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You hit me, you hit me, now you have to kiss me.
—SCHOOL YARD CHANT



Pirriwee Public School
.. . where we live and learn by the sea!
Pirriwee Public is a BULLY-FREE ZONE!
We do not bully.
We do not accept being bullied.
We never keep bullying a secret.
We have the courage to speak up if we see our friends bullied.

We say NO to bullies!



1.

hat doesn’t sound like a school trivia night,” said Mrs. Patty
Ponder to Marie Antoinette. “That sounds like a riot.”
The cat didn’t respond. She was dozing on the couch and found
school trivia nights to be trivial.

“Not interested, eh? Let them eat cake! Is that what you’re thinking?
They do eat a lot of cake, don’t they? All those cake stalls. Goodness me.
Although I don’t think any of the mothers ever actually eat them. They’re
all so sleek and skinny, aren’t they? Like you.”

Marie Antoinette sneered at the compliment. The “let them eat cake”
thing had grown old a long time ago, and she’d recently heard one of Mrs.
Ponder’s grandchildren say it was meant to be “let them eat brioche” and
also that Marie Antoinette never said it in the first place.

Mrs. Ponder picked up her television remote and turned down the
volume on Dancing with the Stars. She’d turned it up loud earlier because
of the sound of the heavy rain, but the downpour had eased now.

She could hear people shouting. Angry hollers crashed through the
quiet, cold night air. It was somehow hurtful for Mrs. Ponder to hear, as if
all that rage were directed at her. (Mrs. Ponder had grown up with an angry
mother.)

“Goodness me. Do you think they’re arguing over the capital of
Guatemala? Do you know the capital of Guatemala? No? I don’t either. We
should Google it. Don’t sneer at me.”

Marie Antoinette sniffed.

“Let’s go see what’s going on,” said Mrs. Ponder briskly. She was
feeling nervous and therefore behaving briskly in front of the cat, the same
way she’d once done with her children when her husband was away and
there were strange noises in the night.



Mrs. Ponder heaved herself up with the help of her walker. Marie
Antoinette slid her slippery body comfortingly in between Mrs. Ponder’s
legs (she wasn’t falling for the brisk act) as she pushed the walker down the
hallway to the back of the house.

Her sewing room looked straight out onto the school yard of Pirriwee
Public.

“Mum, are you mad? You can’t live this close to a primary school,” her
daughter had said when she was first looking at buying the house.

But Mrs. Ponder loved to hear the crazy babble of children’s voices at
intervals throughout the day, and she no longer drove, so she couldn’t care
less that the street was jammed with those giant, truck-like cars they all
drove these days, with women in big sunglasses leaning across their
steering wheels to call out terribly urgent information about Harriett’s ballet
and Charlie’s speech therapy.

Mothers took their mothering so seriously now. Their frantic little faces.
Their busy little bottoms strutting into the school in their tight gym gear.
Ponytails swinging. Eyes fixed on the mobile phones held in the palms of
their hands like compasses. It made Mrs. Ponder laugh. Fondly though. Her
three daughters, although older, were exactly the same. And they were all so
pretty.

“How are you this morning?” she always called out if she was on the
front porch with a cup of tea or watering the front garden as they went by.

“Busy, Mrs. Ponder! Frantic!” they always called back, trotting along,
yanking their children’s arms. They were pleasant and friendly and just a
touch condescending because they couldn’t help it. She was so old! They
were so busy!

The fathers, and there were more and more of them doing the school
run these days, were different. They rarely hurried, strolling past with a
measured casualness. No big deal. All under control. That was the message.
Mrs. Ponder chuckled fondly at them too.

But now it seemed the Pirriwee Public parents were misbehaving. She
got to the window and pushed aside the lace curtain. The school had
recently paid for a window guard after a cricket ball had smashed the glass
and nearly knocked out Marie Antoinette. (A group of Year 3 boys had
given her a hand-painted apology card, which she kept on her fridge.)

There was a two-story sandstone building on the other side of the
playground with an event room on the second level and a big balcony with



ocean views. Mrs. Ponder had been there for a few functions: a talk by a
local historian, a lunch hosted by the Friends of the Library. It was quite a
beautiful room. Sometimes ex-students had their wedding receptions there.
That’s where they’d be having the school trivia night. They were raising
funds for SMART Boards, whatever they were. Mrs. Ponder had been
invited as a matter of course. Her proximity to the school gave her a funny
sort of honorary status, even though she’d never had a child or grandchild
attend. She’d said no thank you to the school trivia night invitation. She
thought school events without the children in attendance were pointless.

The children had their weekly school assembly in the same room. Each
Friday morning, Mrs. Ponder set herself up in the sewing room with a cup
of English Breakfast and a ginger-nut biscuit. The sound of the children
singing floating down from the second floor of the building always made
her weep. She’d never believed in God, except when she heard children
singing.

There was no singing now.

Mrs. Ponder could hear a lot of bad language. She wasn’t a prude about
bad language—her eldest daughter swore like a trooper—but it was
upsetting and disconcerting to hear someone maniacally screaming that
particular four-letter word in a place that was normally filled with childish
laughter and shouts.

“Are you all drunk?” she said.

Her rain-splattered window was at eye level with the entrance doors to
the building, and suddenly people began to spill out. Security lights
illuminated the paved area around the entrance like a stage set for a play.
Clouds of mist added to the effect.

It was a strange sight.

The parents at Pirriwee Public had a baffling fondness for costume
parties. It wasn’t enough that they should have an ordinary trivia night; she
knew from the invitation that some bright spark had decided to make it an
“Audrey and Elvis” trivia night, which meant that the women all had to
dress up as Audrey Hepburn and the men had to dress up as Elvis Presley.
(That was another reason Mrs. Ponder had turned down the invitation.
She’d always abhorred costume parties.) It seemed that the most popular
rendition of Audrey Hepburn was the Breakfast at Tiffany’s look. All the
women were wearing long black dresses, white gloves and pearl chokers.
Meanwhile, the men had mostly chosen to pay tribute to the Elvis of the



latter years. They were all wearing shiny white jumpsuits, glittery
gemstones and plunging necklines. The women looked lovely. The poor
men looked perfectly ridiculous.

As Mrs. Ponder watched, one Elvis punched another across the jaw. He
staggered back into an Audrey. Two Elvises grabbed him from behind and
pulled him away. An Audrey buried her face in her hands and turned aside,
as though she couldn’t bear to watch. Someone shouted, “Stop this!”

Indeed. What would your beautiful children think?

“Should I call the police?” wondered Mrs. Ponder out loud, but then she
heard the wail of a siren in the distance, at the same time as a woman on the
balcony began to scream and scream.

Gabrielle: It wasn’t like it was just the mothers, you know. It wouldn’t have
happened without the dads. I guess it started with the mothers. We were the
main players, so to speak. The mums. I can’t stand the word “mum.” It’s a
frumpy word. “Mom” is better. With an o. It sounds skinnier. We should
change to the American spelling. I have body-image issues, by the way.
Who doesn’t, right?

Bonnie: It was all just a terrible misunderstanding. People’s feelings got hurt,
and then everything just spiraled out of control. The way it does. All
conflict can be traced back to someone’s feelings getting hurt, don’t you
think? Divorce. World wars. Legal action. Well, maybe not every legal
action. Can I offer you an herbal tea?

Stu: I'll tell you exactly why it happened: Women don't let things go. Not
saying the blokes don’t share part of the blame. But if the girls hadn’t
gotten their knickers in a knot . . . And that might sound sexist, but it’s not,
it’s just a fact of life. Ask any man—not some new-age, artsy-fartsy, I-wear-
moisturizer type, I mean a real man—ask a real man, then he’ll tell you that
women are like the Olympic athletes of grudges. You should see my wife in
action. And she’s not even the worst of them.

Miss Barnes: Helicopter parents. Before I started at Pirriwee Public, I thought
it was an exaggeration, this thing about parents being overly involved with
their kids. I mean, my mum and dad loved me, they were, like, interested in
me when I was growing up in the nineties, but they weren’t, like, obsessed
with me.

Mrs. Lipmann: It’s a tragedy, and deeply regrettable, and we’re all trying to
move forward. I have no further comment.

Carol: I blame the Erotic Book Club. But that’s just me.

Jonathan: There was nothing erotic about the Erotic Book Club, I’ll tell you
that for free.

