in time to see their heads bob past the kitchen window. Guess increased his urgency at the door, scrabbling his claws against the wood, barking frenetically. Then it swung open, forcing him backwards, and there they were. Guess went crazy. Jumping up first against Sam and then Ashley and then repeating the order again and again. His bark edged with a whine that sounded desperate, his plumy tail whipping through the air as he tried to climb their bodies. And they responded in kind, both embracing him and then laughing as he whipped from one to the other.


  ‘Calm down!’ Sam tried to hold him steady, but the dog wriggled out and continued his assault.


  Ashley was still laughing. ‘He’s gone mad!’


  ‘Sit!’ Sam made his voice stern, pushing down on Guess’s hind-quarters. After a momentary struggle the dog acquiesced, though his bottom still had a wriggle that polished the floor. Sam ruffled his fur. ‘Good boy. Good boy.’


  ‘He’s gone mad!’ said Ashley again, this time looking at her mother and smiling, almost shyly.


  Without thinking, or planning, Maddie returned the smile and then simply held out her arms. And Ashley didn’t hesitate, shooting forward to wrap herself within her mother’s embrace and then return it. They hugged, rocking slightly from side to side. Both exactly the same height but very different.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ muttered Ashley against Maddie’s shoulder. ‘I’m really, really sorry.’


  Maddie pushed her away, holding the girl by her shoulders. Drinking in her appearance – same new jeans from the airport, T-shirt with a horrid Betty Boop caricature, brown hair done up in a high pony-tail with tendrils hanging either side of her face – even as she frowned. ‘You’ve got nothing to be sorry for. Understand? Nothing.’ Her frown deepened when Ashley didn’t answer. ‘Do you hear me?’


  Ashley nodded, finally.


  ‘Good.’ Maddie dragged her forward again, hugged her briefly as if for emphasis. Then she left her arm around the girl’s shoulder as she searched for a change of subject. ‘Who was that who dropped you off? The red hatchback?’


  ‘Oh, just Natalie.’


  Maddie closed her eyes briefly, flicking them open again to continue brightly: ‘Hey, how do you like your welcome home cake?’


  ‘Yum.’ Ashley stared at the table. ‘Are those presents for us?’


  ‘Absolutely.’


  ‘Can I open mine now? Is it the one with the pink and purple wrapping?’


  Maddie nodded, grinning at her pleasure, pushing aside all thoughts of Natalie and the hatchback and her scoring points by delivering them late. Or perhaps just doing what she was told. Ashley had leapt over to the table and was now tearing open the wrapping, pulling out the pewter Twilight key ring. She gave a squeal that clearly indicated her appreciation. The stickers fluttered down onto the table and she grabbed those up too. ‘Look! There’s one of all of them! Even Jasper and he’s my favourite! Wicked!’


  ‘My pleasure.’ Maddie turned to Sam, who was still patting Guess. Watching them. ‘What about you? Want to open yours?’


  ‘Sure.’ Sam rose slowly, laconically. Highlighting their differences. He picked up the present and shook it, sending a grin towards his mother. ‘Let me guess. Twilight as well?’


  ‘That’s right. I know you that well.’


  Sam undid one end of the wrapping and slid the present out. He raised his eyebrows and then turned the computer game over and read the back intently, nodding every so often as if pleased.


  ‘And look.’ Ashley held up the key ring. ‘It has the Twilight apple! I love it, Mum!’


  ‘And you, Sam?’


  ‘Very nice. Thanks, Mum. I’ll play it after we’ve had cake.’


  Maddie nodded, unwilling for a moment to speak. There was a tranquillity about having them both here, knowing they were safe, under her wing, that was so real, and so present, it was almost tangible. Forming a lump in her throat. She smiled from one to the other and took a deep breath, of everything. ‘It’s so nice to have you back. So nice.’


  ‘I want to stay,’ blurted Ashley, looking surprised even as she said it. She glanced quickly at her brother and he gave an imperceptible, rather exasperated, shake of his head.


  Maddie followed the glance and read it. ‘How about we have a really good talk later? When we’ve had a chance to relax, settle in?’


  ‘Good idea,’ said Sam quickly. ‘Let’s have cake instead.’


  ‘How about we save that for after tea.’


  ‘But we’ve had tea,’ put in Ashley, frowning. ‘We had spaghetti bog before we came.’


  ‘Oh.’ Maddie paused, surprised. She took a deep breath.


  ‘Dad said that was the way it worked.’ Sam was watching her closely. ‘Isn’t that right?’


  Maddie smiled, shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter. I was going to order pizza but we can do that another time.’ She watched their faces, perversely pleased at their disappointment. Then she went over to the cutlery drawer and pulled out the bread knife, holding it up.


  ‘God!’ Sam threw up his hands in mock horror. ‘Sorry! We’ll never do it again!’


  Maddie grinned, grateful for both the easy humour and Ashley’s giggle in the background. She cut the cake into eighths and got out some plates and cutlery. ‘There you go. Help yourselves.’


  ‘Can we have the pizza tomorrow night?’ asked Ashley, sliding cake onto a plate and heaping whipped cream on top.


  ‘We’ll see.’ Maddie watched them as they pulled out their usual chairs and sat down. Ashley fanned out the Twilight stickers while she ate, examining each one carefully. Sam finished his cake in three bites, sans cutlery, and then patted his lap so that Guess put his front paws up, leaning his head forward to get his fur ruffled. She thought of the weekend, stretched out before them like a gift. And the money, soon to be deposited into her account, and Robyn, with her brisk and passionate understanding, and everything else. ‘Hey, what would you two think of me going back to school? To university?’


  ‘What for?’ asked Ashley, surprised. There was cream on her top lip.


  ‘To do a course in something. Get some qualifications.’


  ‘But I thought you liked your job.’


  ‘I do. But I don’t want to be doing just that for the rest of my life. I want something more, I don’t know...challenging. Rewarding.’


  ‘I think it’s a great idea,’ said Sam suddenly, as if he’d needed a few minutes to process the idea. ‘What do you want to do?’


  ‘Does that mean,’ Ashley paused, still staring at her mother, ‘that you’d move? Go away?’


  ‘Certainly not.’ Maddie blinked, taken aback. She reached over and wiped the cream off Ashley’s lip and then squeezed her quickly, around the shoulders. Touched by the smallness of her voice. ‘I’d just go to the local university, Ash. Or even if I did have to go to the city, I’d just commute. People do it all the time.’


  ‘Oh.’ Ashley adjusted her Twilight stickers, swapping the order around. Then she glanced back at Maddie, tucking the hanging tendrils of hair behind her ears. ‘Then that’s good. And you’ll be at school the same as us!’


  ‘That’s right,’ Maddie smiled and looked back towards Sam. ‘As for what I’ll be doing, I’m not altogether sure. I was thinking maybe...law?’ She watched him carefully, and then Ashley, waiting for any sign of disbelief, astonishment.


  ‘Cool,’ said Sam, helping himself to another slice of cake.


  ‘Is that because you had to have a lawyer yourself? For the court thing?’ asked Ashley, still fiddling with her hair. ‘So you thought it looked interesting?’


  ‘Something like that.’


  ‘Good money,’ added Sam. He peeled the icing off his cake and held it up, like a sheet of chocolate skin. Then he tipped his head back, mouth open, and folded the icing inside.


  Maddie smiled, because it was all so wonderful. She wanted to bustle around them, feeding them more cake, and hot chocolate. Wiping cream from their faces. Like a Stepford mother, just giving and giving and giving. Drawing her own sense of wellbeing from theirs alone, just for a little while. She thought about discussing the money and even formed the words, looking forward to their input, when she quite suddenly decided against it. She had to start being clever, thinking ahead. There was a sharp knock on the back door, as if someone was applauding her decision, and Guess shot over, barking. Sam glanced at his mother but Maddie had momentarily frozen while she tried rapidly to think of who it might be. He got up to answer it himself.


  ‘Sam!’ Kim stood on the threshold, staring at him with surprise. Beside her Ryan reached up to grab Sam by the hand and start tugging, with a grin.


  ‘Hey there.’ Sam pulled loose. ‘You want to break my arm, mate?’


  ‘I’m Superman!’ Ryan dived forward but Sam had now put his hands behind his back. Laughing, the small boy started to run circles around him as Sam turned, keeping one step ahead.


  ‘They’re here for the weekend,’ explained Maddie to Kim.


  ‘Oh. Of course.’ Kim put a hand out to try and slow her son down. ‘I wasn’t sure what was going on. Thought I’d drop around and see if you needed company.’


  Maddie kept her smile in place even as she thought rapidly how best to put Kim off. Because the last thing she wanted was company, except for what she already had. ‘That’s so nice of you. Thanks. But the kids have only just got here so...’ She left the sentence hanging, hoping that was enough.


  ‘Oh. Okay.’ Kim glanced over at the table, at the cake and the discarded wrapping. ‘Sorry.’


  ‘No, not at all. It was really nice of you.’


  ‘Ryan!’ Kim snapped at her son, yanking him to a halt. The boy weaved, giddy now, grinning at the feeling. He staggered sideways and Sam reached out to steady his other side.


  ‘Everything’s all dizzy!’


  ‘I think you’re the one who’s dizzy,’ commented his mother. ‘In more ways than one.’


  ‘Hey Kim,’ called Ashley from the table. ‘Hey Ryan.’


  ‘Hello Ash. I like your hair like that.’ Kim turned back to Maddie. ‘Well, I’ll leave you all to enjoy your reunion. And I’ll give you a ring. We’ll make a time to catch up.’


  ‘That’d be lovely,’ said Maddie enthusiastically, grasping this. ‘It seems like ages. Or maybe that’s just because so much has been happening.’


  ‘Yes. Okay then.’ Kim took a firm hold of her still swaying son. He rolled his eyes, making ‘Whee!’ noises and resembling nothing more than a miniature drunk. Like mother like son, thought Maddie viciously, almost immediately regretting it. Where had that come from?


  ‘Do you want to see my new phone?’ asked Ashley. ‘It’s an iPhone.’


  ‘Maybe next time.’ Kim was already backing out. ‘I’ll let you guys enjoy your party and I’ll catch up later.’


  ‘I’ll ring. I promise,’ said Maddie, with extra gusto to make up for her earlier thought.


  ‘No problem.’


  The screen door swung closed and then Maddie could hear Kim’s heels as she clattered across the cobblestones. Shortly afterwards her head came past the window and then her hand rose, to give a brisk wave goodbye.


  ‘That was a bit awkward,’ commented Ashley. ‘Are you guys fighting or something?’


  ‘No, just a lot going on.’ Maddie gave an inward sigh and then picked up the shiny black phone now lying on the table before Ashley. ‘So your father bought you an iPhone.’


  ‘Yes.’ Ashley glanced at her guiltily. She opened her mouth and then closed it again, licking her lips.


  ‘I thought we discussed this.’ Maddie turned the phone over. It was impossibly slim, with smoothly curved edges. ‘No mobile phones until you’re fourteen. Same as Sam.’


  ‘Well, Sam got one too.’


  Maddie turned to face her son, rather stunned. He flushed, instantly answering her question, and then glared at his sister. ‘Christ, you’re a cow.’


  ‘But...you already had a phone,’ said Maddie. She put Ashley’s phone down quickly, not wanting to touch it any more.


  ‘Mum, it’s got all this cool stuff.’ Sam pulled it out of his pocket, holding it up as Exhibit A. He continued rapidly, eagerly. ‘GPS, a camera, push emails, plus all these apps you can get as well. Old school games like Pacman and, hey look! This is the one Dad got me.’ Sam whirled around suddenly to face the door, holding the iPhone out as if it was a gun. Then, even as Maddie was trying to take this in, he pressed his trigger finger onto the keypad and amazingly, shockingly, a shot rang out. Then another.


  And he started laughing even as the sound was still ringing in her ears. It was a blank, you idiot. As if I’d waste a perfectly good bullet on you. She stared at him, then at the lowered rifle, and was washed with something very close to regret because, just for a moment, she wished he had.


  Maddie’s stomach turned to liquid, warm and thin like gruel. She clenched her pelvic floor muscles, frightened for a moment that the liquid would run out. Then she tried to pull herself together, quickly, before one of the kids noticed. She could hear Ashley, clearly amused, encouraging her brother to do it again but instead he turned to gauge his mother’s reaction. His proud grin fading as he saw her face. He lowered the iPhone slowly, holding it by his side for a moment and then slipping it into his pocket, as if removing it would fix everything.


  ‘Sorry.’


  Maddie stared at him, fully aware that he was apologising for the phone and not the gunfire. She dragged her thoughts in that direction. ‘Are they on monthly plans?’


  ‘Dad’s paying for them,’ put in Ashley quickly. ‘He said it was for all the birthdays he missed. And Christmas too.’


  ‘I see.’ Maddie wanted to ask about what would happen if, when, they came back to live with her. Would he still be so happy to pay for them then? But she was also scared, terrified, that such considerations might influence them. She went over to the stove, put the kettle on, and then turned to face them both. ‘I think we should talk about what’s happened now. Get it out of the way so we can enjoy the weekend.’


  ‘Okay,’ Ashley nodded as Sam came back over to the table and sat down.


  Maddie stared at them, wondering where to start. ‘There just seems like so much.’


  ‘Dad told us about the court case,’ prompted Ashley. ‘That the judge said he should have a turn now. That you never should have taken us away.’


  ‘It wasn’t quite like that,’ said Maddie. ‘But yes, I think the magistrate was punishing me for leaving. He didn’t believe me you see, about your father being...violent.’


  Neither Sam nor Ashley replied to that, both staring at her. Waiting for her to continue.


  ‘He thought I just took you out of spite, because I didn’t want to share or something. And of course I had no real proof otherwise. Whereas your father had all these affidavits, like signed statements, saying that he was a terrific guy who’d never hurt a fly.’ Maddie tried to keep her voice even, without bitterness. ‘But what was worse, for me, was that there was a lawyer there who was supposed to represent you two and what you wanted, but he just agreed with your father’s lawyer about everything. Then I found out later he’d barely spoken to you at all.’


  ‘That was the guy on the phone,’ explained Sam to Ashley. ‘You know, at Dad’s place.’


  Ashley nodded, her eyes still on her mother. ‘So then can’t we just ring him up and tell him we want to live with you now?’


  ‘It’s not quite that easy.’ The kettle started to boil, angrily spitting hot water from the spout. Maddie busied herself making mugs of creamy hot chocolate. She brought them over to the table, placing one before each child and then pulling a chair out for herself. Looking from one to the other. ‘But we’ll be going back to court soon and this time I’m better prepared. I’ve got a new lawyer who knows about...this sort of stuff, and I’ve also got more proof about why we left.’ She paused, thinking. ‘Listen guys, just out of curiosity, have you caught up with everyone from Dad’s side of the family? Auntie Lisa? Aunt Sandy?’


  Sam frowned, surprised by the sudden turn. ‘Not those two.’


  ‘I think Dad had a fight with Auntie Sandy,’ said Ashley confidingly. ‘Because he goes to Gran that she’s like a number-one bitch. Not Gran, Auntie Sandy.’


  ‘Ah, I see,’ Maddie nodded slowly, still thinking, and then tucked the information away for later. She took a deep breath, got back on track. ‘And that brings us to an important question. But before I ask it I want to make sure you tell me what you really want, not what you think I want to hear. So – who do you want to live with? Your father or me? Or would you like to have some other arrangement, like maybe one week with him, one week with me.’


  ‘You,’ said Sam without hesitation. ‘Here.’


  Ashley looked stricken. ‘But I don’t want to make Daddy mad. I hate it when he’s mad.’


  ‘This question isn’t about your dad, Ash honey, or even about me.’ Maddie put her hand over Ashley’s, squeezing it. ‘It’s about what you want. We can discuss the rest later.’


  ‘Then I want to live here too.’ Ashley spoke in a low voice, as if keeping it quiet made it less real. ‘But I want to go to Dad’s on weekends.’ She threw a quick glance at her brother. ‘With Sam.’


  Relief exploded within Maddie like fireworks, surges of multicoloured joy greeting each affirmation from her children. They both wanted to be with her. Despite Seaworld and Foxtel and iPhones and everything else. Not him, her.


  ‘Yeah, maybe some weekends here and there,’ said Sam. He picked up his hot chocolate and blew on it, sending a little plume of steam spiralling away. ‘Not every single one though.’


  Maddie pushed her joy aside, curiosity flooding in its wake. ‘What changed? I mean, a couple of weeks ago it seemed like you didn’t want to come home. Now you don’t want to leave.’


  Sam took a sip of his drink and then shrugged. ‘I thought he’d changed.’


  ‘And he hasn’t?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘In what way?’ prompted Maddie.


  Guess came over and pushed his head onto Sam’s lap, getting a scratch for his efforts. After a moment or so, Sam pulled the dog’s head up so that he was facing him, jowls squished upwards so that it looked like he had a huge clown smile. Instead of grinning back, Sam let the dog go, smoothing down his fur gently. Finally he glanced over and shrugged again. ‘Dunno.’


  ‘I don’t like it after school,’ put in Ashley suddenly. ‘Coz Dad doesn’t get back from work till really late so we have to get our own tea, or Natalie does it if she’s there.’