Jackie: You know what? I see this as a feminist issue.



Harper: Who said it was a feminist issue? What the heck? I’ll you what started
it: the incident at the kindergarten orientation day.

Graeme: My understanding was that it all goes back to the stay-at-home mums
battling it out with the career mums. What do they call it? The Mummy
Wars. My wife wasn’t involved. She doesn’t have time for that sort of thing.

Thea: You journalists are just loving the French-nanny angle. I heard someone
on the radio today talking about the “French maid,” which Juliette was
certainly not. Renata had a housekeeper as well. Lucky for some. I have
four children, and no staff to help out! Of course, I don’t have a problem
per se with working mothers, I just wonder why they bothered having
children in the first place.

Melissa: You know what I think got everyone all hot and bothered? The head
lice. Oh my gosh, don’t let me get started on the head lice.

Samantha: The head lice? What did that have to do with anything? Who told
you that? I bet it was Melissa, right? That poor girl suffered post-traumatic
stress disorder after her kids kept getting reinfected. Sorry. It’s not funny.
It’s not funny at all.

Detective-Sergeant Adrian Quinlan: Let me be clear: This is not a circus.
This is a murder investigation.



2.

Six Months Before the Trivia Night

orty. Madeline Martha Mackenzie was forty years old today.
“I am forty,” she said out loud as she drove. She drew the word
out in slow motion, like a sound effect. “Fooorty.”

She caught the eye of her daughter in the rearview mirror. Chloe
grinned and imitated her mother. “I am five. Fiiiive.”

“Forty!” trilled Madeline like an opera singer. “Tra la la la!”

“Five!” trilled Chloe.

Madeline tried a rap version, beating out the rhythm on the steering
wheel. “I’m forty, yeah, forty—”

“That’s enough now, Mummy,” said Chloe firmly.

“Sorry,” said Madeline.

She was taking Chloe to her kindergarten—“Let’s Get Kindy
Ready!”—orientation. Not that Chloe required any orientation before
starting school next January. She was already very firmly oriented at
Pirriwee Public. At this morning’s drop-off Chloe had been busy taking
charge of her brother, Fred, who was two years older but often seemed
younger. “Fred, you forgot to put your book bag in the basket! That’s it. In
there. Good boy.”

Fred had obediently dropped his book bag in the appropriate basket
before running off to put Jackson in a headlock. Madeline had pretended
not to see the headlock. Jackson probably deserved it. Jackson’s mother,
Renata, hadn’t seen it either, because she was deep in conversation with
Harper, both of them frowning earnestly over the stress of educating their
gifted children. Renata and Harper attended the same weekly support group



for parents of gifted children. Madeline imagined them all sitting in a circle,
wringing their hands while their eyes shone with secret pride.

While Chloe was busy bossing the other children around at orientation
(her gift was bossiness, she was going to run a corporation one day),
Madeline was going to have coffee and cake with her friend Celeste.
Celeste’s twin boys were starting school next year too, so they’d be running
amuck at orientation. (Their gift was shouting. Madeline had a headache
after five minutes in their company.) Celeste always bought exquisite and
very expensive birthday presents, so that would be nice. After that,
Madeline was going to drop Chloe off with her mother-in-law, and then
have lunch with some friends before they all rushed off for school pickup.
The sun was shining. She was wearing her gorgeous new Dolce & Gabbana
stilettos (bought online, thirty percent off). It was going to be a lovely,
lovely day.

“Let the Festival of Madeline begin!” her husband, Ed, had said this
morning when he brought her coffee in bed. Madeline was famous for her
fondness of birthdays and celebrations of all kinds. Any excuse for
champagne.

Still. Forty.

As she drove the familiar route to the school, she considered her
magnificent new age. Forty. She could still feel “forty” the way it felt when
she was fifteen. Such a colorless age. Marooned in the middle of your life.
Nothing would matter all that much when you were forty. You wouldn’t
have real feelings when you were forty, because you’d be safely cushioned
by your frumpy forty-ness.

Forty-year-old woman found dead. Oh dear.

Twenty-year-old woman found dead. Tragedy! Sadness! Find that
murderer!

Madeline had recently been forced to do a minor shift in her head when
she heard something on the news about a woman dying in her forties. But,
wait, that could be me! That would be sad! People would be sad if I was
dead! Devastated, even. So there, age-obsessed world. I might be forty, but
I am cherished.

On the other hand, it was probably perfectly natural to feel sadder over
the death of a twenty-year-old than a forty-year-old. The forty-year-old had
enjoyed twenty years more of life. That’s why, if there was a gunman on the



loose, Madeline would feel obligated to throw her middle-aged self in front
of the twenty-year-old. Take a bullet for youth. It was only fair.

Well, she would, if she could be sure it was a nice young person. Not
one of those insufferable ones, like the child driving the little blue
Mitsubishi in front of Madeline. She wasn’t even bothering to hide the fact
that she was using her mobile phone while she drove, probably texting or
updating her Facebook status.

See! This kid wouldn’t have even noticed the loose gunman! She would
have been staring vacantly at her phone, while Madeline sacrificed her life
for her! It was infuriating.

The little car appeared to be jammed with young people. At least three
in the back, their heads bobbing about, hands gesticulating. Was that
somebody’s foot waving about? It was a tragedy waiting to happen. They
all needed to concentrate. Just last week, Madeline had been having a quick
coffee after her ShockWave class and was reading a story in the paper about
how all the young people were killing themselves by sending texts while
they drove. On my way. Nearly there! These were their last foolish (and
often misspelled) words. Madeline had cried over the picture of one
teenager’s grief-stricken mother, absurdly holding up her daughter’s mobile
phone to the camera as a warning to readers.

“Silly little idiots,” she said out loud as the car weaved dangerously into
the next lane.

“Who is an idiot?” said her daughter from the backseat.

“The girl driving the car in front of me is an idiot because she’s driving
her car and using her phone at the same time,” said Madeline.

“Like when you need to call Daddy when we’re running late?” said
Chloe.

“I only did that one time!” protested Madeline. “And I was very careful
and very quick! And I’m forty years old!”

“Today,” said Chloe knowledgeably. “You’re forty years old today.”

“Yes! Also, I made a quick call, I didn’t send a text! You have to take
your eyes off the road to text. Texting while driving is illegal and naughty,
and you must promise to never ever do it when you’re a teenager.”

Her voice quivered at the thought of Chloe being a teenager and driving
a car.

“But you’re allowed to make a quick phone call?” checked Chloe.

“No! That’s illegal too,” said Madeline.



“So that means you broke the law,” said Chloe with satisfaction. “Like a
robber.”

Chloe was currently in love with the idea of robbers. She was definitely
going to date bad boys one day. Bad boys on motorcycles.

“Stick with the nice boys, Chloe!” said Madeline after a moment. “Like
Daddy. Bad boys don’t bring you coffee in bed, I'll tell you that for free.”

“What are you babbling on about, woman?” sighed Chloe. She’d picked
this phrase up from her father and imitated his weary tone perfectly. They’d
made the mistake of laughing the first time she did it, so she’d kept it up,
and said it just often enough, and with perfect timing, so that they couldn’t
help but keep laughing.

This time Madeline managed not to laugh. Chloe currently trod a very
fine line between adorable and obnoxious. Madeline probably trod the same
line herself.

Madeline pulled up behind the little blue Mitsubishi at a red light. The
young driver was still looking at her mobile phone. Madeline banged on her
car horn. She saw the driver glance in her rearview mirror, while all her
passengers craned around to look.

“Put down your phone!” she yelled. She mimicked texting by jabbing
her finger in her palm. “It’s illegal! It’s dangerous!”

The girl stuck her finger up in the classic up-yours gesture.

“Right!” Madeline pulled on her emergency brake and put on her
hazard lights.

“What are you doing?” said Chloe.

Madeline undid her seat belt and threw open the car door.

“But we’ve got to go to orientation!” said Chloe in a panic. “We’ll be
late! Oh, calamity!”

“Oh, calamity” was a line from a children’s book that they used to read
to Fred when he was little. The whole family said it now. Even Madeline’s
parents had picked it up, and some of Madeline’s friends. It was a very
contagious phrase.

“It’s all right,” said Madeline. “This will only take a second. I'm saving
young lives.”

She stalked up to the girl’s car on her new stilettos and banged on the
window.

The window slid down, and the driver metamorphosed from a shadowy
silhouette into a real young girl with white skin, sparkly nose ring and badly



applied, clumpy mascara. She looked up at Madeline with a mixture of
aggression and fear. “What is your problem?” Her mobile phone was still
held casually in her left hand.

“Put down that phone! You could kill yourself and your friends!”
Madeline used the exact same tone she used on Chloe when she was being
extremely naughty. She reached in the car, grabbed the phone and tossed it
to the openmouthed girl in the passenger seat. “OK? Just stop it!”

She could hear their gales of laughter as she walked back to her SUV.
She didn’t care. She felt pleasantly stimulated. A car pulled up behind hers.
Madeline smiled, lifted her hand apologetically and hurried back to be in
her car before the lights changed.

Her ankle turned. One second it was doing what an ankle was meant to
do, and the next it was flipping out at a sickeningly wrong angle. She fell
heavily on one side. Oh, calamity.

That was almost certainly the moment the story began.

With the ungainly flip of an ankle.



3.

ane pulled up at a red light behind a big shiny SUV with its hazard

lights blinking and watched a dark-haired woman hurry along the

side of the road back to it. She wore a floaty, blue summer dress and
high strappy heels, and she waved apologetically, charmingly at Jane. The
morning sun caught one of the woman’s earrings, and it shone as if she’d
been touched by something celestial.

A glittery girl. Older than Jane but definitely still glittery. All her life
Jane had watched girls like that with scientific interest. Maybe a little awe.
Maybe a little envy. They weren’t necessarily the prettiest, but they
decorated themselves so affectionately, like Christmas trees, with dangling
earrings, jangling bangles and delicate, pointless scarves. They touched
your arm a lot when they spoke. Jane’s best friend at school had been a
glittery girl. Jane had a weakness for them.

Then the woman fell, as if something had been pulled out from
underneath her.

“Ouch,” said Jane, and she looked away fast to save the woman’s
dignity.

“Did you hurt yourself, Mummy?” asked Ziggy from the backseat. He
was always very worried about her hurting herself.

“No,” said Jane. “That lady over there hurt herself. She tripped.”

She waited for the woman to get up and get back in her car, but she was
still on the ground. She’d tipped back her head to the sky, and her face had
that compressed look of someone in great pain. The traffic light turned
green, and a little blue Mitsubishi that had been in front of the SUV zoomed
off with a squeal of tires.

Jane put her signal on to drive around the car. They were on their way
to Ziggy’s orientation day at the new school, and she had no idea where she



was going. She and Ziggy were both nervous and pretending not to be. She
wanted to get there in plenty of time.

“Is the lady OK?” said Ziggy.

Jane felt that strange lurch she sometimes experienced when she got
distracted by her life, and then something (it was often Ziggy) made her
remember just in time the appropriate way for a nice, ordinary, well-
mannered grown-up to behave.

If it weren’t for Ziggy she would have driven off. She would have been
so focused on her goal of getting him to his kindergarten orientation that
she would have left a woman sitting on the road, writhing in pain.

“I’ll just check on her,” said Jane, as if that were her intention all along.
She flicked on her own hazard lights and opened the car door, aware as she
did of a selfish sense of resistance. You are an inconvenience, glittery lady!

“Are you all right?” she called.

“I’m fine!” The woman tried to sit up straighter and whimpered, her
hand on her ankle. “Ow. Shit. I’ve rolled my ankle, that’s all. I’'m such an
idiot. I got out of the car to go tell the girl in front of me to stop texting.
Serves me right for behaving like a school prefect.”

Jane crouched down next to her. The woman had shoulder-length, well-
cut dark hair and the faintest sprinkle of freckles across her nose. There was
something aesthetically pleasing about those freckles, like a childhood
memory of summer, and they were very nicely complemented by the fine
lines around her eyes and the absurd swinging earrings.

Jane’s resistance vanished entirely.

She liked this woman. She wanted to help her.

(Although, what did that say? If the woman had been a toothless, warty-
nosed crone she would have continued to feel resentful? The injustice of it.
The cruelty of it. She was going to be nicer to this woman because she liked
her freckles.)

The woman’s dress had an intricately embroidered cutout pattern of
flowers all along the neckline. Jane could see tanned freckly skin through
the petals.

“We need to get some ice on it straightaway,” said Jane. She knew
about ankle injuries from her netball days and she could see this woman’s
ankle was already beginning to swell. “And keep it elevated.” She chewed
her lip and looked about hopefully for someone else. She had no idea how
to handle the logistics of making this actually happen.



“It’s my birthday,” said the woman sadly. “My fortieth.”

“Happy birthday,” said Jane. It was sort of cute that a woman of forty
would even bother to mention that it was her birthday.

She looked at the woman’s strappy shoes. Her toenails were painted a
lustrous turquoise. The stiletto heels were as thin as toothpicks and
perilously high.

“No wonder you did your ankle,” said Jane. “No one could walk in
those shoes!”

“I know, but aren’t they gorgeous?” The woman turned her foot at an
angle to admire them. “Ouch! Fuck, that hurts. Sorry. Excuse my
language.”

“Mummy!” A little girl with dark curly hair, wearing a sparkling tiara,
stuck her head out the window of the car. “What are you doing? Get up!
We’ll be late!”

Glittery mother. Glittery daughter.

“Thanks for the sympathy, darling!” said the woman. She smiled
ruefully at Jane. “We’re on our way to her kindergarten orientation. She’s
very excited.”

“At Pirriwee Public?” said Jane. She was astonished. “But that’s where
I’m going. My son, Ziggy, is starting school next year. We’re moving here
in December.” It didn’t seem possible that she and this woman could have
anything in common, or that their lives could intersect in any way.

“Ziggy! Like Ziggy Stardust? What a great name!” said the woman.
“I’m Madeline, by the way. Madeline Martha Mackenzie. I always mention
the Martha for some reason. Don’t ask me why.” She held out her hand.

“Jane,” said Jane. “Jane no-middle-name Chapman.”

Gabrielle: The school ended up split in two. It was, like, I don’t know, a civil
war. You were either on Team Madeline or Team Renata.

Bonnie: No, no, that’s awful. That never happened. There were no sides. We’re
a very close-knit community. There was too much alcohol. Also, it was a
full moon. Everyone goes a little crazy when it’s a full moon. I’m serious.
It’s an actual verifiable phenomenon.

Samantha: Was it a full moon? It was pouring rain, I know that. My hair was
all boofy.

Mrs. Lipmann: That’s ridiculous and highly defamatory. I have no further
comment.



Carol: I know I keep harping on about the Erotic Book Club, but I’m sure
something happened at one of their little quote-unquote meetings.

Harper: Listen, I cried when we learned Emily was gifted. I thought, Here we
go again! I’d been through it all before with Sophia, so I knew what I was
in for! Renata was in the same boat. Two gifted children. Nobody
understands the stress. Renata was worried about how Amabella would
settle in at school, whether she’d get enough stimulation and so on. So
when that child with the ridiculous name, that Ziggy, did what he did, and it
was only the orientation morning! Well, she was understandably very
distressed. That’s what started it all.



4.

ane had brought along a book to read in the car while Ziggy was

doing his kindergarten orientation, but instead she accompanied

Madeline Martha Mackenzie (it sounded like the name of a feisty
little girl in a children’s book) to a beachside café called Blue Blues.

The café was a funny little misshapen building, almost like a cave, right
on the boardwalk next to Pirriwee Beach. Madeline hobbled along in bare
feet, leaning heavily and unselfconsciously on Jane’s shoulder as if they
were old friends. It felt intimate. She could smell Madeline’s perfume,
something citrusy and delicious. Jane hadn’t been touched much by other
grown-ups in the last five years.

As soon as they opened the door of the café, a youngish man came out
from behind the counter, his arms outstretched. He was dressed all in black,
with curly blond surfer hair and a stud in the side of his nose. “Madeline!
What’s happened to you?”

“I am gravely injured, Tom,” said Madeline. “And it’s my birthday.”

“Oh, calamity,” said Tom. He winked at Jane.