  Maddie frowned. ‘I thought he was working from home?’


  ‘Nah, he works in the city,’ Ashley grimaced. ‘That’s why that Natalie had to drive us over tonight. And I don’t like her either. She calls Dad “sugarpie” and sits on his lap and all. And I hate her hair.’


  ‘Really? What’s the problem?’


  ‘She does that messy thing. It looks stupid.’


  ‘No, I mean why don’t you like her? Is she not nice to you?’


  ‘She’s all right,’ said Sam, giving his sister an irritated look. ‘Quite okay really. Can I have another piece of cake?’


  ‘They argue a lot.’ Ashley looked sidelong at Maddie. ‘Dad and her.’


  ‘About what?’


  ‘You,’ replied Ashley immediately, still watching her mother. ‘And Dad living up here.’


  Sam snorted. ‘Like that’ll last anyway.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘He hates it here.’ Sam picked up a slice of cake and hefted it over to his plate, leaving a trail of chocolate crumbs across the table. ‘Calls it the back of beyond. And I heard him tell Natalie that it won’t be for long anyway. He said by next May at the latest he’ll be back in Mont Gully fulltime. With us.’


  ‘What about school?’ asked Ashley, clearly astounded by this news.


  ‘It’d be a new school of course, stupid.’


  ‘Then I’m definitely not going.’ Ashley folded her arms across her chest and shook her head emphatically, ponytail swinging. ‘I’m not leaving my friends. No way, José.’


  Maddie filtered this news through slowly. She was washed by a mix of emotions, all flooding upwards so quickly that she felt giddy, much like Ryan had earlier. She unpacked each of the emotions, laying them flat to better understand. There was anger that he could be so deceptive, and so far in advance, but there was also relief, huge swathes of it, because this meant that he would not be living up here forever. But underlying everything else was a strong sense of triumph that was rather heady in itself. Because all she had to do was look at the expressions on her children’s faces to know that this, for Jake, had been a tactical error. Which was not only proof that his egotism was his biggest weakness, but slotted neatly into her rapidly burgeoning optimism. Like a jigsaw that had once been a jumble of impossible pieces but was now coming together, sometimes without her having to do anything but wait. And have patience.


  TWENTY


  ‘So he’s being served tomorrow?’


  Maddie nodded with smug satisfaction. She looked around, loving their reaction.


  ‘That is fantastic,’ said Fiona. ‘Well done.’


  Jenny gave a clap. ‘And so quickly! You haven’t wasted any time at all!’


  ‘Well, I’ve mainly got you to thank for that,’ Maddie smiled at Jenny. ‘Putting me on to that legal centre. The lawyer I ended up with is a real dynamo.’


  ‘Let’s just hope she’s a dynamo in the court as well then,’ commented Fiona pragmatically. ‘And not just with the paperwork.’


  Lyn was looking at Maddie with her head on one side, pensively. ‘Um, do you think there’ll be any fallout? Like will this set him off or anything?’


  Fiona snorted. ‘Tough.’


  ‘No, that’s a fair enough question.’ Jenny turned to Maddie with a slight frown. ‘I mean, you need to be prepared, just in case.’


  ‘I am. For starters that’s why we rushed this part along, so that he could be served Friday evening, after the kids came to me.’ Maddie was still smiling, relishing the notion of being one step ahead. ‘We’re going down to my sister’s for the weekend so that gives him two whole days to get used to everything before we come back.’


  ‘And then?’ asked Jenny, still frowning.


  ‘Look, there will be punishment,’ said Maddie, her smile finally fading. ‘Of that I have no doubt. Most probably with regards to my contact with the kids from after this weekend up until the court date. But the point was to try and blunt it as much as possible, especially with the initial shock, while still staying true to the current orders. It’s all I can do.’


  Fiona looked at her thoughtfully. ‘You know what really gets me? The difference between you today and two weeks ago, when we saw you last. It’s quite amazing.’


  ‘Now see, here was I thinking the same thing,’ Jenny started laughing. ‘But I wasn’t going to say so in case you took it the wrong way.’


  Maddie shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t do that. Because I know exactly what you mean. It’s like...’ She searched for an analogy. ‘This is going to sound a bit twee, but it’s sort of like being in a dark room, stumbling around. With the darkness feeding on itself. And then suddenly you find a torch so you flick it on and then you see that there’s a candle over there, and a lamp over here, and maybe matches right in front of you.’


  ‘So now you can see what you’re doing,’ finished Jenny, nodding slowly.


  ‘Exactly. And you guys were one of those lights, so thank you.’


  ‘Bags me be the lamp,’ said Fiona immediately. ‘Preferably one of those Tiffany ones.’


  ‘No, I can see you more as a Florence Nightingale,’ said Jenny. ‘With one of those old-fashioned hand-held things.’


  Lyn laughed. ‘Yeah, so that every time a patient misbehaves, she’d bonk him on the head.’


  ‘No, I mean it,’ said Maddie, wanting to make this point. ‘And I really appreciate the way you’ve accommodated me like this.’


  ‘You do realise we’re just being selfish,’ Fiona leant back in the couch. ‘We’re pretty sick of each other by now, so you’re new blood. And we can’t afford to lose you.’


  ‘New blood?’ Jenny frowned. ‘Couldn’t you think of something that didn’t make us sound like vampires?’


  Maddie smiled contentedly, enjoying the camaraderie. Even though she was tense about tomorrow, and the inevitable repercussions, a sense of pride and anticipation and looming victory was uppermost. And a simple desire to just get it over and done with. All these had given her the fuel to motor through the week, factoring in every eventuality, planning contingencies, staying one step ahead.


  The weekend had gone wonderfully. In some ways it was like the kids had never left, so easily had they all slipped back into their accustomed roles. Except that Maddie was always conscious, just in the background, of the need to keep them content. And she wondered, once or twice when she let herself, how that would work in the long term. On Saturday they drove down to Hannah’s house for the day, the first time Sam and Ashley had visited for six years. They had a big family lunch at a nearby restaurant, where Nicholas and Charlotte had arrived not just with their baby but also with Maddie’s mother, pale and powdered and rather confused. Hannah had pulled out all stops, having the kitchen deliver a mini croquembouche for dessert crowned by sparklers exploding with crackly silver stars, followed by a series of toasts. All of them with one underlying theme – a welcome home that would soon be permanent.


  On Sunday she had delivered the children to Silver’s Creek right on time, determined to take the high road, not be sucked into petty one-upmanship. The house itself, she had noted with considerable interest, was a small, plain brick veneer, quite obviously a long-term rental. With very little garden, a wrought-iron letterbox perched on an angle, and fringed Holland blinds that were pulled almost all the way down, like the lids of sleepy, secretive eyes.


  Sunday night had probably been the lowest point of the week just gone. Sam’s and Ashley’s voices still echoed throughout the house, with a whole week before they would be there again. And such a seemingly endless space of time before it became permanent once more. A saving grace had been Jenny’s phone call, at around eight o’clock, to tell her that the group had made a unanimous decision on Friday night that they should accommodate Maddie, at least in the short term, making the meetings Thursdays instead. And this simple gesture had been exactly what she needed, not just the physicality of it, but the thoughtfulness, the consideration.


  After that, the week crawled past, punctuated only by nightly phone calls from either Sam or Ashley, and the occasional legal task in preparation for the hearing. Like paperwork, and more affidavits, and enduring a futile, fiery phone conversation with each of Jake’s absent sisters who, even if the years had not been kind to their relationship with him, were still not willing to switch sides. Or even, in Sandy’s case, talk to Maddie at all. Fortunately this not altogether unexpected result was more than counterbalanced by a marvellous affidavit that was faxed in from Austria. And then everything was overshadowed by Robyn’s proclamation that they should move sooner rather than later, with sooner meaning Jake be served by the end of the week. And suddenly they were in the game, just like that.


  ‘Well then, I think it’s time to crack this bottle open.’ Jenny got to her feet, her multilayered skirt, made up of pastel chiffony panels, fluttering around her shins. She picked up the bottle that Maddie had brought along and held it out, pretending to read the label with a very bad French accent. ‘Ah, an excellènt choice, mademoiselle. A fine year for le grapes.’


  ‘Don’t give up your day job,’ grinned Lyn. She waited for Jenny to leave and then turned to Maddie, looking serious. ‘You’re still relying on getting a half-decent magistrate though, someone who sees through the good guy crap.’


  ‘I know,’ Maddie nodded. ‘But my biggest weapon is the kids. They don’t want to live with him. Even my daughter, now the novelty’s worn off. And the ICL, that’s the children’s lawyer, has to put their views forward, whether he agrees with them or not. So that’ll be a big factor. And then there’s the family report, which we’re booked into next week. That’s another opportunity to get their views into the court.’


  ‘Be careful,’ said Lyn. ‘I had a friend who was shafted by one of those family reports. She had a three year old who was climbing all over her for the first half, playing up, and then the kid finally discovered this toy box in the corner and got stuck into that for the second half. So the report said that the child was too clingy and showed signs of avoiding interaction with the mother. I mean, what the hell?’


  ‘I suppose that’s where I’m lucky,’ said Maddie slowly, ‘that mine are older.’


  ‘And what’s the alternative?’ Fiona stared at Lyn expressionlessly. ‘That she do nothing? Let him get away with calling the shots?’ She paused for a moment. ‘Like you?’


  ‘Hey! I do the best I can!’


  Jenny came back into the room with a tray of champagne flutes and a platter of cheese and crackers. She looked from Fiona to Lyn. ‘What’s going on?’


  ‘Lyn’s just explaining to us how letting her asshole ex do exactly what he pleases is the best thing for her and the kids.’


  ‘Stuff you, Fiona.’ Lyn’s face closed over and she suddenly looked older, harder. ‘I know you think you’re helping, but you’re not. You go on about standing tall and proud and keeping your head high, but the fact is that just makes you more of a target. And you’ve got no idea what it’s like with small kids. How easily they can be made to pay. If I push him I’m just going to make it harder for us. A lot harder.’


  ‘But you don’t –’


  ‘I had an intervention order once, did I ever tell you that? Just after we split up. And boy, did I pay the price for that. When I called the police, for one of the many breaches, and they were going to have him charged, do you know what he did?’ Lyn was still staring at Fiona accusingly, as if she had played a part. ‘He took the baby interstate. For three weeks. Do you have any idea what that’s like?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘And do you know why I had the intervention order in the first place? Because after he found out I’d applied for child support, he broke my nose, perforated an eardrum. So yeah, I let him get away with shit. I tell Centrelink I’m getting child support even though I’m not, and they debit my allowance. I don’t ring the police, ever. No matter what. And I make sure the kids have our phone number taped inside their shoes, just in case, and I always have them ready so he doesn’t have to come inside. I don’t complain when they come back late or dirty or whatever. No, I just wait for them to get older, so maybe then I can do something about the whole fucking mess.’


  There was silence when Lyn finished and she sat back in the couch, deflated, finally breaking off her glare in Fiona’s direction. Jenny put down the tray, the glasses chiming gently against each other, and went over to wrap her arms around Lyn awkwardly, squeezing. The embrace continued for a few moments and then Jenny straightened, returning to the tray still without having said a word. She poured champagne into each flute, watching the froth rise.


  Fiona put a hand on Lyn’s knee. ‘Hey, I didn’t mean –’


  ‘I know.’


  ‘I do understand, you know. After our property settlement, Peter dropped off my photo albums on the front doorstep. All burnt. A box full of ashes.’ Fiona paused, remembering. ‘So if the kids had been younger, maybe I wouldn’t have gone through with it in the first place.’


  ‘I didn’t,’ Lyn smiled, but her eyes were shiny. ‘I just left and let him have the lot. Started all over again.’


  ‘Okay, this is supposed to be a celebration.’ Jenny sent a swift, soft smile in Lyn’s direction and then passed out the flutes before raising hers. ‘A toast! To Maddie and her impending court case. May fortune favour the brave!’


  ‘The brave!’ repeated Fiona as, beside her, Lyn simply raised her glass. As if this was all she was capable of just now.


  Maddie took a sip, casting around for a subject that would break the tension. ‘Did I miss anything last week?’


  ‘Nothing earth-shaking.’ Jenny put her glass down and sliced a piece of cheese.


  ‘Except for your impending dirty weekend,’ said Fiona with a sly grin. ‘Another reason I suspect young Jenny here was so keen on getting together on a Thursday night. See, this time tomorrow she will be on the road to Daylesford for the weekend, with her new fellow.’


  Jenny was flushing. ‘Let’s change the subject.’


  ‘Only if you promise to share all the juicy details next week.’


  ‘Okay.’


  Maddie looked at Fiona curiously. ‘Can I ask a personal question? Have you repartnered?’


  ‘Me?’ Fiona seemed surprised to be even asked. She crossed her legs, smoothing down her slacks. ‘No, and doubt I will either,’ she smiled, softening the words. ‘That is, you can’t rule anything out, can you? But the thing is, I don’t know that I’d take the risk. And I’m so set in my ways now that I don’t think I’d like to share. To compromise.’


  ‘No one’d take me on,’ Lyn laughed, joining in once more. ‘Not with my mob!’


  ‘What about you, Maddie?’


  Maddie sucked her bottom lip, staring down into her wineglass. ‘I don’t know. Like, I know this sounds stupid, especially after six years, but I can’t imagine being with anyone else.’ She looked up, instantly reading their shock. ‘No! I don’t mean I want to get back together or anything like that!’


  ‘Thank god,’ said Fiona, helping herself to some crackers. ‘I’m fed up with that happening.’


  Maddie shook her head for emphasis. ‘I just meant that...oh, I don’t know.’


  ‘I do,’ Lyn smiled at her. ‘And so does Jen, and Fiona too. Even if she won’t admit it.’


  Maddie took a sip of wine, just to have something to do. Then she rotated the flute with her fingers, listening to the glass squeak against her skin. ‘I’m thinking of applying to university.’


  ‘Good on you!’ Fiona looked surprised, but enthusiastic. ‘To do what?’


  ‘Um...law?’


  ‘Law! My god! Well, why not?’


  ‘Of course I’m not sure if I’ll get in, even with mature-age entry,’ continued Maddie quickly, ‘I only did the first year of an arts degree after high school, and then dropped out and took a job with the defence department. Just administration.’


  ‘But at least you’re giving it a try.’ Fiona raised her glass again, as a salute.


  ‘It’s a matter of trying to do something.’ Maddie struggled for the right words. ‘You know, with all the stuff that’s happened. I mean I might as well try and use it.’


  Fiona looked smug. ‘Do you know that about half of all abused women end up doing further education? And most of those are in community-related fields? Social work, counselling, refuge work, law?’


  Maddie shook her head, genuinely astounded. ‘I didn’t know that.’


  ‘Jen is a perfect example.’ Fiona waved towards Jenny, who looked embarrassed. ‘She was a qualified naturopath, but she went back and did counselling about two years ago. Now she mixes the two together.’


  ‘It sounds strange,’ added Jenny quickly, ‘but they actually complement each other. Holistic healing. But I never mention my own experiences to clients.’ She shook her head, suddenly very serious. ‘I’ve seen some damage done by women who do that. Or whose baggage is still too new. No, the trick is to use it for extra depth of understanding, like a tool. Then it’s invaluable.’


  ‘Can’t buy that sort of experience,’ said Lyn. ‘When my lot are older I’m going to do something. Not sure what yet.’


  Maddie smiled, shaking her head. ‘So here was I, thinking I was being unique, that I’d come up with this inspirational idea, when I was only following statistics.’


  ‘Just like the rest of us.’ Fiona regarded her carefully, as if waiting for her to disagree. ‘That’s the most ironic part of domestic violence. It’s all part of a pattern. Everything.’


  Maddie took a sip of wine, mulling this over. Realising that it was actually encouraging to think of all the women who had gone before her, rather than the opposite. If they had done it, then so could she.


  Jenny picked up the champagne bottle and topped up their glasses. She sat back into the armchair, with her own flute in hand. ‘Hey, did anyone bring some show and tell this week?’


  ‘I did!’ Lyn inched forward and awkwardly hefted her handbag from the floor. It was a huge, cavernous bag, studded with belts and buckles. She rummaged through and removed a small dictionary. She flicked it open and then cleared her throat melodramatically. ‘The definition of forgiveness.’ She paused, looking at them each in turn. ‘ “To grant free pardon and to give up all claim on account of offence or debt. To cease to feel resentment against.” ’


  ‘What bullshit,’ said Fiona shortly.


  ‘Well, that’s why I looked it up,’ went on Lyn, closing the little book. ‘Because I was thinking after we spoke the other week, still trying to get my head around it. But if that’s what it means, granting free pardon, then they can shove it.’


  ‘I don’t think that’s it entirely,’ said Jenny slowly. ‘Because I think it’s more about you than the other person. It’s about releasing yourself to move forward.’


  ‘Still bullshit.’


  ‘I don’t know.’ Jenny went silent, pleating her skirt in her lap.


  ‘Well, I think I’m gonna give up on it.’ Lyn tossed the book down onto the coffee table, where it slid across the polished wood and toppled off the other side. ‘Even if I wanted to, I can’t grant free bloody pardon to a guy who just keeps on offending. It’s stupid.’