While Tom settled Madeline in a corner booth, bringing her ice
wrapped in a tea towel and propping her leg up on a chair with a cushion,
Jane took in the café. It was “completely charming,” as her mother would
have said. The bright blue uneven walls were lined with rickety shelves
filled with secondhand books. The timber floorboards shone gold in the
morning light, and Jane breathed in a heady mix of coffee, baking, the sea
and old books. The front of the café was all open glass, and the seating was
arranged so that wherever you sat you faced the beach, as if you were there
to watch the sea perform a show. As Jane looked around her, she felt that
dissatisfied feeling she often experienced when she was somewhere new
and lovely. She couldn’t quite articulate it except with the words If only I



were here. This little beachside café was so exquisite, she longed to really
be there—except, of course, she was there, so it didn’t make sense.

“Jane? What can I get you?” said Madeline. “I’m buying you coffee and
treats to thank you for everything!” She turned to the fussing barista. “Tom!
This is Jane! She’s my knight in shining armor. My knight-ess.”

Jane had driven Madeline and her daughter to the school, after first
nervously parking Madeline’s massive car in a side street. She’d taken a
spare booster seat from the back of Madeline’s car for Chloe and put it in
the back of her own little Honda, next to Ziggy.

It had been a project. A tiny crisis overcome.

It was a sad indictment of Jane’s mundane life that she’d found the
whole incident just a little bit thrilling.

Ziggy too had been wide-eyed and self-conscious at the novelty of
having another child in the backseat with him, especially one as
effervescent and charismatic as Chloe. The little girl had chatted nonstop
the whole way, explaining everything Ziggy needed to know about the
school, and who the teachers would be, and how they had to wash their
hands before they went into the classroom, with just one paper towel, and
where they sat to have their lunch, and how you weren’t allowed peanut
butter, because some people had allergies and could die, and she already
had her lunch box, and it had Dora the Explorer on it, and what did Ziggy’s
lunch box have on it?

“Buzz Lightyear,” Ziggy had answered promptly, politely, and
completely untruthfully, as Jane hadn’t bought his lunch box yet, and they
hadn’t even discussed the need for a lunch box. He was in day care three
days a week at the moment, and meals were provided. Packing a lunch box
was going to be new for Jane.

When they got to the school, Madeline had stayed in the car while Jane
took the children in. Actually, Chloe had taken them in, marching along in
front of them, tiara gleaming in the sunlight. At one point Ziggy and Jane
had exchanged looks as if to say, Who are these marvelous people?

Jane had been mildly nervous about Ziggy’s orientation morning and
conscious of the fact that she would need to hide her nerves from Ziggy,
because he was prone to anxiety. It had felt like she was starting a new job:
her job as a primary school mother. There would be rules and paperwork
and procedures to learn.



However, walking into school with Chloe was like arriving with a
golden ticket. Two other mothers immediately accosted them, “Chloe!
Where’s your mum?” Then they introduced themselves to Jane, and Jane
had a story to tell about Madeline’s ankle, and next thing, the kindergarten
teacher, Miss Barnes, wanted to hear, and Jane found herself the center of
attention, which was quite pleasant, to be honest.

The school itself was beautiful, perched at the end of the headland, so
that the blue of the distant ocean seemed to be constantly sparkling in Jane’s
peripheral vision. The classrooms were in long, low sandstone buildings
and the leafy-treed playground seemed to be full of enchanting secret spots
to encourage the imagination: cubbyholes in between trees, sheltered
pathways, even a tiny, child-sized maze.

When she’d left, Ziggy had been walking into a classroom hand in hand
with Chloe, his little face flushed and happy, and Jane had walked outside
to her car, feeling flushed and happy herself, and there was Madeline in the
passenger seat, waving and smiling delightedly, as if Jane were her great
friend, and Jane had felt a lessening of something, a loosening.

Now she sat next to Madeline in Blue Blues and waited for her coffee to
arrive, watching the water and feeling the sunshine on her face.

Maybe moving here was going to be the beginning of something, or the
end, which would be even better.

“My friend Celeste will be here soon,” said Madeline. “You might have
seen her at the school, dropping off her boys. Two little blond ruffians.
She’s tall, blond, beautiful and flustered.”

“I don’t think so,” said Jane. “What’s she got to be flustered about if
she’s tall, blond and beautiful?”

“Exactly,” said Madeline, as if that answered the question. “She’s got
this equally gorgeous, rich husband too. They still hold hands. And he’s
nice. He buys me presents. Honestly, I have no idea why I stay friends with
her.” She looked at her watch. “Oh, she’s hopeless. Always late! Anyway,
I’ll interrogate you while we wait.” She leaned forward and gave her full
attention to Jane. “Are you new to the peninsula? I don’t know your face at
all. With kids the same age you’d think we would have run into each other
at GymbaROO or story hour or whatever.”

“We’re moving here in December,” said Jane. “We live in Newtown at
the moment, but I decided it might be nice to live near the beach for a
while. It was just on a whim, I guess.”



The phrase “on a whim” came to her out of nowhere, and both pleased
and embarrassed her.

She tried to make it a whimsical story, as if she were indeed a
whimsical girl. She told Madeline that one day a few months back she’d
taken Ziggy for a trip to the beach, seen the rental sign outside a block of
apartments and thought, Why not live near the beach?

It wasn’t a lie, after all. Not exactly.

A day at the beach, she’d kept telling herself, over and over, as she
drove down that long swooping road, as if someone were listening in on her
thoughts, questioning her motives.

Pirriwee Beach was one of the top ten most beautiful beaches in the
world! She’d seen that somewhere. Her son deserved to see one of the top
ten most beautiful beaches in the world. Her beautiful, extraordinary son.
She kept looking at him in the rearview mirror, her heart aching.

She didn’t tell Madeline that, as they’d walked hand in hand back to the
car, sandy and sticky, the word “help” screamed silently in her head, as if
she were begging for something: a solution, a cure, a reprieve. A reprieve
from what? A cure for what? A solution for what? Her breathing had
become shallow. She’d felt beads of sweat at her hairline.

Then she’d seen the sign. Their lease at their Newtown apartment was
up. The two-bedroom unit was in an ugly, soulless, redbrick block of
apartments, but it was only a five-minute walk to the beach. “What if we
moved right here?” she’d said to Ziggy, and his eyes had lit up, and all at
once it had seemed like the apartment was exactly the solution to whatever
was wrong with her. A sea change, people called it. Why shouldn’t she and
Ziggy have a sea change?

She didn’t tell Madeline that she’d been taking six-month leases in
different rental apartments across Sydney ever since Ziggy was a baby,
trying to find a life that worked. She didn’t tell her that, maybe the whole
time, she’d been circling closer and closer to Pirriwee Beach.

And she didn’t tell Madeline that, when she’d walked out of the real
estate office after signing the lease, she’d noticed for the first time the sort
of people who lived on the peninsula—golden-skinned and beach-haired,
the sort of people who surfed before breakfast, who took pride in their
bodies—and she’d thought of her own pasty white legs beneath her jeans,
and then she’d thought of how her parents would feel so nervous driving
along that winding peninsula road, her dad’s knuckles white on the steering



wheel, except they’d still do it, without complaint, and all at once Jane had
been convinced that she’d just made a truly reprehensible mistake. But it
was too late.

“So here I am,” she finished lamely.

“You’re going to love it here,” Madeline enthused. She adjusted the ice
on her ankle and winced. “Ow. Do you surf? What about your husband? Or
your partner, I should say. Or boyfriend? Girlfriend? I am open to all
possibilities.”

“No husband,” Jane said. “No partner. It’s just me. ’'m a single mum.”

“Are you?” said Madeline, as if Jane had just announced something
rather daring and wonderful.

“I am.” Jane smiled foolishly.

“Well, you know, people always like to forget this, but I was a single
mother,” said Madeline. She lifted her chin, as if she were addressing a
crowd of people who disagreed with her. “My ex-husband walked out on
me when my older daughter, Abigail, was a baby. She’s fourteen. I was
quite young too, like you. Only twenty-six. Although I thought I was over
the hill. It was hard. Being a single mother is hard.”

“Well, I have my mum and—"

“Oh, sure, sure. I’'m not saying I didn’t have support. I had my parents
to help me too. But my God, there were some nights, when Abigail was
sick, or when I got sick, or worse, when we both got sick, and . . . Anyway.”
Madeline stopped and shrugged. “My ex is remarried now to someone else.
They have a little girl about the same age as Chloe, and Nathan has become
father of the year. Men often do when they get a second chance. Abigail
thinks her dad is wonderful. I’m the only one left holding a grudge. They
say it’s good to let your grudges go, but I don’t know, I’m quite fond of my
grudge. I tend it like a little pet.”