  ‘Hear, hear,’ said Fiona, raising her glass.


  ‘I think I’ll put the kettle on.’ Jenny rose, her multilayered skirt fluttering around her. She leant down and picked up the little book, placing it gently on the table. ‘Make you all a hot drink to balance out the champagne.’


  As she left the room, Fiona turned to gaze seriously at Maddie. ‘You remember that analogy you used earlier, about finding the lights? Turning them on?’


  ‘Yes,’ Maddie grimaced. ‘Give me some time and I’ll think of a better one.’


  ‘More illuminating?’ asked Lyn, grinning.


  Fiona rolled her eyes while still gazing at Maddie. ‘No, the analogy’s fine. I just wanted to say that I hope you’ve allowed for some of them to get turned off again. Even if just every now and again.’ She frowned ruefully. ‘I sound like I’m trying to rain on your parade, don’t I? But I really do hope it’s all smooth sailing for you from now on. It’s just the chances are it won’t be.’


  ‘Yes. I know.’


  ‘I had a counsellor once who used to call it a dance,’ said Lyn suddenly. ‘Like the waltz or something. You know, two steps forward, one step back.’


  Fiona gave Lyn a grateful look. ‘That’s what I was trying to say!’ She turned back to Maddie. ‘But the main thing to remember is that even with the two steps forward, one step back, you’re still gradually getting ahead, even when it doesn’t feel like it. And not to let him lead, not if you can help it.’


  ‘I know,’ said Maddie again, because she did.


  TWENTY-ONE


  But punishment was swift, much swifter than Maddie ever anticipated. She had spent the whole of Friday trying to expel her nervous energy, wishing desperately that she could finish early and collect the children from school, cut out that small window when they would be at Jake’s house. Knowing, nevertheless, that it was very important she not deviate in any way from the orders lest these be presented as contraventions at the hearing. She wondered if he would get the same process server, that clean-cut jovial young guy, and how he would react. And this thought pulsed behind her eyes, like an extra sense.


  To keep herself busy during the slow hours at work she researched her university application and then put it together, poring over the best wording, apologising for the lack of documentation, trying to explain the gap in her schooling. Figuring that even if this was way beyond her, no one need know if she was rejected. So with everything else making it seem relatively minor, just another entry on her to-do list, she submitted her application. A bulky envelope that was swallowed rapidly by the letterbox before she could change her mind.


  As soon as she got home, Maddie began packing the car, moving quickly and efficiently, because she planned for them all to be well clear of the area before Jake was served this evening. It was five o’clock by the time she finished so she took up her customary position by the window, waiting for the red hatchback to pull up by the kerb. Hoping that this time it wouldn’t be too late, not just because she didn’t want to cut the timing too close, but because her nerves multiplied with every minute that crept past. Tumbling over themselves in her gut like little insects, with fibrous wings that fluttered weakly, fanning her nausea.


  Guess became increasingly irritating. Pushing up against her, tripping her as she turned, whining softly whenever she pushed him away. She knew this was mainly because she had already clipped his lead on, all ready to go, and so he now expected exactly that. But it was still intensely annoying, another thing in her way. At six o’clock she let the curtain drop, again, and pushed the dog aside to stride into the kitchen, searching for something to do. The phone rang as she was washing her hands, scrubbing at the soft pads of her fingertips with the kitchen scourer. Maddie shook her hands quickly, frantically, and grabbed up the phone from the table. It slipped in her damp hands and for a moment she juggled it, then hooked her fingers around like a claw to hold it steady.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Mum?’ Sam’s voice was soft, a hissed syllable that slid down the line.


  And Maddie knew immediately that something was wrong. ‘What is it? What’s going on?’


  ‘We’re going to Yea.’


  ‘You’re what?’


  ‘Listen, I have to talk quickly, coz Dad’s paying for petrol and Natalie’s gone to the loo. But something happened this afternoon, I dunno what. Some guy came round as we were leaving for your place and gave Dad these papers. Next thing we’re on the way to Yea.’


  Maddie’s eyes widened as this registered, and then made sense. She clutched at her hair with her spare hand. ‘But what was he doing there? Why was he home?’


  ‘He got home early. I think he and Natalie were going away for the weekend or something.’


  ‘Oh, god. Oh god.’


  ‘Mum?’


  ‘Sam, those were court papers, telling him I was taking him back to court.’ Maddie could hear the whine in her voice, as if Sam was responsible. She felt like crying, screaming, but instead let go of her hair and took a deep breath. ‘He wasn’t supposed to get them till later, after you two were with me. We were going to spend the weekend at Auntie Hannah’s and I was going to tell you all about it.’


  ‘Oh. Well, he got them all right. Went freaking nuts. Ordered us into the car but we could hear him anyway, yelling at Natalie and all.’


  ‘Bloody hell.’


  ‘And he’s still pretty pissed now, I can tell you. Ran two red lights on the way out of town.’ Sam paused and in the background Maddie could hear Ashley whisper, ‘Quick, he’s coming.’


  ‘I gotta go, Mum. I’ll try and ring you tonight.’


  ‘Sam! Sam!’ Maddie shook the phone as if that might make her son come back. Then she tossed it onto the table, watching it slide across on an angle, still slippery from her hands. This was exactly what she had wanted so desperately to avoid, Jake having the children with him while he came to terms with her court action. After all her careful planning, all her strategising, things had still gone wrong. Both Jake and the process server had been early. Either one, by itself, might have been okay, but both together meant that now Sam and Ashley were speeding down to Yea for the weekend. Instead of being here, with her.


  Maddie realised she was clenching her fists so tightly that her nails were digging into her skin. She uncurled them and stared at her palms, at the little crescent indentations. Pallid white reddening rapidly as the blood rushed to fill the void. She snatched up the phone, stared at it and then dialled Sam’s number quickly, angrily.


  ‘Hello?’ His voice was low, reluctant.


  ‘Sam, put your father on. Now.’


  ‘I can’t, he’s driving.’


  Jake’s voice came clearly, clipping off the words. ‘Who is it?’


  Sam hesitated. ‘It’s Mum.’


  ‘Tell that fucking bitch to go rot in hell. Better still, I’ll tell her.’ There was a series of dull thumps and then, quite suddenly, Jake’s voice was even louder. ‘You there, bitch?’


  Maddie took a deep breath, strengthening her anger. ‘Don’t talk like that in front of them.’


  ‘I’ll talk any way I fucking want. If you don’t like it, hang the fuck up.’


  ‘Bring me back my kids.’


  ‘You must be joking. After this last stunt, you’ll be lucky if you ever get to see –’


  ‘You won’t be able to do that.’ Maddie kept her voice even, with frustration giving it a throaty depth. ‘Even this now, taking them like this, I’ll put it in as a contravention.’


  ‘Try it. Go on, just fucking try it.’


  ‘I will. Two can play at your game, you know.’


  ‘You reckon? Really? Play this, bitch.’


  The phone went abruptly dead, leaving just a hollow nothingness which actually softened his last threat. Maddie suspected that, in the car, the impact had been more threatening with the words accompanied by the phone being thrown somewhere. Perhaps even out the window.


  And she could see their hands, splayed against the glass as they stared out at her, willing her to rescue them. Fingerprints a flattened ivory, pressing so hard it seemed that each finger pad was suctioned. Like little starfish. Round and round the garden, like a teddy bear. One step, two steps – and tickle you under there. But the only hysteria was hers, bubbling up and bursting within her swollen throat because there was simply no room for it to emerge.


  Maddie closed her eyes against the little hands and then opened them to return Guess’s stare from the doorway. She ran the conversation through her head again. Imagining how Sam and Ashley had felt, sitting in the back seat listening to all that. And Natalie. Maddie felt a sudden surge of anger that she must have been there too, just sitting there, not interjecting, not even trying to calm the situation.


  She clenched her fists and then strode from the room, pushing Guess out of the way. Coming to a halt in the lounge and staring at the couch, then the window, and then the computer. Quite simply not knowing what to do next. She could feel her eyes tearing over and this annoyed her even more, adding to an anger that seemed to boil within. She closed her eyes, scrunching them shut, and then suddenly folded down into a crouched squat, fists still clenched. And screamed. A low, fierce, straining sound that went on until she ran out of breath and toppled forwards onto her knees, sucking air in through clenched teeth.


  And she was sliding across the table towards him, spilt coffee saturating her T-shirt. Before being yanked up, like a rag doll, until she was centimetres away from his face. Where she stared at him wonderingly, at the pulsing, ropy vein in his forehead, at the flatness of his eyes. And then, without really thinking, sucked saliva into her mouth and spat. Full in his face.


  She might have stayed there for even longer had it not been for Guess, coming over to nudge her with his nose, emitting a soft whimper that begged a response. Maddie opened her eyes and drew the dog close, ruffling his fur and murmuring into his grey-black neck. Smelling his pungent, wet-blanket smell. Feeling his heart echo through his shoulder blades and drawing a strange sense of comfort from that alone. After a few minutes she pulled herself to her feet, anger still bubbling but more contained now, more manageable. She unclipped the dog’s lead and let it fall to the floor. Then she went back to the kitchen and fetched the phone, using her diary to find the number of the legal centre. Not really surprised when the call went straight through to an answering machine, where it would stay until Monday, two whole days away. Nevertheless Maddie felt a little better after she had left a message for Robyn. As if any action was better than nothing at all.


  TWENTY-TWO


  Without exception, it was the longest weekend of Maddie’s life. Which came with an isolation that stretched each minute, each hour, even further until they strained with a tension that actually hurt. She knew she could have alleviated everything, even if only slightly, by visiting Hannah or Kim, or simply calling them. Explaining what had happened, sharing. But alongside her frustration was an unwillingness to admit that things had gone so quickly wrong. And she didn’t want sympathy, was tired of sympathy, especially so soon after tasting the sweetness of their praise.


  She tried ringing Sam, and then Ashley. Over and over and over. But each time the call went straight to the automated message announcing that the person was unavailable. She soon hated that voice. Hated the robotic smugness, hated the non-negotiable anonymity, hated him for using it to punish her. He who giveth, also taketh away. But by Sunday evening she had moved beyond the stomach-clenching anger of Friday, the frustration of Saturday. By Sunday evening it felt like the extremities of her punishment were fading, with only hours before she was back at work, speaking to Robyn, finding out what she could do. And it felt like a prison sentence that was finally drawing to a close.


  She rang Robyn on the dot of nine o’clock, standing outside the back door at work with her mobile pressed to her ear. Crossing her fingers that the lawyer was available. Waiting impatiently for the receptionist to transfer her call.


  ‘Hello, Robyn Leslie speaking.’


  ‘Robyn, it’s Maddie McCourt, we met last week.’ Maddie was aware she was speaking too fast so she took a breath, slowed herself down. ‘You served my ex with a variation of interim orders on Friday.’


  ‘Maddie! Of course I remember. What’s up?’


  Maddie hesitated, the warmth of Robyn’s voice bringing sudden, unexpected tears to her eyes. ‘Um, he didn’t drop the kids off. On Friday. He got served early and got angry so he took them away for the weekend. And took their phones off them so I couldn’t even speak to them.’


  ‘Christ,’ snapped Robyn, all warmth gone. ‘What is it with this sort of crap?’


  ‘I don’t know. I suppose he’s trying to punish me.’


  ‘Obviously. So how’re you holding up?’


  Maddie wiped her eyes roughly with her free hand. ‘Okay, I guess. Just...frustrated.’


  ‘Don’t blame you.’


  ‘But I want to see them. What can I do?’


  Robyn sighed, quite audibly. ‘Interesting question. And the short answer is – not much. Unfortunately this isn’t unusual. But we’re back on his time now and there’s no good trying to play tit for tat, not with a court case coming up.’


  ‘So...I do nothing?’


  ‘Not quite. You come in here at some stage today, the earlier the better, and fill out an affidavit detailing exactly what happened. I’ll let the desk know you’re coming if I’m out. Then I’ll file a contravention application ASAP and with a bit of luck we’ll get it included on the existing court date. And, Maddie, I know it’s hard but you have to look on the bright side.’


  ‘The bright side?’


  ‘Yes, he’s digging his own grave.’


  ‘Oh,’ Maddie closed her eyes and then opened them again to see sunlight filtering through the pine tree by the main community centre, flickering drunkenly when it reached the ground.


  ‘Maddie? Are you there?’


  ‘Yes. Okay.’ Maddie adjusted the phone, tucking it in tighter. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can.’


  ‘Excellent. See you then.’


  Maddie lowered the phone, pressing End but not moving. Watching the shadows underneath the pine, trying to recapture the optimism that had infected her throughout the preceding week. Going through everything bit by bit. The windfall, Robyn, university, the support group, the kids wanting to come home. Breathing each of them in, deeply, and sensing them making a difference. But still feeling weighed down by all that had happened, and all that yet had to be done.


  It was a feeling that dogged her throughout the day, still present when she pulled into the driveway after work. She locked the car and then stood staring at the long grass that was rapidly getting out of hand. At this rate it would be too far gone to mow and she would have to hire someone to slash it first. Maddie sighed, more glum than cross, and made a mental note to call the mower repair shop. At the very least they should be able to lend her something. She pulled the mail from the letterbox and checked it as she walked up into the backyard, keeping her eyes averted from the grass there. Electricity bill, rental receipt, dental reminder for Ashley. And a letter from the tax office. She paused by the porch and tore this last one open, not terribly surprised to find a notification that they were investigating her tax situation. Jake must have contacted them almost immediately, and she was quite sure an investigation by the child support agency would follow, as well as any other bureaucracies he had been able to think of.


  She stared at the letter, frustrated more by the ease with which he could harass her than the investigation itself. Then she made a conscious decision to file this, and any similar letters to follow, somewhere safe until after custody was sorted. It was simply too much, right now, and she had to prioritise for everyone’s sake. Including her own. Maddie folded the letter over and slipped all the mail into her handbag before she unlocked the back door. Swinging it open, waiting for Guess to push his way through, momentarily surprised when he didn’t.


  ‘Guess?’ Maddie pushed the door open even further and the first thing she saw, because it was lying on the floor right by the kitchen table, was the school bag. She stared, stunned, the implications buffeted by a rapidly mushrooming delight.


  ‘Boo!’ yelled Ashley, jumping out from behind the door, grinning stupidly.


  ‘Ash!’ Maddie grabbed her and hugged her and then thrust her away. ‘You do realise that if I hadn’t seen that bag, I probably would’ve had a heart attack when you did that? Hey?’


  ‘And I would have visited you in hospital.’ Ashley did a little jig of excitement, Guess leaping up beside her with his tail whipping through the air.


  ‘That would have been a bit hard if I was dead.’


  ‘Graveyard then.’ Ashley kicked her bag out of the way so that she could pull out her usual chair, sit down. Her smile disappeared. ‘Can I stay? Please?’


  Maddie put her handbag down on the table, staring at her daughter. ‘What’s happened?’


  ‘You know. Dad went crazy. I just don’t want to be there any more.’


  ‘Anything else?’


  ‘Isn’t that enough?’


  ‘Well, does anyone know you’re here?’ Maddie waited for Ashley to shake her head and then she reached out, ran a hand gently through her daughter’s hair. It was up in the high ponytail again, with curving tendrils on either side of her face, making her look both older and younger at the same time. Maddie took a deep breath quietly and let it out again, wondering about the ramifications, and whether it was only going to make things worse. She crossed to the stove and put the kettle on, getting out mugs from the cupboard.


  ‘You didn’t see him, Mum, especially in the car. He went nuts.’


  With her back to Ashley, Maddie smiled flatly, knowingly. She spooned Milo and sugar into the mugs and got out the milk.


  ‘And before we went he punched this wall, put a huge hole in it.’


  Maddie poured hot water into the mugs and brought them over to the table. Guess brushed past her legs and walked over to his bowl, looking back hopefully.


  ‘Like there was plaster stuff just hanging there. You could see inside.’


  ‘Okay.’ Maddie put Ashley’s hot chocolate in front of her and then sat down, wrapping her hands around her own mug. ‘You’d better tell me what happened, from start to finish.’


  Ashley nodded eagerly. ‘Well, first we got home from school and there was no one there and that was fine so we just got some stuff together for here. Then Dad and Natalie came home together, in his car. Early. And he brought KFC for a treat, a whole big bucket full. Then this guy came to the door and Dad went berserk.’


  Maddie waited for a moment. ‘Um, well yes, that’s the bit I want to hear about.’


  ‘Sure, okay. Well, I didn’t actually see him coz I was eating but Dad talked to him for a while and then came back with this big envelope. And Natalie started getting all jittery like.’ Ashley paused to roll her eyes and shake her hands as if she was fitting. Maddie had to swallow a sudden, unexpected laugh. ‘So Dad stood over by the bench reading through this stuff, and he kept saying...can I say what he said?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Then how are you going to know exactly what happened?’


  ‘I’ll use my imagination.’


  ‘Whatever.’ Ashley shrugged, clearly disappointed. ‘So anyway he swore. A lot. Called you some really bad names, and Sam and I were just looking at each other and thinking sh-iit. Well, we were!’


  ‘I believe you.’ Maddie squeezed her hands, feeling the heat from the mug seep through. ‘Did he say anything particular though? Anything I really should know?’


  Ashley chewed her bottom lip, thinking. ‘He did start going on about someone called Hilda something or other. Like, he was saying, “Hilda whatever! Who the F is Hilda whatever!” Except he didn’t just say F.’


  ‘Hilda Kaltenbrunner?’


  ‘That’s it! Sam thought she might be someone who lived near us when we were in the unit?’


  Maddie nodded. Knowing that Hilda’s affidavit, attached to the service papers, would have been enough, just by itself, to send Jake off the deep end. Because he would have instantly known how damaging it was.


  ‘And something about something being supervised. He goes: “F that for a joke!” Oh, but the real killer was the house.’ Ashley frowned, grimaced. ‘Did you ask for something about the house? His house?’


  Maddie nodded slowly, the insects awakening within.


  ‘God Mum! You should have known that’d set him off! Coz that’s when he punched the wall in the kitchen and then yelled at us to get the F in the car. So we did but like we could still hear him screaming at Natalie, so Sam says, “C’mon, quick, let’s walk around to Mum’s”.’ Ashley paused to take a sip of hot chocolate. ‘So we start getting out of the car but then they come out and Dad goes, “What the F do you think you’re doing?” So we all get back in and drive down to Yea.’


  ‘What happened to Sam’s phone? When I rang?’


  ‘Oh, Dad bashed it on to the steering wheel. Like this.’ Ashley made a sudden thrusting motion with her fist, as if wielding a hammer. ‘Then he threw it at Natalie and told her to put it in her fing bag. And he took mine too, and won’t give it back.’


  ‘He just doesn’t want you to ring me.’


  ‘I don’t care!’ Ashley frowned, instantly angry. ‘It’s mine! Like you can’t give someone something and then just take it away. That’s not fair!’


  ‘I’ll alert the authorities,’ said Maddie dryly. ‘But first let’s get back on track. What happened over the weekend? With your grandmother and all?’


  ‘Oh, that was fine.’ Ashley waved a hand airily. ‘Like Gran won’t let Dad go stupid. But we kept getting sent away and they had lots of conversations in the kitchen. Auntie Dana came around and they were whispering, looking at the papers. I don’t think they like you much.’


  ‘No, I don’t expect they do.’


  Ashley took a sip of hot chocolate, staring at her mother over the brim. ‘Mum, I don’t want to go back. It’s like before, but worse. Having to be careful what you say before you say it.’


  ‘I know.’


  ‘And he drinks all the time too. I hate it. So can I stay?’


  Maddie closed her eyes, needing obscurity for a moment. When she opened them Ashley was still watching her, but now there was a slight difference. A brittle wariness. As if her mother’s failure to instantly reply had been an answer in itself.


  ‘Not fair,’ said Ashley, her bottom lip pushing upwards as it had when she was little.


  ‘Listen, Ash.’ Maddie reached out, snared her daughter’s hand. Held it tight even as Ashley tried to pull loose. ‘It’s not for much longer, I promise. I’m doing everything I can. But if we make a wrong move now, like this, then we could wreck everything.’


  ‘Whatever.’


  ‘Hear me out.’ Maddie squeezed Ashley’s hand as the girl looked away, desperate for her to listen, understand. ‘One of the reasons everything went so horribly wrong at the court case, the first one, was that they said I’d alienated you guys from your father. And this here, if I let you stay, would be more of the same. Even me sitting here, talking to you, not ringing your father straightaway, it’s all risky. I would love, more than anything, to let you stay. But we’re so close now. Ash, we’ve got less than two weeks till the hearing, and this time everything is on our side. We’ve even got an appointment for a family report this Wednesday, where you can tell your side of everything. Do you understand?’


  Ashley stared at the tabletop and then slowly lifted her head, looked at her mother. ‘Wednesday?’


  Maddie nodded. ‘And they’ll speak to you, and Sam, and ask you what you want.’


  ‘So...I get a day off school?’


  ‘Yes, you get a day off school,’ Maddie grinned, relief blossoming. She straightened, letting go of Ashley’s hand.


  Ashley moved her mug and then rang a finger through the thin chocolatey circle left behind. She stared at it and then dipped her finger in her mug and used it to draw on the table, within the circle. ‘Look, a smiley face.’


  ‘Extremely artistic. Good to know where your talents lie.’


  ‘I agree.’ Ashley wiped the points off the smile and turned it upside down. She stared at it for a moment and then pulled her jumper sleeve over her hand and wiped it clean. She looked up at her mother. ‘I do understand, it’s just I want...’


  ‘I know.’


  Guess whimpered softly, coming over to the table to stare at Maddie as if disappointed with her decision. Ashley reached over to scratch him on the tailbone and the dog immediately stretched out his head, elongating his entire body.


  ‘And that lawyer guy should be contacting you again soon.’ Maddie tapped her fingers on the table to get Ashley’s attention. ‘But Ash, it is extremely important that you be upfront with him. Tell him everything that your father’s been doing. About how it’s made you feel. You know, scared, fearful.’ Maddie watched her carefully, maintaining eye contact. ‘Write it down if you think that’ll help you remember. This is your one chance.’


  Ashley nodded, looking back down towards the dog. Guess was now working his back leg, as if it alone was running. She gave him one last scratch and then stood, quite suddenly, scraping her chair back. ‘May as well get it over and done with then. Dad’s probably not even home yet.’


  ‘All right.’ Maddie stayed where she was for a moment, watching Ashley sling her schoolbag over her shoulder. Loving the girl so much that it hurt. Then she got up, feeling old, grabbing her handbag and then wordlessly following Ashley outside to the car. She could hear Guess scrabbling at the back door, taken by surprise at the unexpected turn of events.


  Maddie reversed out of the driveway and then drove instinctively, as her mind tried to find some topic that would break the silence without adding tension. Every so often she glanced across at her daughter, trying to read her expression. But the girl just gazed ahead, her profile unchanging.


  ‘Stop looking at me.’


  ‘I’m not,’ said Maddie automatically. ‘Well, I am. But only because I’m worried.’


  Ashley shrugged. ‘Don’t worry about me. It’s Sam you should be worried about.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Only because he keeps getting himself into trouble with Dad. Like they had this big huge-ass argument last night, after I went to bed. And he didn’t even go to school today.’


  Maddie had whipped around to stare at Ashley. Now she glanced at the road quickly and then back to her daughter. ‘Ash, why didn’t you tell me this before?’


  ‘Why? Would it have made any difference?’


  ‘Well...’ Maddie paused, turning to look ahead once more. ‘That’s not the point. Now tell me what happened.’


  ‘They just yelled at each other and stuff. I think coz Dad took us to Yea and not your place.’


  ‘But why didn’t Sam go to school today?’


  ‘Oh, just coz he can get away with it I expect. Have a day off.’


  ‘I see.’ Maddie drove in silence, strangely warmed by this news. More ammunition. And clearly Jake wasn’t getting things all his way. Instead he was discovering that teenagers couldn’t be manipulated as easily as younger children, because at this age they bit back.


  ‘Hey, this is the street, Mum.’


  Maddie braked quickly and turned right into Jake’s street, driving down until she reached his house and then pulling to the kerb, with heart suddenly throbbing as she checked the driveway for his car. It wasn’t there. She let her breath out audibly, and glanced at Ashley. Sharing a split-second of tacit understanding that, despite everything, felt snug, and warm, and precious.


  Ashley kissed her mother. ‘Bye, Mum. See you soon.’


  ‘Bye honey.’ Maddie leant over as Ashley slid out of the car. ‘I love you.’


  ‘Love you too.’ Ashley closed the door and then looked both ways perfunctorily before jogging across the road with her bag bouncing against her back. She paused by the letterbox and turned to give her mother a brisk wave before setting off towards the house.


  Maddie knew she should drive off now, quickly, before Jake got home, but she felt a strong need to actually watch until Ashley disappeared inside. As if that would guarantee her safety, even though, ironically, the opposite was probably more true. So she watched her daughter jog up the concrete driveway, her ponytail bobbing from side to side, and for a moment she was a little girl again. One who had been gone for years. A little girl called Courtney whose favourite outfit was a pink tulle tutu, always in need of a wash because she so rarely took it off. And Maddie’s eyes misted over because that little girl was so long gone, and also because she was still there. Leaving.


  TWENTY-THREE


  The window shattered at exactly twenty-three minutes past three in the morning. Maddie was able to be precise because she jerked upright in bed the moment it happened, staring at her clock as if somehow it could explain everything. Instantly wide awake, adrenalin surging. She could hear Guess barking now, from the lounge room, the pitch varying as he ran around excitedly. And she could also hear her heart, beating within like a prisoner trying to escape.


  She threw the covers back and then paused, feeling exposed, every nerve straining to listen. After a few moments she got out of bed and paused again, waiting until her eyes adjusted to the semidark. She saw her ceramic frog on the dressing table, the gold tips of its splayed feet glittering in the gloom, so she took it, curving her hand around its belly so that it became a weapon. Then walked slowly, steadily out of the room and down the passage, into the lounge room where Guess’s barking was now a series of short, sharp, agitated yaps. He ran over to her immediately, jumping up against her as if needing reassurance himself.


  Maddie gripped the frog tighter and reached out to flick on the light with her other hand. The room was immediately bathed in fluorescence, so bright and sudden that she almost preferred the darkness. Especially since now everything was clear. From the curtains gusting across the jagged hole in the window, occasionally being sucked in by the wind and then straightening once more into rippling folds, to the glass that was scattered all over the couch, the carpet, even the computer. Knife-shaped shards and icicle splinters and hundreds of tiny glittering stars, gently scattered over the carpet pile. In the centre, just beyond the couch, was a mid-sized rock. A craterous type, like from a garden bed. Maddie stared, her heart still pounding, her mind racing. Frustrated fury bringing tears to her eyes.


  And she could see sparkles glimmering within the carpet, only centimetres from her face. A scattering of tiny twinkles, like stars spread across the night sky. Star light, star bright, first star I see tonight. I wish I may, I wish I might, have this wish I wish tonight. She knew, but didn’t want to know, that it was actually broken glass. Thousands of miniscule shards that wanted to embed themselves within her flesh. But it didn’t really matter because if he increased the pressure any more then her head was going to burst open, like a ripe watermelon, and she herself would drown the little glass stars. A tsunami of fluid, and she would be gone.


  Guess froze suddenly and cocked his head, ears pricked, before breaking into fever-pitch barking once more and taking off down the passage. Almost immediately the doorbell rang, the cheerful dingdong chillingly out of place. Maddie froze as her body liquefied, warm and runny and terrified, the musty smell of carpet still heavy in her throat. She turned slowly, instinctively, and made herself walk all the way to the front door, one foot after the other. Guess whipped around to face her, his tail beating with enthusiasm, and then shoved his nose back into the gap along the door. Sniffing and snorting and working his front paws against the wood. Through the frosted glass she could see the outline of a man, a bulky, wavering shadow that seemed far larger than it should. The doorbell rang again, right next to her ear, and Maddie thought that she was going to implode. Sucked inside out until all that was left was a pool of viscous liquid.


  ‘Maddie? Maddie? Are you all right, love?’


  Realisation dawned amidst a veritable flood of relief. She sagged against the passage wall, the ceramic frog still clutched in her hand. The voice belonged to her next-door neighbour, Tom. Elderly, friendly, pleasant. Absolutely no threat at all. Her heart continued to pound, hammering painfully against her ribs, so she dragged in deep breaths to cushion it.


  ‘Maddie? Are you there?’


  ‘Just a minute.’ Maddie flicked the outside light on and then slipped the latch, pulling the door open, revealing Tom, who stood there in pyjamas and a chequered dressing-gown, staring at her with obvious concern. Guess recognised him immediately, leaping outside to fawn around his legs.


  Tom patted the dog, held him still, without taking his eyes off Maddie. ‘Are you okay? What’s going on?’


  ‘I’m not really sure.’ Maddie suddenly realised that she was wearing an oversized T-shirt and very little else. She hunched slightly, automatically. ‘But I’m fine. Someone just threw a rock through my lounge room window, that’s all.’


  ‘I saw, from the front. Smashed to smithereens,’ Tom frowned crossly. ‘I bet my bottom dollar it was bloody teenagers. You going to call the police?’


  Maddie nodded slowly. ‘Did you see anyone? Who it was?’


  ‘Nah. Long gone, the little bastards. I had a garden statue smashed a few weeks ago,’ Tom paused, patting Guess as the dog wriggled around him. He glanced at the ceramic frog still clutched in Maddie’s hand and then back up to her face. ‘But as long as you’re all right, love, that’s the main thing. Want a hand to clean up?’


  ‘No, that’s fine. But thank you,’ Maddie smiled her gratitude, putting the frog down on the hall table. ‘And thanks for checking on me as well.’


  ‘That’s what neighbours are for,’ Tom looked a little embarrassed. He gave Guess one last pat and then adjusted his dressing-gown fastidiously before backing up, nodding abruptly and taking the porch steps to disappear into the gloom, still muttering about teenagers.


  Maddie grabbed Guess by the collar and yanked the dog back inside so that she could close the door as soon as Tom was out of sight. She latched it and pulled the safety chain across for added measure. Then she walked back into the lounge room slowly, with Guess panting by her side. Nothing had changed, the wind still blew through the gaping window and the rock still sat on the carpet surrounded by tiny, glittering diamonds. Reminding her suddenly of her engagement ring. In sickness and health, for richer for poorer, until death do us part.


  ∗


  Maddie began her working day exactly as she had the one preceding, standing out by the back door with her mobile pressed against her ear as she rang Robyn. The main difference being that this morning she felt thick with tiredness as she had not made it back to bed after the early morning breakage. She had rung the police only to be told to leave everything as it was and they would attend the following day. Staring at the mess, she had quickly realised that she simply couldn’t do that. Couldn’t live with the overt evidence of Jake’s venom without at least doing something to rectify it. So she rang the police back, this time claiming that she could still hear someone outside, that the window was part of an ongoing intrusion. They had arrived fairly swiftly after that, searching around the house and then taking photos of the damage. They made a report, with impassive faces greeting her claim that the window had most probably, no definitely, been broken by her ex-husband. And then left after asking her to come down to the station the following day to make a statement.


  Only then could Maddie begin the clean-up. Sweeping and vacuuming and then taping cardboard to the window frame with swathes of masking tape. Keeping her mind blank so that she could function as efficiently as possible. By the time she finished it was nearly six so she just curled up on the couch and napped restlessly until it was time to get ready for the day ahead.


  The weather suited her mood. With the overnight wind having blown in grey skies and a steady drizzle that leached so much colour from the day it was difficult to remember it as it had been only yesterday, bathed in sunshine. Maddie pulled her jacket tighter and pressed herself against the building, under the eaves, as she waited for the receptionist to transfer her through. Only to discover, from Robyn’s voicemail, that she was in court for the day. Maddie left a brusque message, even though she wasn’t sure what more the lawyer could do, and then rang her real estate agent to report the window. Hoping that a glazier would be available at some stage during the day, especially since she wasn’t at all confident about her cardboard repair. If the rain continued, and hit the house at the right angle, she would most likely return home to a sodden mess impaled along the jagged glass, and a distinctly damp lounge room to boot.


  Work was a blessing. A steady stream of people with problems that needed answers, or at least direction. The fact that they were still short-staffed only made it better, with little spare time to be had at all. It was in the early afternoon, just as Maddie was interviewing a young man with sallow, acne-scarred skin who had run out of money for his methadone treatment, that Olive knocked on the door to let her know there was a phone call. Maddie excused herself, expecting it to be the glazier confirming a time, or perhaps the police reminding her to come down and make a statement. She made her way through to a desk in the rear room and picked up the phone.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Hello, Ms McCourt?’ It was a deep voice, with a slight nasality. ‘This is Kevin Collins, I’m the year level coordinator for your son Sam. From the high school.’


  ‘Oh.’ Maddie frowned, readjusting her expectations. Was Sam ill? ‘I think we might have met at the last parent-teacher evening. I also take Sam for History.’


  ‘Okay.’ Maddie tried to conjure up an image without success. ‘Is something wrong?’


  Kevin Collins cleared his throat. ‘Well, no. I’m not sure. That is, Sam’s father came by the school last week to let us know he was the primary contact now, but he hasn’t returned my calls so I thought I’d best try you. Just in case.’


  ‘So something is wrong?’


  ‘Were you aware that Sam hasn’t been to school either yesterday or today?’


  Maddie blinked. ‘No.’


  ‘As you know we have a strict policy that a parent telephone in the morning or send a letter in advance regarding any absences. So given that this hasn’t occurred with Sam, and that we haven’t been able to contact his father,’ he cleared his throat again, ‘there was some concern that his absences were legitimate. That is, a parent being aware he is not attending school.’


  ‘I see,’ Maddie swallowed a growing exasperation. She wished there was some hotline she could ring, straight through to the magistrate, so that she could say, ‘This is the result of your ignorance, your stupidity. This is your fault, but I have to pick up the pieces.’


  ‘So perhaps I can leave it with you?’


  ‘Certainly,’ Maddie injected her voice with reassurance. ‘And thank you for your call.’


  ‘No problem. Um, good luck with it all.’