“I’m not really into forgiveness either,” said Jane.

Madeline grinned and pointed her teaspoon at her. “Good for you.
Never forgive. Never forget. That’s my motto.”

Jane couldn’t tell how much she was joking.

“So what about Ziggy’s dad?” continued Madeline. “Is he in the picture
at all?”

Jane didn’t flinch. She’d had five years to get good at it. She felt herself
becoming very still.



“No. We weren’t actually together.” She delivered her line perfectly. “I
didn’t even know his name. It was a . . .” Stop. Pause. Look away as if
unable to make eye contact. “Sort of a . . . one-off.”

“You mean a one-night stand?” said Madeline immediately,
sympathetically, and Jane almost laughed out loud with the surprise of it.
Most people, especially of Madeline’s age, reacted with a delicate, slightly
distasteful expression that said, I get it and I’'m cool with it, but I now place
you in a different category of person. Jane was never offended by their
distaste. She found it distasteful too. She just wanted that particular topic of
conversation closed off for good, and most of the time that’s exactly what
happened. Ziggy was Ziggy. There was no dad. Move right along.

“Why don’t you just say you split up with the father?” her mother had
asked in the early days.

“Lies get complicated, Mum,” said Jane. Her mother had no experience
with lies. “This way we just close the conversation down.”

“I remember one-night stands,” said Madeline wistfully. “The things I
did in the nineties. Lordy me. I hope Chloe never finds out. Oh, calamity.
Was yours fun?”

It took Jane a second to comprehend the question. She was asking if her
one-night stand was fun.

For a moment Jane was back in that glass bubble of an elevator as it slid
silently up the center of the hotel. His hand around the neck of the
champagne bottle. The other hand on her lower back, pulling her forward.
They were both laughing so hard. Deep creases around his eyes. She was
weak with laughter and desire. Expensive smells.

Jane cleared her throat.

“I guess it was fun,” she said.

“Sorry,” said Madeline. “I was being frivolous. It was because I was
thinking of my own frivolous youth. Or maybe because you’re so young
and I’m so old, and I’m trying to be cool. How old are you? Do you mind
my asking?”

“Twenty-four,” said Jane.

“Twenty-four,” breathed Madeline. “I’m forty today. I told you that
already, didn’t I? You probably think you’ll never be forty, right?”

“Well, I hope I’ll be forty,” said Jane. She’d noticed before how middle-
aged women were obsessed with the topic of age, always laughing about it,
moaning about it, going on and on about it, as if the process of aging were a



tricky puzzle they were trying to solve. Why were they so mystified by it?
Jane’s mother’s friends seemed to literally have no other topic of
conversation, or they didn’t when they spoke to Jane. “Oh, you’re so young
and beautiful, Jane.” (When she clearly wasn’t; it was like they thought one
followed the other: If you were young, you were automatically beautiful!)
“Oh, you’re so young, Jane, you’ll be able to fix my
phone/computer/camera.” (When in fact a lot of her mother’s friends were
more technologically savvy than Jane.) “Oh, you’re so young, Jane, you
have so much energy.” (When she was so tired, so very, very tired.)

“And listen, how do you support yourself?” said Madeline worriedly,
sitting up straight, as if this were a problem she needed to solve right this
minute. “Do you work?”

Jane nodded at her. “I work for myself as a freelance bookkeeper. I’ve
got a good client base now, lots of small businesses. I’'m fast. So I turn the
work over fast. It pays the rent.”

“Clever girl,” said Madeline approvingly. “I supported myself too when
Abigail was little. For the most part anyway. Every now and then Nathan
would rouse himself to send a check. It was hard, but it was also sort of
satisfying, in a fuck-you kind of way. You know what I mean.”

“Sure,” said Jane. Jane’s life as a single mother wasn’t making a fuck-
you point to anyone. Or at least not in the way that Madeline meant.

“You’ll definitely be one of the younger kindergarten mums,” mused
Madeline. She took a sip of her coffee and grinned wickedly. “You’re even
younger than my ex-husband’s delightful new wife. Promise me you won’t
make friends with her, will you? I got you first.”

“I’m sure I won’t even meet her,” said Jane, confused.

“Oh, you will,” grimaced Madeline. “Her daughter is starting
kindergarten at the same time as Chloe. Can you imagine?”

Jane couldn’t imagine.

“The kindy mums will all have coffee, and there will be my ex-
husband’s wife sitting across the table, sipping her herbal tea. Don’t worry,
there won’t be any punch-ups. Unfortunately it’s all very boring and
amicable and terribly grown-up. Bonnie even kisses me hello. She’s into
yoga and chakras and all that shit. You know how you’re meant to hate your
wicked stepmother? My daughter adores her. Bonnie is so ‘calm,’ you see.
The opposite of me. She speaks in one of those soft . . . low . . . melodious
voices that make you want to punch a wall.”



Jane laughed at Madeline’s imitation of a low, melodious voice.

“You probably will make friends with Bonnie,” said Madeline. “She’s
impossible to hate. I’'m very good at hating people, and even I find it
difficult. I really have to put my heart and soul into it.”

She shifted the ice again on her ankle.

“When Bonnie hears I’ve hurt my ankle, she’ll bring me a meal. She
just loves any excuse to bring me a home-cooked meal. Probably because
Nathan told her I’m a terrible cook, so she wants to make a point. Although
the worst thing about Bonnie is that she’s probably not actually making a
point. She’s just freakishly nice. I’d love to throw her meals straight in the
bin, but they’re too damned delicious. My husband and children would kill
me.”

Madeline’s expression changed. She beamed and waved. “Oh! She’s
here at last! Celeste! Over here! Come and see what I’ve done!”

Jane looked up and her heart sank.

It shouldn’t matter. She knew it shouldn’t matter. But the fact was that
some people were so unacceptably, hurtfully beautiful, it made you feel
ashamed. Your inferiority was right there on display for the world to see.
This was what a woman was meant to look like. Exactly this. She was right,
and Jane was wrong.

You’re a very fat, ugly little girl, a voice said insistently in her ear with
hot, fetid breath.

She shuddered and tried to smile at the horribly beautiful woman
walking toward them.

Thea: I assume you’ve heard by now that Bonnie is married to Madeline’s ex-
husband, Nathan? So that was complicated. You might want to explore that.
I’'m not telling you how to do your job, of course.

Bonnie: That had absolutely nothing to do with anything. Our relationship was
completely amicable. Just this morning I left a vegetarian lasagna on their
doorstep for her poor husband.

Gabrielle: T was new to the school. I didn’t know a soul. “Oh, we’re such a
caring school,” the principal told me. Blah, blah, blah. Let me tell you, the
first thing I thought when I walked into that playground on that
kindergarten orientation day was cliquey. Cliquey, cliquey, cliquey. I’m not
surprised someone ended up dead. Oh, all right. I guess that’s overstating it.
I was a little surprised.



D.

eleste pushed open the glass door of Blue Blues and saw

Madeline straightaway. She was sharing a table with a small, thin

young girl wearing a blue denim skirt and a plain white V-necked
T-shirt. Celeste didn’t recognize the girl. She felt an instant, sharp sense of
disappointment. “Just the two of us,” Madeline had said.

Celeste readjusted her expectations of the morning. She took a deep
breath. Recently, she’d noticed something strange happening when she
talked to people in groups. She couldn’t quite remember how to be. She’d
find herself thinking: Did I just laugh too loudly? Did I forget to laugh? Did
I just repeat myself?

For some reason when it was just her and Madeline, it was OK. It was
because she’d known Madeline for such a long time. Her personality felt
intact when it was just the two of them.

Maybe she needed a tonic. That’s what her grandmother would have
said. What was a tonic?

She weaved through the tables toward them. They hadn’t noticed her
yet. They were deep in conversation. She could see the girl’s profile clearly.
She was too young to be a school mother. She must be a nanny or an au
pair. Probably an au pair. Maybe European? With not much English? That
would explain the slightly stiff, strained way she was sitting, as though she
needed to concentrate. Of course, maybe she had nothing to do with the
school at all. Madeline traveled with ease through dozens of overlapping
social circles, making both lifelong friends and lifetime enemies along the
way; probably more of the latter. Madeline thrived on conflict and was
never happier than when she was outraged.