  Maddie hung up slowly, staring at the cork noticeboard that backed the desk. She frowned, frustrated, because there was actually very little she could do. Certainly she couldn’t call Jake, that would most likely make things worse. Oh, and by the way, thanks for smashing my window this morning. Very mature. Of course it was yet more ammunition for the impending court case, but she had so much ammunition already that she was beginning to feel like she was sitting on an armoury. Or a powder keg. But none of it addressed the situation at hand, and the underlying lament that was only becoming louder. It just wasn’t fair. So unfair, in fact, that she felt like clenching her fists and punching the noticeboard, the desk, him, while she screamed her frustrations. Venting, before it devoured her.


  Instead she took a deep breath, dragging it down so deeply that it strained against her rib cage, and then stood up, intending to go back out to the interview room, deal with the sallow young guy. Get back on track. But just as she walked past the bench piled high with a recent grocery delivery, a stray thought slid into her consciousness. I’ll be okay. It’s Sam you should be worried about. She paused, frowned, stared through the glass-panelled door into the waiting room. A small toddler, scowling with concentration, was building a tower out of plastic alphabet blocks. Like they had this big huge-ass argument last night, after I went to bed. The toddler put a blue block on the top, towards the side where it seesawed a little so he adjusted it carefully. Didn’t even go to school today. Maddie put a hand out, against the wall, to steady herself.


  And he smacked her full across the face. So that she flew sideways, tumbling off the table and onto the floor, where a shard of pottery sliced deeply into the palm of her left hand. Two edges of flesh peeled back, just like a ripe peach, allowing crimson blood to well up within. And then she was being lifted again, by the hair. But this time, as her hands shot up to scrabble frantically at the pressure, and blood spattered across them both like art gone mad, she saw her son in the doorway. His eyes huge with panicked disbelief. And she wanted to scream, yell, sob for him to leave, not get involved. But knew it was already too late.


  ‘Hey Maddie love, are you okay?’


  Maddie turned to face Sue, one of the older volunteers. She nodded slowly, her mind whirling. Surely not, no, definitely not. He wouldn’t do that. Not Jake. Not that.


  ‘Well, you sure as hell don’t look it, love. You’re as pale as my mother’s drawers.’


  ‘Yes,’ Maddie nodded again, agreeing. ‘Look Sue, I have to go. Can you tell Olive? And there’s a guy in interview room one. Wants some money for methadone.’


  ‘Was it bad news then, love? On the phone?’


  ‘No. Yes.’ Maddie smiled, just to end the conversation, and then pushed past to grab her handbag from the locker by the broom cupboard. From the waiting room she heard a shrill scream of displeasure as the toddler’s tower came tumbling down. She used the back door, breaking into a run through the drizzly rain and reaching her car in under two minutes. She unlocked it and jumped in, turning on the ignition and then reversing out in one fluid motion. While the conversation condensed within her mind, until just the important bits were repeated over and over and over. It’s Sam you should be worried about. Big huge-ass fight. Didn’t even go to school today.


  But if the fight had been physical, and Sam had been hurt, why hadn’t Ashley told her? Maddie answered the question before it was fully formed. Because she hadn’t seen him that morning, and then she’d come around straight from school. Which only left the question as to whether, even when angry, Jake was capable of this. Maddie closed her eyes briefly, and then gunned the car.


  Her windscreen wipers worked steadily, their methodical rhythm only emphasising the minutes as they slid by. Outside the sky and the rain and the road seemed to be all the same colour, the translucent grey of dishwater. She cleared her mind as best as she could, driving with fierce concentration until she reached the outskirts of Silver’s Creek. Making her way through the rain-slicked roads until she reached his, and then turning, driving, pulling up at the kerb.


  From the house, the half-pulled holland blinds regarded her slyly, as though they belonged in the pages of a Stephen King novel, the eyelids of malevolence. Maddie shoved her handbag underneath her seat and then got out of the car, locking it. She stared at the house again, the crooked letterbox, the empty concrete driveway, the singular garden bed by the porch steps. Half expecting one of the blinds to twitch, for someone to stare back at her. But it remained still, steadfast. She wiped rain from her forehead and ran across the road, up to the porch under the roofline. Shaking her head and then running her fingers through her hair.


  A panel of opaque topaz-coloured glass edged one side of the door with a thick, embedded crack across the bottom corner. Next to this was a fat plastic doorbell, with a piece of packing tape across it to signify its unserviceability. How Jake must hate it, living like this. Maddie shook her head again and then knocked on the door, softly at first and then louder. She stepped back, listening intently, considering for the first time the possibility he might not answer. What would that mean? She knocked again, even louder.


  ‘Sam! Sam, are you there? Answer the door!’


  And then, distantly at first so that she thought it might be just her imagination, praying that it was not, she heard the sound of footsteps. Coming ever closer until a shadow passed the topaz glass and the door opened, rather slowly. Sam stared at her, stunned. His eyes flicked behind her as if looking for someone else, and then back. ‘What’re you doing here?’


  But Maddie couldn’t answer. She had been right, and very, very wrong. She reached out a hand and then stopped just short of touching the puckery blue bruise that cupped Sam’s right eye. Her hand fell again.


  Sam shrugged, as if she had asked him a question. ‘It’s not as bad as it looks.’


  There was an ugly redness that was webbing, spider-like, into the white of that eye, emphasising the smudged blue below. Maddie found her voice but it came out hoarse, desperate. ‘What happened?’


  ‘Mum, Dad’ll be back in a minute. He’ll go berserk if he sees you here.’


  An instantaneous frisson of panic. ‘Isn’t he at work?’


  ‘Nuh.’ Sam glanced behind her again. ‘So you need to go Mum, please.’


  ‘Sam, I can’t leave you here like this. Not a chance.’


  ‘But you have to, otherwise you’ll get charged.’


  Maddie frowned. ‘Who told you that?’


  ‘Dad did. He had papers and all.’


  A rush of pure rage flooded her body and clenched her teeth. ‘Get in the car.’


  ‘But –’


  ‘Get in the fucking car, Sam.’ Maddie’s voice came out steady, firm. She stepped back until her son came outside, reluctantly, and then put her hand at the small of his back to get him going, encourage him to move faster. Leaving the front door wide open behind them. But as soon as they took the porch steps, fear began to leach into her fury. At the hugeness of what she was doing, at the consequences that would unfold. But most of all fear that at any moment a bronze Holden would turn the corner and come screeching into the driveway.


  ‘Mum, this is –’


  ‘Just move.’ Maddie grabbed his hand to pull him along faster and he finally started to cooperate, as if recognising they were past the point of no return and might as well get to the car as soon as possible. A car splashed into the street and Maddie’s heart burst into her throat, electrified by adrenalin. But it was a small truck, a glazier of all things, and a hiccup of mirth exploded in her mouth, emerging only as a grunt. They reached the car and she fumbled as she unlocked it, cursing frantically. And then they were in and she was slamming down the locks, staring out at the rain, sucking in air.


  ‘We’d better get going,’ said Sam worriedly, looking over his shoulder.


  ‘Yes.’ Maddie turned the ignition over and then thrust her foot down on the accelerator, so that the car fishtailed a little on the wet road. She eased up quickly, straightening as she drove to the end of the road and then, with a giddy surge of relief, turning out of sight.


  ‘Is this clever?’ asked Sam, staring out the windscreen.


  Maddie shrugged. ‘Tell me what happened. From start to finish.’


  ‘First tell me what you’re gonna do.’


  ‘I don’t know yet. Not until I hear the whole story. And, Sam,’ Maddie paused, glancing across at her son, ‘you have to be completely honest. Don’t leave anything out because you think I might be upset or whatever. I need to know everything.’


  ‘Okay.’ Sam pulled his seatbelt across and clicked it in, as if this alone was a commitment. ‘I had this fight with Dad. Sunday night. And I told him he was an arsehole so he whacked me. Like with the back of his hand.’ Sam held out his hand, demonstrating.


  Maddie took a deep breath. ‘What happened after that?’


  ‘He just walked out. I think he got as big a shock as I did. So I went to bed.’


  ‘All right. First then, what was the fight about?’


  ‘Well, we had a seriously shitty weekend up at Yea. And I was pretty pissed off, because we were supposed to be here, and he was acting like such a jerk. So I told him I was going home after school on Monday, for good, and nothing was gonna change my mind. And Ashley would probably come too. And it wasn’t because we were being brainwashed, it was because he was an arsehole. And that we’d both had enough of his shit.’


  Maddie turned onto the highway. ‘I bet that went down well.’


  ‘Yeah. Like a lead balloon.’


  ‘So, afterwards? I know you went to bed, but after that? The next day?’


  ‘Well, first he had this yelling thing with Natalie and she was crying and all that crap. Then I think she left.’ Sam leant back, stretching out his legs. ‘And about three in the morning he comes into my room and wakes me up and he’s pretty pissed. Drunk. Saying he didn’t mean it and stuff and for me not to go to school the next day.’


  ‘Which was actually that day?’


  ‘Yeah. So I slept in and when I got up he was gone. I dunno where but he didn’t get home till late. And he started drinking again and then he shows us both all these court papers about how he has to have us for the weekdays. And this bit about repercussions if we go round to your place, contra something or other.’


  ‘Contraventions.’


  ‘Yeah, that’s it. And that you’d get charged.’


  Maddie shook her head, her lips thin. ‘But Sam, didn’t you think he might be the one to get in trouble? For the black eye?’


  ‘Yeah, of course.’ Sam went quiet for a few minutes. ‘But Ashley said we were going to see some family guy on Wednesday for a report, and you’d be there too, so I thought I’d wait till then. Play it safe. Coz I reckon he’s nuts.’


  Maddie turned off the highway and down towards the Badgerton main street, passing a snaking line of primary school children on an excursion, with parents and teachers holding a sea of colourful umbrellas.


  ‘Where are we going?’ asked Sam, glancing at her with a suspicious frown.


  ‘Police.’


  ‘No!’


  ‘Sam, believe it or not, I don’t want to do this either. But we’ve got no choice.’


  ‘Yes, we do!’


  Instead of answering, Maddie flicked her blinker on and pulled off the road and into a vacant parking space by the sandstone police station. The blue light shone welcomingly. She turned the ignition off, the wipers lying down as if exhausted, and within seconds rain had covered the windscreen, giving them a strange privacy. She turned to Sam. ‘I love your loyalty, absolutely love it. But sometimes it can actually be dangerous. And Sam honey, I speak from experience. The bottom line is that your father hit you. Backhanded you so hard he gave you a black eye. That’s abuse.’


  ‘Yes, but –’


  ‘What if it had been Ashley?’


  Sam stared at her, his mouth still open to speak. He blinked, shut it again.


  ‘Because if you’re thinking that you sort of deserved it because you were annoying him, then spare a thought for how annoying your sister can be when she puts her mind to it. How’s he going to react to that?’


  Sam looked down at his lap and then up at the blue light, water-coloured through the windscreen. It glowed softly across his face, clashing with the dirty blue that cupped his eye.


  ‘We have to do this,’ said Maddie softly. ‘We have to make a stand.’ Sam nodded.


  ‘Good.’ Maddie reached across and gave his hand a squeeze. She dragged her handbag out from under her seat and opened the car door, sending a smile of solidarity towards Sam as they both got out. The rain was heavier now so they ran briskly across the grassy verge and up to the glass sliding doors set incongruously into the sandstone. The doors immediately whisked open with a metallic hum and they went through into a sparse waiting room. Three plastic chairs set by one wall and a counter opposite, with a silver-striped, two-way glass mirror and a door behind. There was a bell on the counter but before she could press it Maddie’s mobile rang, vibrating her handbag against her hip. She smiled at Sam, supportively, apologetically, as she riffled through her bag and extracted the phone.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Where the fuck is he?’


  ‘Who?’ asked Maddie stupidly, staring at Sam.


  ‘Don’t play games with me, you dumb bitch. Now I’ll ask you one more time. Where is he?’


  Maddie took a deep breath. ‘Here, with me.’


  ‘And where the fuck is here?’


  ‘At the police station.’


  There was silence, except for the sound of Jake’s breathing. Loud yet muffled at the same time. When he finally spoke it was low, disbelieving. ‘At the where?’


  ‘At the police station,’ repeated Maddie, still staring at her son. Drawing strength from the paleness of his face, even as her stomach heaved. ‘You hit him.’


  ‘Don’t believe everything you hear,’ said Jake quickly, automatically. Then he paused again. ‘And don’t do this.’


  ‘I have to.’


  ‘You’re making a mistake. A huge mistake. Don’t do this.’


  Maddie turned away from Sam as, bizarrely, she felt her eyes prick with tears. ‘You hit him.’


  ‘If you do this you’re forcing my hand. You realise that?’


  ‘It makes no difference, don’t you get that? You’ve lost. Because it’ll all come out tomorrow anyway, at the family report. And the magistrate will get told, and the ICL. You went too far this time. You hit him.’


  ‘So you’re doing this?’


  The door behind the counter opened and a young policeman came out, looking at Maddie inquiringly, as if he was asking the exact same question. She took a deep breath. ‘Yes.’


  ‘You really are a low-life, aren’t you?’ asked Jake in a voice that was more wonderment than vicious. Then it deepened, strengthened, went cold. ‘You’ll pay for this, bitch. Boy, will you pay for this. And then I’ll dance on your fucking grave.’


  TWENTY-FOUR


  They were at the police station for almost two hours. First being interviewed, which seemed to stretch forever, and then giving a formal statement and having a series of photographs taken of Sam’s injury. The policeman who dealt with them was one of the ones who had visited the house only that morning, when the window had been broken. And Maddie was glad of that because she had a strong sense that otherwise Sam’s black eye would have been seen as merely the unfortunate by-product of a scuffle between father and teenage son. Especially as Sam had made a point of saying that his father had been immediately regretful, and no further violence had followed. And then it emerged that his parents were sandwiched between court cases. She could read, in the deadpan of the policeman’s face, how that sounded.


  But the broken window added a suspicious element. What might have been seen as an isolated incident eagerly broadcast by a vindictive mother became, perhaps, part of a broader pattern. Nevertheless Maddie felt embarrassed by the whole situation, mortified by both how it looked and how it was. Picturing herself on the other side of that two-way mirror, glancing through to see a rather wild-eyed woman lambasting her ex for all she was worth, accompanied by a sulky teenage boy with a black eye who didn’t have much to say at all.


  The end result was an interim intervention order, which prohibited Jake from coming within twenty metres of any of them, including Ashley. The policeman assured Maddie that he would collect the girl when he went to Jake’s house to give him a copy of the intervention order and formally charge him with the assault on his son. And the hugeness of what she was doing throbbed behind Maddie’s eyes so loudly that it was difficult to think, to absorb. She kept remembering Robyn’s words, about Jake digging his own grave, and knew that the lawyer would be pleased with the action she was taking. But this wasn’t enough to offset the guilt, and the trepidation. When it was finally over and they passed through the sliding doors once more, it was with a sense of relief that she recognised was ironic, given the circumstances.


  They arrived home as the murky grey of the sky was beginning to deepen. The rain had stopped but everything was damp, shining, with tiny droplets clinging to branches and the grass sodden underfoot. The patch job on the lounge room window had held up better than she expected, although one side had come a little loose, with a strip of masking tape waving gently in the breeze. Like bunting at a party. Welcome home, Sam and Maddie. Welcome home! She glanced at Sam quickly as they pulled into the driveway, expecting a comment, but he was staring straight ahead, lost in thought.


  Maddie was nervous, very nervous, about being here. Even as her mind worked feverishly to downplay Jake’s actions, his threats, and dismiss them as the chest-thumping of a primate being backed into a corner, the truth was that he scared her. His single-minded egotism alone made him unpredictable, dangerous. And the thought of his reaction to being charged and having an intervention order taken out, went beyond her imagination. It was a dark area, way out in left field. She considered driving down to Hannah’s to stay, after Ashley was delivered, but alongside the nervousness was a profound desire to wrap herself in hearth and home. And a horror of being seen to overreact.


  ‘What about Ashley?’ asked Sam.


  Maddie turned to him in surprise. ‘You read my mind!’


  ‘Well, it didn’t take long.’ He flashed her a fleeting grin, even the blue wedge under his eye momentarily curving upward. ‘So? What about Ashley? She’ll be home from school by now.’


  ‘I know,’ replied Maddie slowly. ‘And I did think about going via your dad’s to grab her but that would’ve been asking for trouble. It’s not like he’d just hand her over like that, not to me. We’ll just have to wait for the police to bring her here. Be patient.’


  ‘She’s going to be pissed.’


  ‘It’s not her being pissed that I’m worried about,’ said Maddie softly. She took the keys out of the ignition and tapped them on the steering wheel as she thought. Then she turned back to Sam. ‘Do you know what? I think we may be able to resolve some of this tomorrow, at the family report thing. Surely whoever runs these will be used to this stuff and be able to dampen the situation a bit. Maybe even convince your father that he’s affecting you guys so badly. That you’re better off living with me and that even he’s better off that way. Less pressure for starters.’


  ‘Yeah. Maybe.’


  ‘In the meantime we just have to carry on as usual. Not let our lives be disrupted more than absolutely necessary.’ Maddie nodded, to convince herself as much as him. She got out of the car and locked it, then tossed the keys to Sam. ‘Here, you open up while I get the mail.’


  The letterbox lid showered droplets across her hand as she flipped it open, removing the mail. Flicking through it as she walked back up the driveway, trying to normalise her life. Telephone bill, a little less than usual, water bill, a little higher. A notification of a book sale, a flyer from a garden maintenance firm, and an invitation to morning tea at the high school, as an official thank you for volunteering at the fete. Maddie blinked, surprised. How amazingly long ago that all seemed.


  She dropped the mail with her handbag on the kitchen table and then, after a brief hesitation, locked the back door. It seemed a little superfluous as she could hear Sam calling for Guess, which meant the dog hadn’t been let out yet, but it was impossible to turn her back on the door while it was still unlocked. She washed her hands briskly and then put the kettle on before going to change. The green answering machine light was blinking in the lounge room so she made a mental note to check it on her way back. In her bedroom she threw her damp work clothing into the hamper and then pulled on boot-cut jeans and a black, three-quarter sleeved jumper made from soft angora. Leaving the room to almost collide with Sam coming the other way, his face tense.


  ‘I can’t find Guess. And I’ve looked everywhere.’


  Maddie stared at him. She swallowed. ‘Everywhere? Are you sure?’


  ‘Of course I’m sure. Could you have left him outside this morning?’


  ‘No.’ Maddie shook her head even as she cast her mind back. She had been tired, but surely she remembered letting the dog back inside before she left for work. Didn’t she?


  Sam frowned, glared, and then turned to hurry out to the kitchen. Moments later Maddie heard the back door open as he started calling for the dog again. ‘Guess! C’mon boy! Guess!’


  Maddie rubbed her arm, gazing unseeingly at the passage wall and straining to picture Guess in the kitchen having breakfast. Glancing up at her with his black-lipped grin. Sam sounded fainter now, which meant he had gone outside, and this gave Maddie added impetus to find Guess, fast. She wanted that door locked again as soon as possible. She went into Ashley’s room first, only because it was next door, and searched, calling the dog’s name softly. Even opening up the wardrobe in case he had somehow become trapped inside. She tried Sam’s room next, even though that was surely the first place he’d looked. Opening the wardrobe only to have an avalanche of shoes and inside-out jeans tumble onto the floor. Impatiently, she left them where they were and turned to leave. And that was when she heard the sound, very faintly, nothing more than a sigh. Or perhaps a tail making a half-brush against the carpet.


  Maddie stopped, listening intently, but it didn’t come again. She went over to Sam’s bed and bobbed down, lifting up his doona and peering underneath, seeing nothing but the shadows of more shoes amongst the gloom. She was about to get up again when her eyes adjusted enough to see them. Two pinpricks of translucent light right up at the back.


  ‘Guess?’ she whispered, stretching out her spare hand. His tail moved again, but only slightly, the barest whisk. Maddie straightened, running over to the window and knocking on the glass. ‘Sam! Sam! I’ve found him!’ She could hear the panic in her voice because she already knew that this was not good. Not good at all.


  She hurried back around to bob down and check where Guess’s head was, then ran to the foot of the bed and, with one fluid motion, heaved the bed away from the wall at an angle. Now the dog was mostly visible, a black mound at the narrowest point, with only his eyes displaying life.


  ‘What the –’ Sam stood in the doorway, his eyes widening as he took in the situation. He jumped onto the bed and then dropped down so that he was kneeling right by Guess’s head, reaching one hand down to touch him.


  ‘Can you pick him up?’ asked Maddie, unable to lift the bed out any further with Sam on it.


  ‘Yep.’


  ‘Okay, you grab him, I’ll get the car started.’ She cast one more glance at Guess and then ran into her bedroom, grabbing her boots from the wardrobe and pulling them on. From there she ran down the passage and into the kitchen, where steam from the kettle was hissing angrily at the ceiling. She flicked it off and grabbed her handbag. She could hear Sam now, with heavier footsteps, so she paused at the back door, holding it open for him to come through with the dog in his arms. And now it was very clear how ill Guess was, his mouth half open with frothy drool lacing his gums. Like liquid doilies. His eyes swivelled around to her, the whites glistening, and she fancied she saw gratitude, relief. My family, at last, now I’m not alone. And she wanted to burst into tears, throw something, hit something. Explode.


  ‘What about Ashley?’


  ‘I’ve thought about that,’ said Maddie quickly, putting her hand on Guess’s head to protect it from the doorjamb. ‘I’ll leave you at the vet’s with Guess and come right back to wait for her. If the police come while I’m gone, well they’ve got my mobile number so they’ll ring anyway.’


  They hurried around to the car and Maddie opened the rear door for Sam, helping him slide inside with the dog held tightly on his lap. Guess’s eyes were closed, as if he felt he was able to relax now that they had things in hand. She ran around to the driver’s side and leapt in, starting the car up and reversing rapidly down the driveway. Glancing momentarily at Sam as she changed direction, both of them expressionless. Which in itself said more than either needed.


  Within ten minutes they were pulling up outside the local vet clinic, where Guess always got his inoculations and an annual trim for the summer. The glass windows shone with light and Maddie could see the receptionist inside, a young guy with jet-black spiky hair, talking on the phone. She turned to Sam quickly. ‘I’ll go ahead, unless you need a hand?’


  ‘You go,’ said Sam shortly, already opening the door and adjusting his hold on Guess.


  Maddie nodded and clambered out, slamming her door and then running into the clinic, through the automatic doors. She went straight to the counter where the receptionist was just hanging up the phone. ‘Please. Our dog has been poisoned.’ And then the words were out there, with a life of their own, couldn’t be taken back. Guess had been poisoned.


  The receptionist pressed a buzzer on the side of the counter and then hurried around to the doors, just as they slid open for Sam. Guess hung limply in his arms, his head tucked against Sam’s chest, his eyes still closed. Drool shone down the boy’s arm like moist track marks.


  ‘What have we got here?’ The vet, a middle-aged woman with a vivid red streak through her blonde hair, came hurrying through a far doorway that was surrounded by huge colourful cartoons of dogs, cats, rabbits. She reached them just as the receptionist was gently taking Guess from Sam. The dog’s head flopped, and then settled again.


  ‘He’s been poisoned,’ said Maddie, staring at the vet so that she wouldn’t have to look at Sam. ‘Most probably about two hours ago.’


  ‘Do you know what the substance was?’ The vet pulled open Guess’s eyelid and a crescent of white shone blindly. She glanced up at Sam, doing a double-take at his black eye. ‘Looks like he’s not the only one who’s been in the wars.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Maddie shortly.


  ‘So, the substance? And has the dog vomited?’


  ‘No. And no, I don’t think so.’ Maddie put out a hand, lightly touching Guess’s grey-black fur. She let it drop again. ‘Sorry.’


  ‘Okay, well we’ll just get him out the back and have a quick look. Try to stabilise him, and then we’ll come get your details.’ The vet shot them a smile that was meant to be reassuring but wasn’t, because its brevity only emphasised the urgency. The receptionist was already walking towards the far doorway with Guess in his arms so the vet ducked around him and went ahead.


  Maddie stared after them as they disappeared. One of the huge cartoon dogs had his paw on the top of the doorway, so that it looked as if he was wishing them luck.


  ‘Did Dad do it?’ asked Sam quietly.


  Maddie shrugged, still staring at the doorway. How did you articulate something like that? How did you accept something like that?


  ‘Will he be okay?’


  ‘I honestly don’t know.’ Maddie turned, finally, to face her son. He was staring at his feet, his arms now hugged across himself as if holding in some essence of Guess. An imprint. ‘But we couldn’t have got here any faster.’


  ‘Yeah.’ Sam glanced up and Maddie saw that his eyes were shining. He looked away again.


  Maddie put out her hand, rubbed his back. Over by the windows was a cluster of plastic chairs, all facing a television that had been suspended from the ceiling. ‘Come on, you might as well sit down.’ She used her hand to propel him slightly. The news was on, the volume low, showing a retired football player who was apparently being stalked by an unknown male. His house vandalised, acid thrown on cars, nuisance phone calls. ‘I’m not scared for me,’ said the burly man, holding back the tears, ‘but I’ve got two daughters. I’m scared for them.’


  Ashley.


  This thought was immediately followed by the oily, nauseous realisation that what had happened to Guess sent everything ricocheting to a whole new level. So that it wasn’t about mere logistics, like whether or not she was at home when the girl was delivered, but so much more. On the television was now grainy footage of the intruder in the front yard, caught on the football player’s elaborate security camera. But Maddie stared without really seeing because a singular thought had taken over. She had to get Ashley. And even though she knew she was overreacting, she didn’t unpack the thought, didn’t question it, because that was terrifying in itself. Instead she just acted on it, first getting up to check the closing time. Nine o’clock. Excellent. She turned to Sam, who was watching her questioningly. ‘I’m off to get Ashley. From your dad’s.’


  ‘Cool,’ Sam nodded, as if this made sense.


  ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can.’ Maddie stared at him for a moment and then ducked over, grabbing his face and kissing him on the cheek. Feeling the sparse stubble of his adolescent skin. She straightened before he had time to think, to wriggle free.


  The rain started again on the way to Silver’s Creek, just a thin drizzle that forced her to concentrate. She did, however, take the time to rehearse how she would play this out. Knowing that if he was there, with Ashley, it would mean the police hadn’t been yet. So the safest angle would be to pretend that she didn’t suspect him of what had happened to Guess, and insist, with a simulated expectation of coopera tion, that Ashley come along in case this was her last chance to say goodbye. Maddie even practised what she would say when he opened the door. Quickly, before he had time to say anything. This is an emergency, Jake, so we have to put everything else aside. It’s not about you and me. It’s about Ashley.


  But before she had coasted to a stop across the road, Maddie knew that it had been for nothing. The driveway was empty, while the house stared back at her through darkened lids. Not a single light anywhere. Disappointment and concern slithered greasily within the pit of her stomach like medicine that refused to settle. She thought fleetingly of going up to the house, peering through the windows and making sure, but there seemed to be no point. Instead she drummed her fingers against the steering wheel, trying to think. Where were they?


  And remembered, quite suddenly, the little green light blinking on the answering machine at home. Her fingers stopped instantly and, seconds later, Maddie was driving down the road and turning back towards the highway. Becoming steadily more convinced that it had been Ashley who had left the message, perhaps something that was going to explain everything. Make sense of this nightmare. Or maybe it was even to say that she was on her way home. Was there right this very minute. And then she, Maddie, could take the time to report the poisoning and head back to the veterinary hospital with Ashley in tow.


  Maddie pressed her foot down, driving as fast as she dared in the miserable conditions. Even so the trip seemed to take forever, although the clock on her dashboard read just six-eighteen as she pulled into the driveway. Being washed by disappointment, but not a huge amount of surprise, to realise that the lights were all off here as well. But knowing nevertheless that it was still the answering machine that was the key.


  She jumped out of the car, leaving her handbag on the floor, and ran. The drizzle was a little heavier now, appearing like magic out of the semi-darkness and coming in at an angle so that her jumper clung to her breasts by the time she reached the back door. Getting a momentary shock to see it wide open and then remembering the haste with which they had left. Maddie flicked the light on in the kitchen and threw her keys onto the table before going straight through to the lounge room and the answering machine. She jabbed Play, almost sliding her fi nger off the button with haste. The machine whirred, clunked, and then suddenly there was Ashley’s voice, so clear and so familiar that it was as if she was there herself. Almost.


  Hello, Mum? It’s me. I’m using Georgia’s phone because Dad took mine. Oh yeah, I already told you that. Anyway, like I’m at school and it’s...What time is it, George?...it’s ten in the morning. So what it is is that I thought I should tell you...George, can you go over there? This is private...that Sam’s got a big black eye. So, anyway, does that mean we can come home? You can ring me on Georgia’s phone, the number’s in our address book. Love you, see you.


  Maddie felt tears of frustration prick at her eyes. But even if she had checked the machine when she and Sam had got home, it would have been too late. If only Ashley had tried her on the mobile. But then again that had spent the better part of the day in the locker at work and she hadn’t checked it since. So maybe the girl had done exactly that. The machine whirred to the start of the next message and a strange woman’s voice rang out, tense and terse.


  Hello, we met a few weeks ago, at the airport. My name is Natalie and I’m a...friend of Jake’s. Your husband, I suppose I should say. I’m calling because frankly I can’t just sit by and do nothing. Let me just say this, you must be the most selfish, evil woman I have ever come across. To take a man’s children from him for all these years and then make him suffer like this even after he finds them again. To push him over the edge the way you have. I hope you’re happy. I don’t know how you live with yourself. You disgust me.


  And the machine stopped abruptly, with an audible clunk, before beginning to rewind. Maddie stared at it, stunned. The most selfish, evil woman? You disgust me? She sat down on the armrest of the couch, rubbing her arms as she glanced over at the broken window, with its patchwork of cardboard and masking tape. She thought of her dog, fighting for his life, and her son, with his black-blue, bloodshot eye. And yet she was evil? She was disgusting? It was all too wrong for words.


  ‘Hard to hear, isn’t it?’ asked Jake pleasantly. ‘Even though it’s the truth.’


  Maddie froze. Unable to turn in the direction of his voice.


  ‘But then you’ve never liked the truth, have you?’


  Adrenalin was trickling along her veins, but it seemed to ice over before it could do anything.


  ‘Oh, and thanks for leaving the door open. Although I did have my own set of keys.’


  The sound of keys jingling finally brought Maddie’s head around. He was standing in the passage doorway, swinging a pewter key ring around one finger. She stared at the word Twilight swinging gaily, along with a little silver apple. ‘Where is she?’


  ‘Don’t worry about her. Worry about yourself.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Maddie, but she had to force the word. It emerged harshly, like a croak.


  ‘Because I’m going to kill you. That’s why.’


  Her eyes flicked up to his face, searching for clues. But it was impassive, expressionless. So familiar and yet so very, very scary. A face she had once stroked, with the tips of her fingers, or watched hover above hers in fierce concentration as their bodies slid against each other. A sheen of sweat the only thing between them. She opened her mouth, but there was nothing left.


  ‘Oh, don’t bother trying to talk your way out of this one,’ Jake sighed, as if this was a cause for regret. ‘Too little, too late. You’ve left me with nothing to lose.’


  ‘You poisoned Guess.’


  ‘Good guess,’ he chuckled, the sound bizarre. ‘Get it? Good guess.’


  ‘Where’s Ashley?’


  He sighed again, but this time a little crossly. ‘I told you, she’s fine.’


  ‘I have a nosy neighbour.’ Maddie stood up slowly. ‘He’ll ring the police.’


  ‘Let’s recap, shall we?’ said Jake, as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘You promise till death do us part and all that, and then you throw everything away as soon as it starts getting a bit like hard work. But just to shut me up, you then promise that we’ll keep trying. Give it a go. Next, and this is the bit I really like,’ he smiled, as if inviting her to join in, ‘you tell me you’re coming back home. You even give me a date!’


  ‘I only did –’


  ‘That’s a whole lot of promises, isn’t it? And more fool me for still trusting you! What a fucking idiot!’ He shook his head, as if amazed. ‘So there I am. It was a Thursday. I finish work early and rush home. All excited. Get dressed up to the nines because we’re going out. Remember? To celebrate? And then I sit in the lounge room, waiting, wondering why you’re late. Do you know I even started to worry? Thought you’d been in an accident?’ Jake laughed flatly and then stared at her, his face suddenly grey. Like cement. ‘You really are a fucking class one bitch, aren’t you? I mean, who the fuck does that?’


  ‘Jake.’ Maddie got his name out but it tasted thick and damp, like soggy bread.


  He held his hand up, smiled, but it was if his lips were forced. Stretching into an oddly frightening caricature. ‘But wait, there’s more!’


  ‘Jake...’


  The smile quivered, and then vanished, as if the effort had been too much. He took a step into the lounge room and then stopped. ‘So for six years I spend every last minute, and almost every last cent, hunting you down. Putting my life on hold, living through every Christmas, every birthday. Until I finally find you. Them. And I get my day in court, get my kids back. But even then there’s no fucking happy ever after, is there? Not with you in the picture. No, you just keep on brainwashing them and now you’re after my fucking house as well! Christ all fucking mighty!’


  Maddie found her voice. ‘What did you expect?’


  ‘What I deserved, that’s what!’


  ‘Oh, you’ll get that,’ said Maddie softly, almost under her breath, while moving slightly to her right behind the couch. ‘Don’t worry about that.’


  ‘What did you say?’ Jake took another step forward, so that he was beside the computer desk. He took the swivel chair by the backrest and rolled it smoothly across the carpet until it was in front of him, like a guard.


  ‘Nothing.’


  ‘Come on,’ he pushed the chair forward and then pulled it back again. And now his grin seemed genuine. ‘Give it a go. Make a run for it.’


  Maddie watched him intently, tensing every time he moved. It was like he was a matador, and the chair his red cape.


  ‘If I’d had enough time I’d have gone home, got the rifle. Made it easier on you.’


  Maddie glanced up from the chair to his face. And she was staring straight into the barrel of the gun. A ring of smooth, cold steel that was perfectly steady, with not even a tremble to indicate doubt. But she didn’t drop her gaze, couldn’t drop her gaze, because that was all she had.