Madeline saw Celeste and her face lit up. One of the nicest things about
Madeline was the way her face transformed when she saw you, as if there
were no one else in the world she’d rather see.



“Hello, birthday girl!” Celeste called out.

Madeline’s companion swung around in her chair. She had brown hair
scraped back painfully hard from the forehead, like she was in the military
or the police force.

“What happened to you, Madeline?” said Celeste as she got close
enough to see Madeline’s leg propped up on the chair. She smiled politely
at the girl, and the girl seemed to shrink away, as if Celeste had sneered, not
smiled. (Oh, God, she had smiled at her, hadn’t she?)

“This is Jane,” said Madeline. “She saved me from the side of the road
after I twisted my ankle trying to save young lives. Jane, this is Celeste.”

“Hi,” said Jane. There was something naked and raw about Jane’s face,
like it had just been scrubbed too hard. She was chewing gum with tiny
movements of her jaw, as if it were a secret.

“Jane is a new kindergarten mother,” said Madeline as Celeste sat
down. “Like you. So it’s my responsibility to bring you both up-to-date
with everything you need to know about school politics at Pirriwee Public.
It’s a minefield, girls. A minefield, I tell you.”

“School politics?” Jane frowned and used two hands to pull hard on her
ponytail so it was even tighter still. “I won’t get involved in any school
politics.”

“Me either,” agreed Celeste.

ane would always remember how she recklessly tempted fate that day.

“I won’t get involved in any school politics,” she’d said, and someone
up there had overheard and hadn’t liked her attitude. Far too confident.
“We’ll see about that,” they’d said, and then sat back and had a good old
laugh at her expense.

eleste’s birthday gift was a set of Waterford crystal champagne
glasses.

“Oh my God, I love them. They’re absolutely gorgeous,” said
Madeline. She carefully took one out of the box and held it up to the light,
admiring the intricate design, rows of tiny moons. “They must have cost
you a small fortune.”



She almost said, Thank God you’re so rich, darling, but she stopped
herself in time. She would have said it if it were just the two of them, but
presumably Jane, a young single mother, was not well off, and of course, it
was impolite to talk about money in company. She did actually know that.
(She said this defensively to her husband in her head, because he was the
one who was always reminding her of the social norms she insisted on
flouting.)

Why did they all have to tread so very delicately around Celeste’s
money? It was like wealth was an embarrassing medical condition. It was
the same with Celeste’s beauty. Strangers gave Celeste the same furtive
looks they gave to people with missing limbs, and if Madeline ever
mentioned Celeste’s looks, Celeste responded with something like shame.
“Shhh,” she’d say, looking around fearfully in case someone overheard.
Everyone wanted to be rich and beautiful, but the truly rich and beautiful
had to pretend they were just the same as everyone else. Oh, it was a funny
old world.

“So, school politics, girls,” Madeline said as she carefully replaced the
glass in the box. “We’ll start at the top with the Blond Bobs.”

“The Blond Bobs?” Celeste squinted, as if there were going to be a test
afterward.

“The Blond Bobs rule the school. If you want to be on the PTA, you
have to have a blond bob,” said Madeline. She demonstrated the required
haircut with her hand. “It’s like a bylaw.”

Jane chortled, a dry little chuckle, and Madeline found herself desperate
to make her laugh again.

“It shouldn’t be peroxide blond, obviously; it should be expensive
blond, and then you get it cut in that sort of ‘mum’ haircut, where it’s like a
helmet.”

“You’re being mean.” Celeste tapped her lightly on the arm.

“I’m not!” protested Madeline. “I love that hairstyle! I told Lucy Ponder
when I’m ready to run for the PTA she can give me the approved blond
bob.” She said to Jane, “Lucy Ponder is a local hairdresser, and she’s the
daughter of the lady who lives in the house overlooking the school
playground. Everyone is connected to everyone in Pirriwee.”

“Really?” said Jane. A flash of something both hopeful and fearful
crossed her face, and she glanced quickly over her shoulder.

“It’s OK, we’re safe, no Blond Bobs in sight,” said Madeline.



“So are the Blond Bobs nice?” asked Celeste. “Or should we steer
clear?”

“Well, they mean well,” said Madeline. “They mean very, very well.
They’re like . . . Hmmm, what are they like?” She tapped her fingers on the
table, trying to think of the right way to describe the Blond Bobs. “They’re
like mum prefects. They feel very strongly about their roles as school
mums. It’s like their religion. They’re fundamentalist mothers.”

“You’re exaggerating,” said Celeste.

“Of course I am,” agreed Madeline.

“Are any of the kindergarten mothers Blond Bobs?” asked Jane.

“Let’s see now,” said Madeline. “Oh yes, Harper. She’s your
quintessential Blond Bob. She’s on the PTA and she has a horrendously
gifted daughter with a mild nut allergy. So she’s part of the Zeitgeist, lucky
girl.”

“Come on now, Madeline, there’s nothing lucky about having a child
with a nut allergy,” said Celeste.

“I know,” said Madeline. She knew she was getting too show-offy in
her desire to make Jane laugh. “I’m teasing. Let’s see. Who else? There’s
Carol Quigley. She’s sort of a wannabe Blond Bob; she’s not quite blond
enough. She’s not actually on the PTA yet, but she’s doing her bit for the
school by keeping it clean. She’s obsessed with cleanliness. She runs in and
out of the classroom with a bottle of spray-and-wipe.”

“She does not,” said Celeste.

“She does!”

“What about dads?” Jane opened a packet of chewing gum and slipped
another piece into her mouth like illegal contraband. She appeared to be
obsessed with gum, although you couldn’t really see her chewing it. She
didn’t quite meet Madeline’s eye as she asked the question. Was she hoping
to meet a single dad perhaps?

“Well, I’ve heard on the grapevine we’ve got at least one stay-at-home
dad in kindergarten this year,” said Madeline. “His wife is some hotshot in
the corporate world. Jackie Somebody. She’s the CEO of a bank, I think.”

“Not Jackie Montgomery,” said Celeste.

“That’s it.”

“Goodness,” murmured Celeste.

“We’ll probably never see her. It’s hard for the mums working full-time.
Who else works full-time? Oh. Renata. Renata is in one of those finance



jobs—equities or, I don’t know, stock options? Is that a thing? Or maybe
she’s an analyst. I think that’s it. She analyzes stuff. Every time I ask her to
explain her job, I forget to listen. Her children are geniuses too. Obviously.”

“So Renata is a Blond Bob?” said Jane.

“No, no. She’s a career woman. She has a full-time nanny. I think she
just imported a new one from France. She likes European stuff. Renata
doesn’t have time to help at the school. She has board meetings to attend.
Whenever you talk to her she’s just been to a board meeting, or she’s on her
way back from a board meeting, or she’s preparing for a board meeting. I
mean, how often do these boards have to meet?”

“Well, it depends on—" began Celeste.

“It was a rhetorical question,” interrupted Madeline. “My point is she
can’t go more than five minutes before she mentions a board meeting, just
like Thea Cunningham can’t go more than five minutes without mentioning
she has four children. She’s a kindergarten mother too, by the way. She has
four children. She can’t get over it. Um, do I sound bitchy?”

“Yes,” said Celeste.

“Sorry,” said Madeline. She did feel a bit guilty. “I was trying to be
entertaining. Blame my ankle. Quite seriously, it’s a very lovely school and
everyone is very lovely and we’re all going to have a lovely, lovely time
and make lovely, lovely new friends.”

Jane chortled and did her discreet gum-chewing thing. She seemed to be
drinking coffee and chewing gum at the same time. It was peculiar.

“So, these ‘gifted and talented’ children,” asked Jane. “Are the children
tested or something?”

“There’s a whole identification process,” said Madeline. “And they get
special programs and ‘opportunities.” They stay in the same class, but
they’re given more difficult assignments, I guess, and sometimes they’re
pulled out for separate sessions with a specialist teacher. Look, obviously
you don’t want your child being bored in class, waiting for everyone else to
catch up. I do understand that. I just get a little . . . well, for example, last
year I had a little conflict with Renata.”

“Madeline loves conflict,” said Celeste to Jane.

“Renata somehow found time in between board meetings to ask the
teachers to organize an exclusive little excursion just for the gifted kids. It
was to see a play. Well, come on now, you don’t have to be bloody gifted to



enjoy theater. I’m the marketing manager at the Pirriwee Peninsula Theatre,
you see, so that’s how I got wind of it.”