  ‘Except this time it would’ve been for real. No blanks.’


  ‘You gave it up,’ she said hoarsely. ‘The rifle. Years ago. At that amnesty.’


  ‘You’d believe anything. But it doesn’t matter anyway. It’s not here so it has to be the hard way. Sorry about that.’


  Maddie felt a whisper of cold moist air massage the back of her neck, from the broken window, where the masking tape had come loose. It invigorated her, sharpened her senses. ‘It doesn’t have to be like this. It never did.’


  ‘Oh my god!’ Jake moved forward with the chair, stopping just in front of the couch. ‘You are such a little liar! You know as well as I do that you’ve backed me into a corner. Turned my kids against me. I can just imagine what you would’ve had them say at this thing tomorrow. All lies and exaggeration, that’s your style. Oh, and the pièce de résistance, let’s not forget that. Traipsing straight down to the cops.’


  ‘You hit him!’ said Maddie, instantly incensed. ‘Gave him a black eye!’


  ‘And that’s a reason to go to the fucking cops?’


  ‘Yes!’


  ‘No!’ he roared, and quite suddenly thrust the chair to his left and lurched forward, so that it seemed he was about to vault straight over the couch.


  Maddie reared backwards, automatically, and then made her move. Bounding to the right around the couch and leaping forward. Seeing the brightly lit kitchen, the open back door, all just ahead, almost within reach. She stretched a hand out, as if that would help her speed, and then suddenly she was flying sideways, hitting the television with force, crumpling to the ground. With the swivel chair on top of her, its castors rotating uselessly in the air.


  ‘Got you!’ said Jake, laughing as though this was a mutually enjoyable game.


  Maddie groaned and then rose slowly to her knees, trying to push the chair off her. Her shoulder throbbed painfully and she also knew her hip was badly hurt, from where she had hit the television. And then suddenly the chair was lifted clear and she looked up, stunned, almost grateful, to find Jake holding it poised in the air. Grinning. And she had just enough time to crouch and cover her head with her hands before it hit her again, across the back this time. She cried out, a high-pitched whimper that sounded animal-like, desperate.


  ‘Having fun yet?’ asked Jake cheerfully. ‘Want to ring the cops?’


  Maddie shook her head, then twisted so that she could look at him through the armrest of the chair. Her back ached sharply. ‘Have you thought about the kids? If you hurt me?’


  ‘Oh, I’ve thought of little else.’ Jake hoisted the chair off her yet again, but this time even as she flinched, preparing herself, he tossed it casually back towards the computer. It struck the desk, gouging the soft pine, and then rebounded off to settle with a wobble, ridiculously upright. ‘And the truth is that I couldn’t do them a bigger favour if I tried.’


  Maddie struggled to her feet quickly. The painful effort well worth it because she felt so much less vulnerable upright. ‘That’s not true.’


  Instead of answering Jake took a step towards her, grinning when she took an automatic step back. Another step, and she was now pressed against the wall. He stood there, only centimetres away, staring at her with that odd, horrible smile.


  As she maintained eye contact Maddie thought furiously, assessing her options. There was no point trying to run as he was far too close. Which left fighting back, which would delay and probably even exacerbate the inevitable but at least give her a small degree of satisfaction. Or she could try and extricate herself with words. Promises, whatever it took.


  ‘So how many men have you fucked?’


  Maddie blinked, stunned. ‘Pardon?’


  ‘You heard me.’ Jake wasn’t smiling now. ‘How many in the past six years? Huh?’


  ‘None.’


  ‘Christ, you really are a fucking liar. There’s no way you’d last that long. Not you.’


  Maddie shook her head, not wanting this conversation.


  ‘So how many?’


  ‘Not as many as you,’ she shot back. ‘Not with your Natalie.’


  He raised his eyebrows, lowered them again. ‘Actually you could take a few lessons from her. Pretty good in the sack, that one.’


  Maddie stared at him, letting the words bounce off her. Like a cartoon she had once seen, years ago, with Gulliver brushing off the Lilliputians’ tiny arrows.


  ‘Gives great head. Amazing.’


  She elongated her spine, despite the pain in her back, making herself taller.


  ‘Loyal too. Do anything for me.’


  ‘Well, I hope you two are very happy together.’


  ‘Shut the fuck up.’


  Maddie flinched, surprised by the sudden turn. She watched him warily, trying to anticipate what would come next. Knowing she had never had much idea, and she had even less now.


  ‘You ruined my life. You ruined my life.’


  Maddie shook her head. ‘No, I didn’t.’


  ‘Taking my kids. Turning them against me.’


  ‘No,’ she said softly, staring. ‘You did that. You stupid fool.’


  His fist shot forward and connected with the left side of her chin, bouncing her head back against the wall. The plaster caved with the force, retaining a clear oval impression as she whipped her head back again and lifted her arms to protect it. But the next blow was to her stomach, a full-force clenched fist that folded her in two, hands now clasped around her waist as she heaved. Trying to draw breath and throw up at the same time. And now the blows rained down, head, chest, stomach, arms, so that she slid down the wall until she was sitting on the floor, knees up and arms over her head. Making herself as small a target as possible. Groaning, moaning, grunting, yelping as the heavy, relentless punches found their marks across her body.


  They stopped, quite suddenly, and Maddie could hear him breathing. But she barely had time to regroup before she felt his fingers entwine themselves through her hair and she knew, without any doubt, what would happen next. Sure enough she was lifted, by the hair, scrabbling to her feet to ease the pressure and then stretching onto her tiptoes. Sliding her eyes across to meet his, hating him so much at this moment that it felt as if it had seeped through her veins in place of blood. So that she was fuelled by her hatred, given life by it. And she had to give back, she had no choice. Lashing out with her foot with as much force as she could muster from this position, kicking him hard in the shin. Feeling the bone through the toe of her boots, and getting a huge amount of joy from the way he sagged, albeit briefly.


  Her joy was short-lived. Almost as soon as he straightened, Jake backhanded her across the face with his free hand. Holding her hair tight with the other so that her head hardly moved at all, despite the force of the slap.


  ‘Where’s Sam?’


  Maddie tried to shake her head, unwilling to verbalise her refusal.


  He backhanded her again, even harder. ‘Where’s Sam?’


  She stared at him, eyes flicking to the back of the hand poised in the air. And she closed her eyes.


  The hand flew down and Maddie felt her lip split, like watermelon, blood trickling into her open mouth. She sucked it in, mixing it with saliva, and then spat into his face, opening her eyes to watch it hit his cheek and then dribble down like a thick, bloody teardrop.


  ‘You just don’t learn,’ he said matter-of-factly, as if her attempts to retaliate were more pitiful than annoying. ‘And I have to accept that you never, ever will.’ As soon as he finished talking he slipped his right hand out of her hair and then ran it gently down the side of her face, almost sensuously, finishing at her neck where his left hand was now positioned on the other side. Circling her neck with them both, fingertips touching at the back, thumbs at the front, and then staring into her eyes. Watching the terror slowly build as realisation dawned, feeding off it.


  Maddie knew what was next, knew that this time there would be no reprieve. She thought fleetingly of Sam, sitting down at the vet clinic, waiting for her, and of Ashley, god knows where. How would they grow up now? Who would take them? She ached with the unfairness of it before his hands started to squeeze and then the ache around her neck took precedence. It blossomed, becoming rapidly huge, terrifying, all-encompassing. She lifted both her hands and clawed at his, feeling her eyes begin to bulge, her knees to cave. And everything blurred into two Jakes, both grim with concentration, and it seemed terribly ironic that they would be the last thing she saw. Then they became shadows also as everything went grey, fading into black.


  And she was free. Sliding down the wall in a jumble of loose limbs to collapse at his feet. Stretching one arm out for support as she sucked in air, trying to drag it down past the dry, grinding ache within her throat. Staring at the carpet because she couldn’t, wouldn’t, look at him.


  ‘You really thought I was going to kill you, hey?’


  Maddie put her other arm forward and tried to pull her body towards the kitchen, where the light shone so brightly.


  ‘You should be so lucky.’ His voice still had that rational pragmatism that was actually scarier than his anger. ‘No, killing you would be doing you a favour.’


  If she could scream then Tom might hear. She dragged in more air, swallowed, trying to lubricate her throat with saliva, and then let out a hoarse rasp. A death rattle. ‘Now I asked you before where he was. Sam?’


  A dribble of bloody saliva suspended itself from her mouth, and then plopped down onto the carpet. Maddie watched numbly as it soaked into the fibres, and then she gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head.


  For a few moments nothing happened and then Jake kicked her, casually in the leg. ‘Doesn’t matter, one’ll do. Now look at me. I want to see your face when I tell you this.’


  Maddie stared fixedly at the carpet, not even bothering to shake her head.


  ‘I said to look at me.’ He waited for a moment and then kicked her again, harder this time. And again. Finally she turned her head slowly, looking up at him. ‘That’s better. You never were a quick learner, were you? Same as you believed me when I said I’d come here to kill you. But why the fuck would I kill you?’ He nudged her thigh with his foot, as if she was roadkill. ‘Where’s the punishment there? No, what I’ve got in mind is a whole lot better. Something that’ll stay with you forever.’


  Maddie tried to focus on one of his features, to drown out the words. The grooves bracketing his mouth, or the tic pulsing softly under his eye, or the way his bottom lip softened, almost petulantly. Anything but the eyes, with their oily flatness.


  ‘Even so you’ll be doing better than I did, because I only get to take one of them with me, not both. But I want you to feel a little of what I did, when I lost them. And remember this.’ He paused as he squatted down by her side, so that his face was only inches away. And finally, his voice quavered with emotion. ‘That it’s your fault, you fucking low-life bitch. You left me no choice, none at all. Understand? Your fault. The whole. Fucking. Thing.’


  Tiny drops of spittle landed on her cheek with the last two words. Maddie dropped her eyes, staring instead at his hand and, bizarrely, her ceramic frog that was clutched in his fingers. Where had that come from? And when? One set of splayed, gold-tipped toes stuck out from between his fingers and then suddenly the frog began to rise and it was waving goodbye. Instinctively she followed its progress with her eyes and put one hand out to try to stop it. But she was too weak and it was too quick and by the time it began its descent all she could do was close her eyes. And then there was a split-second of the most incredible, amazing, mind-blowing pain before everything went black.


  TWENTY-FIVE


  She was staring at a ceramic frog. It had bulging tortoiseshell eyes and gold-tipped toes, as if it had just had a pedicure. And she wanted to wave but couldn’t, because her arms and legs weren’t working. Which was almost as annoying as the fact she knew there was something she had to do, something really important, and she couldn’t remember. It floated just out of reach, but if only she could get moving, then maybe she could grasp it. Because this was critical. Urgent. Otherwise someone would be gone, someone precious, and it would be all her fucking fault. All. Her. Fucking. Fault.


  Maddie came to slowly, her face pressed against the carpet. Light filtered in from the kitchen to spill across the room in a triangular swathe that didn’t include her. Consciousness was rapidly followed by fierce pain that bloomed across her body, with nothing spared. She licked her lips, grimacing at the salty, metallic taste, and put a hand to her head as she sat up. Bringing it down again to stare at the blood that was smeared across her fingers. Watermelon juice. It all blurred quite suddenly, and then swam back into focus. She blinked and gazed around, her hand still held out as if making an offering. The room was empty. Was it supposed to be empty?


  Ashley.


  The thought slipped in, as slick as the blood on her hand, to coalesce within her mind with an urgency that was puzzling. Maddie took a deep, even breath, trying to unpack the feeling and what it might mean. She stared at the swivel chair by the computer and suddenly saw it being pushed at her, feinted this way and that. And there was Jake’s face and he was punching her and she was curled forward with her back against the wall and now she was being choked and she was going to die. Maddie put a hand up to her throat, instinctively, and it ached with a dullness that went beyond skin and muscle and larynx, permeating even emotion. The shock, the fear, the terror. But why hadn’t he followed through? Had she escaped?


  Trying to turn the doorknob, only to have it slip between her sweat-slicked hands. Wiping them desperately down her pants before wrapping them back around the knob and twisting until it turned – oh my god, it turned – and the door came open, the night air rushing towards her and giving her strength. Flinging herself through the doorway as she felt, or thought she felt, his fingers brush against her back.


  She stood up using the wall as leverage. Feeling her hip falter under the weight. Then she began a limping progress towards the brightness of the kitchen, vaguely remembering how desperately she had tried to reach it earlier. She could hear the rain outside, thrumming methodically on the roof. And now she could hear him too, talking to her, trying to tell her something. I want you to feel a little of what I did, when I lost them. She paused in the doorway, staring at her car keys on the table.


  Ashley.


  Suddenly it was all clear, swimming into focus. Making sense. He never intended to kill her, he intended to punish her and the best way of doing that was through the children. To do what she had, albeit with just one child. Doesn’t matter, one’ll do. He was going to take Ashley away. Now. Maddie turned quickly, swept by a brief wave of giddiness, and hobbled over to the phone. She pressed 000, jabbing at the buttons, feeling a wave of relief when the operator answered.


  ‘Emergency. Police, fire or ambulance?’


  She licked her lips, moistening them for speech. Sliding the word out. ‘Police please.’


  ‘What town are you calling from?’


  ‘Badgerton. I need the police please.’


  ‘And what state are you calling from?’


  Maddie felt tears of frustration prick at her eyes. ‘Victoria!’


  ‘I am now connecting you to the police service.’ There was a hollow, echoing pause and then a male voice came on the line, sounding ridiculously young. ‘What’s the problem, please?’


  ‘My husband is about to kidnap our daughter,’ said Maddie rapidly, the words tripping over each other. ‘He’s going to take her away to punish me.’


  ‘And he told you this?’ asked the young police officer.


  ‘Yes!’


  ‘Do you have any court orders in place?’


  Maddie hesitated, suddenly realising that, despite everything, today was Jake’s day. This brought a hysterical laugh hurtling up her throat and she cut it off painfully, making it splutter wetly against the phone. But then there was the intervention order, surely that would make a difference. ‘He beat me.’


  ‘Tonight?’


  ‘Yes. Choked me and then knocked me unconscious.’


  ‘What is your address, ma’am?’


  Maddie knew, quite suddenly, that he would send someone out here to talk to her. Assess the situation. Probably an ambulance as well, and she would be taken to hospital for examination. While the minutes trickled away, and Jake got even more of a head start than he already had. She leant sideways, so that she could see the clock on the microwave out in the kitchen. Seven-fifty.


  ‘Your address, ma’am?’


  She hung up, another wave of dizziness hitting her so strongly that she had to grasp the back of the swivel chair for support. She used it to lurch forward into the kitchen. Here she paused, taking a series of even breaths until she felt quite steady. Then she swept the car keys from the table and limped slowly, carefully, up to the door, opening it, passing through and outside into the rain. Letting the thin, steady shower wake her even more. She slid into the car and stared at her handbag on the passenger seat. Where had that come from? Shaking her head as she turned the car over and then reversed down the driveway and out onto the road. Where she stopped, headlights shining ahead into the rain, while she tried to decide what was next. Where would he go?


  Mont Gully. Without a doubt. Because he would need to pack, and that was where he had most of his things, and also because he wouldn’t risk going back to the Silver’s Creek house. He would know, for starters, that there were assault charges waiting to be served there. No, it would be Mont Gully, where he would get documents from the filing cabinet, empty out his combination safe in the study, and do whatever it took to convince Ashley to cooperate. Mont Gully, because a man’s home is his castle and there was no better place to take stock.


  Maddie pressed her foot down and shot forward, the car slithering sideways on the wet road. She straightened quickly, without slowing, and headed for the highway. Figuring he had about an hour or so head start and he probably would have counted on more, given the whack he had given her head. Which meant she might well make it, but only if she hurried. She sat forward in the seat, peering at the beams of light and the rain-slicked road, concentrating fiercely. Leaving Badgerton behind and heading bullet-like down the highway towards Melbourne.


  Her concentration was so total that it was not until well past the halfway point that Maddie suddenly remembered Sam. Sitting at the Badgerton veterinary clinic, with Guess. She reached across the seat, scrabbling through her bag until she found her mobile phone. Holding it up and then glancing from it to the road ahead as she entered Hannah’s number.


  ‘Hello?’


  Maddie stretched her lips, licking them to give the words traction. Feeling the split pull. ‘Hannah, this is Maddie. I need you to do me a favour. Please.’


  ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Hannah quickly, instantly concerned. ‘You sound...odd. Are you drunk again?’


  ‘No! I just need you to listen.’ Maddie paused as she passed a slow-moving station wagon and then swung back into the left lane. ‘I need you to go to Badgerton right now and pick up Sam from the vet clinic there. It’s in the main street.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘And I need you to ring them first.’ Maddie glanced at the clock on the dashboard. ‘Because they close soon. The number’ll be in the Yellow Pages. Apologise, say it was an emergency. Ask them to hang on to him until you get there.’


  ‘Mattie, what is going on?’


  ‘I don’t have time right now.’ Maddie frowned as a truck whooshed past on the other side of the road, spraying her car with water. She flicked her windscreen wipers up a notch. ‘Just give Sam my love, tell him I’m sorry. That everything’ll be okay. Keep him at your place, and whatever you do don’t let him out of your sight.’


  ‘Mattie...’


  ‘I’ll ring later.’ Maddie pressed End and threw the phone over onto her handbag. On the seat where only yesterday her daughter had sat, close enough to touch. Safe and sound. How could she have sent her back? She sucked her lip and stared ahead, away from the seat and Ashley and what would happen when she arrived, focusing instead on the illuminated swathe of road before her and the rain falling sideways across it. Liquid diamonds glistening as they plummeted. Splattering lightly against her windscreen, only to be swept away by the wipers. Over and over and over, with the same hypnotising thud-whoosh, thud-whoosh, thud-whoosh, until that sound and that motion was all there was.


  And she was crawling underneath a bush, a good place to hide. Huddling into a ball, arms wrapped around her legs, head down. Allowing the ache of her entire body to enfold her within like a patchwork quilt. Knowing she could match each segment, each patch, with what she had endured. The throat which rasped like sandpaper, the throbbing muscles of her thighs, the stiffness of her spine, the fierce, blinding headache that travelled from her skull along each strand of hair as if they were vital organs themselves. All coming together to blind her within the agony of their demands.


  A truck horn exploded at her through the darkness and Maddie jerked the steering wheel across, bringing her car back into the lane. The horn roared past and then faded into her wake as she stared wide-eyed through the windscreen, her heart pounding. She continued driving for a few minutes and then slapped herself across the face, wincing at both the pain and the irony. The rain had become heavier, the thin sprinkly droplets now fat and heavy. Maddie wound her window down and put one hand out, scooping up some water and then bringing it inside to splash across her face. It felt cold, but wonderful.


  She pulled across the rear-vision mirror, glancing from the road to her face and back again. Taking in the split lip with its lip-liner crusting of black-red blood, and the dusting of blue along her jawline and under the left eye which itself puffed heavily down towards her cheek. As if that side of her face was melting. But what shocked her most of all was her pallor, the flat sheen of ivory with her eyes like bullet holes within. Maddie closed her eyes, briefly, just to acknowledge the damage. Then she pushed the mirror away, adjusting it briskly as she concentrated on the road ahead.


  The long, lonely highway soon gave way to clusters of suburbia and brightly lit industrial sites as she neared Melbourne. And the rain gradually vanished, leaving heavy overcast skies that obscured the moon and left everything a gun-metal grey. Then the lights of the Westgate Bridge soared up before her, looping majestically over the bay and down towards the city. The wind was gusty at the summit, thundering against her car and sweeping her along as if it was on her side. Go for it, Maddie, you can do it! You’re almost there! She took the Monash Freeway out of town, grimly satisfied by the lack of traffic, and turned up Fern-tree Gully Road, hurtling along the dark, damp streets.


  And then she was in Mont Gully, turning off the main road and into the labyrinth of roads that made up their estate. She checked the time. Nine forty-five. This was true suburbia, with uniformly brick houses and native gardens with lots of pine chip and brightly lit carriage lanterns. She drove automatically. Left, right, around the roundabout and straight, another right and then one final left. With her heart beating so hard and so fast that it felt her ribs might crack. Straining to see if a car was parked where it really mattered. And it was. Maddie let her breath out and it felt amazing, with even her pain vanishing, just for a moment. She coasted down into the bowl of the court and then pulled up at the kerb, right by the house. In no hurry now that she was actually here, she sat still, watching carefully for a curtain to twitch back. The silhouette in the doorway, the slither of light.


  The house was not well lit, with just a faint light coming from somewhere towards the back, perhaps the main bedroom. Maddie frowned, because this didn’t make much sense. Neither did the fact that the outside light wasn’t on and there was no activity anywhere. No packing or hurrying or rushing around. No television or music or wavering shadows within. Maddie let her eyes flick slowly from one end of the house to the other, pausing at each window. Nothing. She reached behind and snared her mobile from the top of her handbag. Bringing it over to dial a well-remembered number. Seconds later she heard it ringing, from deep within the house. On and on and on, each ring like a death knell, until it finally rang out.


  Maddie held the phone against her ear for a while longer, gazing at the house. Perhaps there’d been another car. She started going through every word she could remember him having said, every nuance, to see if there was something she’d missed. I get to take one of them with me. And I want you to feel a little of what I did, when I lost them. She took a deep breath, through the nose, to keep steady. Telling herself that even if she’d missed them, it wasn’t the end of the world. Ashley wasn’t a baby and it was going to be next to impossible to just disappear. She would find her. And then she heard his voice, slithering into her thoughts. Cheerful, triumphant, rational. Where’s the punishment there? And his laugh, oily, flat. No, what I’ve got in mind is a whole lot better. Something that’ll stay with you forever.


  Maddie whipped around to face the house once more, her eyes huge. A wave of dizziness hit her and she shook her head, because it was impossible. Yet nothing on earth would punish her more completely, more irreparably. And suddenly dread was uncurling within her gut like living tissue, blossoming outward, feeding off the worst of her imaginings. Ashley. But it couldn’t be true, because he wouldn’t do that. He loved them, loved his daughter. Maddie licked the split across her bottom lip, feeling the sharp pain rasp against her tongue. Then she lifted the phone again, jabbed triple 0 fiercely, fearfully, and waited for an answer. Without taking her eyes off the house.


  ‘Emergency. Police, fire or ambulance?’


  Maddie held the phone tighter. ‘Listen please, because I only have time to say this once. I am in my car outside Number 8 Lancelot Court, Mont Gully in Victoria and I have reason to believe that my daughter is...that my husband has done something to my daughter. He beat me earlier and made...threats against her. I am going inside right now but I need you to send someone, quickly, in case he is there. Because I have no doubt that he will kill me or...’ She paused, licked her lips again. ‘I will most definitely kill him.’


  ‘Ma’am! Stay on the line! I need –’


  Maddie pressed End and threw the phone behind her, towards the passenger seat. Then she got out of the car slowly and, leaving the door open behind her, walked steadily towards the house with the keys in her hand. Adrenalin still coursed through her veins, but it was now as cold as an anaesthetic. She reached the front door and pressed the blue doorbell, listening to it echo within the house. And then the silence that followed. She jumbled through her keys, isolating one that hadn’t been used for years. Feeling it slip perfectly into the lock, and being washed by a sadness that only added to her fear. Pushing the door open, staring into the gloom. Then she stepped inside, into the foyer with its miniature palm tree and its cheerful Margaret Olley print.


  Now she could see that the light was coming from the master bedroom, down past the kitchen, so she started walking quietly, warily, in that direction. Her heartbeat was a drum solo, attacking her chest, trying to climb into her throat. Reverberating inside her head, pulsing behind her eyes. But terror was no match for the toxic dread, growing with every second that passed. She ignored the lounge room, the couch a curved mound in the darkness, and went straight to the kitchen and meals area, where a streetlight shone at an angle through the front window. Maddie paused, listening, but there was nothing.


  She had a strong, eerie sensation of being watched, perhaps by someone who had just slipped out of the room, leaving behind a residual aura that refused to settle. So she looked around, peering into the shadowy corners, over her shoulder. And then, on the island bench, saw his car keys. She staggered sideways, suddenly faint, slapping one hand up to her mouth. Hitting it a little too hard so that the lip split open again, trickling blood down into the cleft of her chin. Maddie wiped her mouth roughly as she ran to the cutlery drawer, ripped it open and pulled out a large knife. Holding the knife before her as she left the kitchen and walked slowly, shakily, down the passage towards the main bedroom. The door was half-closed, with light spilling out silently.


  She adjusted her fingers around the knife, drew her bottom lip into her mouth to suck it, took a couple of long, deep breaths. Then she reached out and pushed with her fingertips, remaining still as the door swung smoothly inwards. And there he was. Lying full-length on the bed, floodlit by the chandelier above, one hand still wrapped around the rifle that rested along his body. Mouth open and eyes staring straight towards the ceiling with the marbled flatness of a river rock.


  Maddie dropped her knife, sucking in air and then letting it out in a whimper of pure, absolute panic. She wanted to back away, escape. She swayed, just slightly, as hysteria blossomed within her brain like a haemorrhage. Then she used the doorframe to push herself off, sprinting down the passage to Ashley’s bedroom. Listening to someone saying, ‘Oh no, no, no, no,’ over and over again, and knowing, all the time, that it was her. Also knowing, deep within where it was denied a voice, that it was already too late.


  She burst into the bedroom with none of her earlier caution. Unable to see anything in the darkness and flushed with fresh fury because of it. That he had given himself light and denied his child the same. She reached out to flick on the switch and realised that she was already crying, the tears burning with anger and despair and a refusal to accept what she knew she would see. Then staring aghast at the mound, so terribly small, under the Winnie the Pooh doona on the bed.


  Maddie folded into a squat, clenching her fists and beating them against her thighs. Shaking her head in denial. After a moment she straightened enough to lurch over to the bed, reach out one hand, snatch it back, and then, ever so slowly, reach out once more and unsteadily peel the doona back. Only to collapse, sobbing, crumpling into a pile by the bed. Keening her name over and over again. ‘Ashley, Ashley, Ashley.’ Condensing it into a single syllable that slid out in a plea. Not knowing what to do, who to tell, how to get this undone. Because it shouldn’t have happened, it wasn’t fair, they didn’t deserve this. Not Ashley, not Courtney, not even her.


  She lifted her head, pushing the heels of her hands against her eyes to stop the tears and the pain. Then she pulled herself up into a half-sitting position, using the bed as support, each limb, each organ, made of cement. Reaching out to run a trembling hand through Ashley’s hair. Her daughter would have looked as if she was sleeping were it not for the neat, red-lipped bullet hole above her left eye. Maddie tipped her own head back, gasping for air to drag down a thickening throat, staring at the ceiling, not knowing how she could possibly survive this feeling of overwhelming despair. Ashley’s arm flopped from the bed, her hand cupped upwards like a religious deity. Maddie reached out and took it, without thinking, feeling the coolness of her daughter’s skin. She ran her finger lightly around the palm. Round and round the garden, like a teddy bear. One step, two steps – and tickle you under there.


  But the rhyme sagged. Weighed down by both anguish and a growing anger, rapidly becoming the biggest, most mind-numbing anger she had ever experienced or ever thought she could. Anger that he had done this, and anger that he had then removed himself from the equation so that there could be no consequences for him. No being held accountable, no punishment, no nothing.


  Bright blue light suddenly filled the room, eerily silent, whipping around, and through the window Maddie could see headlights coming down the court, with the flashing blue light above. The police were here. She turned back to Ashley because it didn’t matter about them, made absolutely no difference whatsoever. Not now.


  Maddie leant across to pull Ashley’s hair forward, making a sweeping fringe that covered the crisply nasty hole. But the girl’s beautiful skin was so cold to the touch, almost reptile-like, and it reminded Maddie suddenly of Jake’s eyes. Which she would never have to see again. Ever. Never have to worry about, never have to look for in a crowd, never have to imagine were just about to confront her. Wherever. That part of her life was over, never to come again. There was sharp knocking from the other end of the house, someone calling out. And Maddie suddenly groaned, a moistly primeval sound that surged from her soul. Because the price for freedom had always been high; but this time, oh god, this time it was a debt she would be paying for the rest of her life. Without end.


  EPILOGUE


  The room was filling rapidly when Rebecca arrived. A cork-coloured concertina divider, which normally separated the space into two, had been pulled back to allow for more chairs, but even so it was already evident that latecomers would have to stand. At the very front, facing the rows of seating, was a raised platform holding a long table with several chairs and a wooden podium. A laptop computer sat open on the table, together with a water jug and several glasses. Directly behind the podium, and covering a large amount of wall space, was an LCD screen that glowed faintly in the fluorescent-lit room. A single word stood out in bold relief: Welcome!


  Rebecca hesitated and then was gently forced forward by the momentum of those behind. She paused again by a table at the entrance, which held an array of pamphlets and brochures and even fridge magnets, and she felt a sudden hiccup of laughter as she pictured David’s face if he saw one of those stuck to their fridge at home. She swallowed quickly, and went on past.


  A large, florid-faced woman had now taken a seat on the platform and was holding an animated discussion with some women in the front row. Rebecca found a seat right at the back, in the corner. She set her mobile to silent, figuring that although she would probably have a good hour before he rang next, it was better to be safe than sorry. This way she would feel the vibration of his call and be able to leave quickly, so that he would be none the wiser.


  She left the phone lying in her lap and glanced around surreptitiously at the others in the room. Mostly women, and a few men who all looked like they might work in the sector. But then it was so hard to tell, she of all people knew that. She imagined telling any of her friends, or her family, or her parents, especially given that her father was a retired policeman himself. And the wall of disbelief she would face. Not David, no. Sure he can have a bit of a temper but...no, not David. He’s not the type. No way.


  The plump blonde woman beside Rebecca shuffled around to face someone on the other side. ‘Hey, have you ever heard her talk?’


  ‘No, have you?’


  ‘Yep, went to a forum in town last year where she was a guest speaker. Very impressive. She sort of strikes the right balance between talking about what happened to her without making it, well, gratuitous. Or a competition. You know, you show me your scar and I’ll show you mine.’


  ‘God, Deb,’ her companion gave a short laugh. ‘Your compassion never fails to amaze me.’


  ‘No, I didn’t mean it like that.’ Deb sounded impatient. ‘Just that I think there can be a danger with this sort of thing that it’s a bit too much shock value and too little depth.’


  ‘Maybe the shock value is the depth.’


  ‘I’m not explaining myself well.’ Deb went silent for a moment and Rebecca imagined the woman frowning as she searched out the right words. ‘I think it’s that she ties everything together. Creates the bigger picture. And then uses that to talk about what needs to be done. Maybe it’s the background in law.’


  ‘Well she’s certainly attracted a fair crowd.’


  Deb twisted around to survey the room. She nodded. ‘She always does. A great advocate.’


  The room was almost full now, and those who had been milling around the entrance were hurriedly finding seats. It suddenly occurred to Rebecca that they all knew exactly what they were doing, why they were there. All of them confident, all of them connected. And she didn’t belong. This last thought arrived with such force that the only thing stopping her from getting up and escaping, right then, was the embarrassment. The idea of going against the tide towards the door. So she sat perfectly still, staring down at the phone on her lap and feeling nauseous.


  ‘Can I have your attention please?’


  Rebecca’s head jerked up obediently as the room quietened. At the front table the florid-faced woman, who had just spoken, had been joined by two others. On her left was an older lady who had taken over the laptop, and on her right was a brunette, somewhat younger. Rebecca stared at her, suddenly sure that this was who she had come to hear. There was something about her face, or within her face, that spoke a particular language understood by both too few and too many.


  The florid woman used the table to help herself to her feet. She cleared her throat. ‘First I’d like to welcome you all here today and say how gratifying it is for us,’ she paused here and gestured fleetingly towards her older companion, ‘to see such a wonderful turnout. Now, often at speeches it’s customary for the person introducing the speaker to say something like “such and such needs no introduction”, and then proceed to do exactly that for about ten minutes.’ She paused again as a sprinkling of light laughter rippled through the room. ‘Well, when I say that the lady sitting next to me needs no introduction I really mean it. Over the past six years she has made a name for herself as one of the country’s most effective advocates against family violence, having used her own tragedy to drive the message home. So without further ado...’


  The brunette rose slowly and, as applause drowned out the ending of the florid woman’s speech, made her way to the podium. Rebecca stared at her hungrily. She looked a little older under the fluorescents, but they were still of a similar age. Beside Rebecca, the plump blonde was clapping enthusiastically, and the sound seemed too loud and too fractured. Finally the applause began to break up, hiccupping into silence.


  At the podium, the brunette reached forward to adjust the microphone. As if this was a cue, the Welcome! sign on the giant screen behind was suddenly and shockingly replaced by the side-on image of a battered woman. And although everyone present knew why they were here, and what they were about to hear, the picture still drew gasps. A cloud of dark brown hair had been pulled back to better depict the livid bruise that began at the eye and then continued on down the curve of the cheek. Shades of peacock blue, with just a trace of dirty yellow fraying the edges.


  The woman waited for a few moments as everybody took in the picture and realised, slowly, that it was her. After about a minute the picture imploded, so that the last segment to crumple was the bruise itself. And another picture unfurled across the screen, like a flag, almost as shocking as the first but only because of the difference. Because this one shone with happiness. It showed the woman again, but this time she was uninjured and laughing and it was almost like a whole other person. Close beside her in the picture, and grinning also, was a rather good-looking young man, around twenty years old. With just enough resemblance to suggest that he might be her son. Awkwardly stretched across both their laps, getting his tummy scratched, was a blue roan cocker spaniel with an undocked tail, tongue lolling across black lips and candy-pink gums.


  Rebecca stared at the picture, drinking it in. Only when it began to ripple did she transfer her attention back to the speaker. Who was looking steadily around the room, her gaze lingering slightly every now and again. As the glance flicked in her direction, settled for a moment, Rebecca hunched herself into her chair, feeling a surge of both embarrassment and warmth.


  And finally the brunette leant forward towards the microphone. ‘Good afternoon and thank you all so very much for coming. My name is Maddie McCourt and I’m a survivor...’
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