“She won of course,” grinned Celeste.

“Of course I won,” said Madeline. “I got a special group discount and
all the kids went and I got half-price champagne at interval for all the
parents and we had a great time.”

“Oh! Speaking of which!” said Celeste. “I nearly forgot to give you
your champagne! Did I— Oh, yes, here it is.” She rummaged through her
voluminous straw basket in her typically breathless way and handed over a
bottle of Bollinger. “Can’t give you champagne glasses without
champagne.”

“Let’s have some now!” Madeline lifted the bottle by the neck,
suddenly inspired.

“No, no,” said Celeste. “Are you crazy? It’s too early for drinking. We
have to pick the kids up in two hours. And it’s not chilled.”

“Champagne breakfast!” said Madeline. “It’s all in the way you
package it. We’ll have champagne and orange juice. Half a glass each! Over
two hours. Jane? Are you in?”

“I guess I could have a sip,” said Jane. “I’m a cheap drunk.”

“I bet you are, because you weigh about ten kilos,” said Madeline.
“We’ll get on well. I love cheap drunks. More for me.”

“Madeline,” said Celeste. “Keep it for another time.”

“But it’s the Festival of Madeline,” said Madeline sadly. “And I’'m
injured.”

Celeste rolled her eyes. “Pass me a glass.”

Thea: Jane was tipsy when she picked up Ziggy from orientation. So, you
know, it just paints a certain type of picture, doesn’t it? Young single
mother drinking first thing in the morning. Chewing gum too. Not a good
first impression. That’s all I’'m saying.

Bonnie: For heaven’s sake, nobody was drunk! They had a champagne
breakfast at Blue Blues for Madeline’s fortieth. They were just a little
giggly. That’s what I heard, anyway; we actually couldn’t make orientation
day because we were doing a family healing retreat in Byron Bay. It was an
incredible spiritual experience. Would you like the website address?

Harper: You knew from the very first day that Madeline, Celeste, and Jane
were a little threesome. They arrived with their arms around one another
like twelve-year-olds. Renata and I didn’t get invited to their little soiree,
even though we’d known Madeline since all our boys were in kindergarten
together, but as I said to Renata that night, when we were having the most



divine degustation menu at Remy’s (that was before the rest of Sydney
discovered it by the way), I really didn’t care less.

Samantha: I was working. Stu took Lily to orientation. He mentioned some of
the mothers had just come from a champagne breakfast. I said, “Right.
What are their names? They sound like my sort of people.”

Jonathan: I missed all that. Stu and I were talking about cricket.

Melissa: You didn’t hear this from me, but apparently Madeline Mackenzie got
so drunk that morning, she fell over and sprained her ankle.

Graeme: [ think you’re barking up the wrong tree there. I don’t see how an ill-
advised champagne breakfast could have led to murder and mayhem, do
you?

hampagne is never a mistake. That had always been Madeline’s
mantra.
But afterward, Madeline did wonder if just this once it might have been
a tiny error of judgment. Not because they were drunk. They weren’t. It was
because when the three of them walked into the school, laughing together
(Madeline had decided she didn’t want to stay in the car and miss seeing
Chloe come out, so she hopped in, hanging on to their elbows), they trailed
behind them the unmistakable scent of party.
People never like missing out on a party.



6.

ane was not drunk when she arrived back at the school to pick up
Ziggy. She had had three mouthfuls of that champagne at the most.
But she was feeling euphoric. There had been something about

the pop of the champagne cork, the naughtiness of it, the unexpectedness of
the whole morning, those beautiful long fragile glasses catching the
sunlight, the surfy-looking barista bringing over three exquisite little
cupcakes with candles, the smell of the ocean, the feeling that she was
maybe making new friends with these women who were somehow so
different from any of her other friends: older, wealthier, more sophisticated.

“You’ll make new friends when Ziggy starts school!” her mother had
kept telling her, excitedly and irritatingly, and Jane had to make a big effort
not to roll her eyes and behave like a sulky, nervous teenager starting at a
new high school. Jane’s mother had three best friends whom she had met
twenty-five years ago when Jane’s older brother, Dane, started kindergarten.
They all went out for coffee on that first morning and had been inseparable
ever since.

“I don’t need new friends,” Jane had told her mother.

“Yes you do. You need to be friends with other mothers,” her mother
said. “You support one another! You understand what you’re going
through.” But Jane had tried that with Mothers Group and failed. She just
couldn’t relate to those bright, chatty women and their bubbly conversations
about husbands who weren’t “stepping up” and renovations that weren’t
finished before the baby was born and that hilarious time they were so busy
and tired they left the house without putting on any makeup! (Jane, who was
wearing no makeup at the time, and never wore makeup, had kept her face
blank and benign, while she inwardly shouted: What the fuck?)

And yet, strangely, she related to Madeline and Celeste, even though
they really had nothing in common except for the fact that their children



were starting kindergarten, and even though Jane was pretty sure that
Madeline would never leave the house without makeup either, but she felt
already that she and Celeste (who also didn’t wear makeup; luckily, her
beauty was shocking enough without improvement) could tease Madeline
about this, and she’d laugh and tease them back, as if they were already
established friends.

So Jane wasn’t ready for what happened.

She wasn’t on alert. She was too busy getting to know Pirriwee Public
(everything so cute and compact; it made life seem so manageable),
enjoying the sunshine and the still novel smell of the sea. Jane felt filled
with pleasure at the thought of Ziggy’s school days. For the first time since
he was born, the responsibility of being in charge of Ziggy’s childhood
weighed lightly on her. Her new apartment was walking distance from the
school. They would walk to school each day, past the beach and up the tree-
lined hill.

At her own suburban primary school she’d had views of a six-lane
highway and the scent of barbecued chicken from the shop next door. There
had been no cleverly designed, shady little play areas with charming,
colorful tile mosaics of grinning dolphins and whales. There were certainly
no murals of underwater sea scenes or stone sculptures of tortoises in the
middle of sandpits.

“This school is so cute,” she said to Madeline as she and Celeste helped
Madeline hop along to a seat. “It’s magical.”

“I know. Last year’s school trivia night raised money to redo the school
yard,” said Madeline. “The Blond Bobs know how to fund-raise. The theme
was ‘dead celebrities.” It was great fun. Hey, are you any good at trivia,
Jane?”

“I’m excellent at trivia,” said Jane. “Trivia and jigsaws are my two
areas of expertise.”

“Jigsaws?” said Madeline. “I’d rather stick pins in my eyes.”

She sat down on a blue painted wooden bench built around the tree
trunk of a Moreton Bay Fig and put her ankle up. A crowd of other parents
soon formed around them, and Madeline held court, introducing Jane and
Celeste to the mothers with older children she already knew and telling
everyone the story of how she twisted her ankle saving young lives.

“Typical Madeline,” a woman called Carol said to Jane. She was a soft-
looking woman wearing a puffy-sleeved floral sundress and a big straw sun



hat. She looked like she was off to a white clapboard church in Little House
on the Prairie. (Carol? Wasn’t she the one Madeline said liked to clean?
Clean Carol.)

“Madeline just loves a fight,” said Carol. “She’ll take on anyone. Our
sons play soccer together, and last year she got in an argument with this
giant dad. All the husbands were hiding, and Madeline was standing this
close to him, poking her finger into his chest like this, not giving an inch.
It’s a wonder she didn’t get herself killed.”

“Oh, him! The under-seven age coordinator.” Madeline spat the words
“under-seven age coordinator” as if they were “serial killer.” “I shall loathe
that man until the day I die!”

Meanwhile Celeste stood off slightly to the side, chatting in that ruffled,
hesitant way of hers, which Jane was already beginning to recognize as
characteristic of Celeste.

“What did you say your son’s name was again?” Carol asked Jane.

“Ziggy,” said Jane.

“Ziggy,” repeated Carol uncertainly. “Is that an ethnic sort of a name?”

“Hello, there, I’'m Renata!” A woman with a crisp gray symmetrical
haircut and intense brown eyes behind stylish black-framed spectacles
appeared in front of Jane, hand outstretched. It was like being accosted by a
politician. She said her name with strange emphasis, as if Jane had been
expecting her.

“Hello! I’'m Jane. How are you?” Jane tried to match her enthusiasm.
She wondered if this was the school principal.

A well-dressed, blond woman, who Jane thought probably qualified as
one of Madeline’s Blond Bobs, bustled over with a yellow envelope in her
hand. “Renata,” she said, ignoring Jane. “I’ve got that education report we
were talking about at dinner—”

“Just give me a moment, Harper,” said Renata with a touch of
impatience. She turned back to Jane. “Jane, nice to meet you! I’'m
Amabella’s mum, and I have Jackson in Year 2. That’s Amabella, by the
way, not Annabella. It’s French. We didn’t make it up.”

Harper continued to hover at Renata’s shoulder, nodding along
respectfully as Renata spoke, like those people who stand behind politicians
at press conferences.

“Well, I just wanted to introduce you to Amabella and Jackson’s nanny,
who also happens to be French! Quelle coincidence! This is Juliette.”



Renata indicated a petite girl with short red hair and an oddly arresting face,
dominated by a huge, luscious-lipped mouth. She looked like a very pretty
alien.

“Pleased to meet you.” The nanny held out a limp hand. She had a
strong French accent and looked bored out of her mind.

“You too,” said Jane.

“I always think it’s nice for the nannies to get to know each other.”
Renata looked brightly between the two of them. “A little support group,
shall we say! What nationality are you?”

“She’s not a nanny, Renata,” said Madeline from the bench, her voice
brimming with laughter.

“Well, au pair, then,” said Renata impatiently.

“Renata, listen to me, she’s a mother,” said Madeline. “She’s just
young. You know, like we used to be.”

Renata glanced uneasily at Jane, as if she suspected a practical joke, but
before Jane had a chance to say anything (she felt like she should
apologize), someone said, “Here they come!” and all the parents surged
forward as a pretty, blond, dimpled teacher who looked like she’d been cast
for the role of kindergarten teacher ushered the children out from a
classroom.

Two little fair-headed boys charged out first like they’d been shot from
a gun and headed straight for Celeste. “Oof,” grunted Celeste as two little
fair heads rammed her stomach. “I quite liked the idea of twins until I met
Celeste’s little demons,” Madeline had told Jane when they were having
their champagne and orange juice, while Celeste smiled distractedly,
apparently unoffended.

Chloe sauntered out of the classroom with her arms linked with two
other little princess-like girls. Jane anxiously scanned the children for
Ziggy. Had Chloe dumped him? There he was. He was one of the last to
come out, but he looked happy. Jane gave him an OK? thumbs-up signal,
and Ziggy lifted both thumbs up and grinned.

There was a sudden commotion. Everyone stopped to look.

It was a little curly-haired girl. The last one to come out of the
classroom. She was sobbing, her shoulders hunched, clutching her neck.

“Aww,” breathed the mothers, because she looked so pitiful and brave
and her hair was so pretty.



Jane watched Renata hurry over, followed at a more relaxed pace by her
odd-looking nanny. The mother, the nanny and the pretty, blond teacher all
bent down to the little girl’s height to listen to her.

“Mummy!” Ziggy ran to Jane, and she scooped him up.

It seemed like ages since she’d seen him, as if they’d both been on
journeys to exotic far-off lands. She buried her nose in his hair. “How was
it? Was it fun?”

Before he could answer, the teacher called out, “Could all the parents
and children listen up for a moment? We’ve had such a lovely morning, but
we just need to have a little chat about something. It’s a little bit serious.”

The teacher’s dimples quivered in her cheeks, as if she were trying to
put them away for a more appropriate time.

Jane let Ziggy slide back down to his feet.

“What’s going on?” said someone.

“Something happened to Amabella, I think,” said another mother.

“Oh, God,” said someone else quietly. “Watch Renata get on the
warpath.”

“Now, someone just hurt Annabella—I’m sorry, Amabella—and I want
whomever it was to come over and apologize, because we don’t hurt our
friends at school, do we?” said the teacher in her teacher voice. “And if we
do, we always say sorry, because that’s what big kindergarten children do.”

There was silence. The children either stared blankly at the teacher or
swayed back and forth, looking at their feet. Some of them buried their
faces against their mothers’ skirts.

One of Celeste’s twin boys tugged on her shirt. “I’m hungry!”

Madeline hobbled over from her seat under the tree and stood next to
Jane. “What’s the holdup?” She looked around her. “I don’t even know
where Chloe is.”

“Who was it, Amabella?” said Renata to the little girl. “Who hurt you?”

The little girl said something inaudible.

“Was it an accident, maybe, Amabella?” said the teacher desperately.

“It wasn’t an accident, for heaven’s sake,” snapped Renata. Her face
was aflame with righteous rage. “Someone tried to choke her. I can see
marks on her neck. I think she’s going to have bruises.”

“Good Lord,” said Madeline.

Jane watched the teacher squat down at the little girl’s level, her arm
around her shoulders, her mouth close to her ear.



“Did you see what happened?” Jane asked Ziggy. He shook his head
vigorously.

The teacher stood back up and fiddled with her earring as she faced the
parents. “Apparently one of the boys . . . um, well. My problem is that the
children obviously don’t know one another’s names yet, so Amabella can’t
tell me exactly which little boy—”

“We’re not going to let this go!” interrupted Renata.

“Absolutely not!” agreed her hovering blond friend. Harper, thought
Jane, trying to get all the names straight. Hovering Harper.

The teacher took a deep breath. “No. We won’t let it go. I wonder if I
could ask all the children . . . well, actually, maybe just the boys, to come
over here for just a moment.”

The parents pushed their sons forward with gentle shoves between the
shoulder blades.

“Over you go,” said Jane to Ziggy.

He grabbed hold of her hand and looked up at her pleadingly. “I’'m
ready to go home now.”

“It’s OK,” said Jane. “It’s just for a moment.”

He wandered over and stood beside a boy who looked like a giant next
to Ziggy. He was about a head taller than her son, with black curly hair and
big strong shoulders. He looked like a little gangster.

The boys formed a straggling line in front of the teacher. There were
about fifteen, of all shapes and sizes. Celeste’s fair-haired twins stood at the
end; one of them was running a Matchbox car over his brother’s head, while
the other one swatted it away like a fly.

“It’s like a police lineup,” said Madeline.

Someone snickered. “Stop it, Madeline.”

“They should all face forward, then turn to the side to show their
profiles,” continued Madeline. To Celeste she said, “If it’s one of your boys,
Celeste, she won’t be able to tell the difference. We’ll have to do DNA
testing. Wait—do identical twins have the same DNA?”

“You can laugh, Madeline; your child isn’t a suspect,” said another
mother.

“They’ve got the same DNA but different fingerprints,” said Celeste.

“Right, then, we’ll have to dust for fingerprints,” said Madeline.

“Shhhh,” said Jane, trying not to laugh. She felt so desperately sorry for
the mother of the child who was about to be publicly humiliated.



The little girl called Amabella held on to her mother’s hand. The
redheaded nanny folded her arms and took a step back.

Amabella surveyed the line of boys.

“It was him,” she said immediately. She pointed at the little gangster
kid. “He tried to choke me.”

I knew it, thought Jane.

But then for some reason the teacher was putting her hand on Ziggy’s
shoulder, and the little girl was nodding, and Ziggy was shaking his head.
“It wasn’t me!”

“Yes, it was,” said the little girl.

Detective-Sergeant Adrian Quinlan: A post-mortem is currently being
undertaken to ascertain cause of death, but at this stage I can confirm the
victim suffered right-rib fractures, a shattered pelvis, fractured base of skull,
right foot and lower vertebrae.



1.

h, calamity, thought Madeline.
Wonderful. She’d just made friends with the mother of a
little thug. He’d seemed so cute and sweet in the car. Thank God
he hadn’t tried to choke Chloe. That would have been awkward. Also,
Chloe would have knocked him out with a right hook.

“Ziggy would never . . .” said Jane.

Her face had gone completely white. She looked horrified. Madeline
saw the other parents take tiny steps back, forming a circle of space around
Jane.

“It’s all right.” Madeline put a comforting hand on Jane’s arm. “They’re
children! They’re not civilized yet!”

“Excuse me.” Jane stepped past two other mothers and into the middle
of the little crowd, like she was stepping onto a stage. She put her hand on
Ziggy’s shoulder. Madeline’s heart broke for them both. Jane seemed young
enough to be her own daughter. In fact Jane reminded her a little of Abigail:
that same prickliness and shy, dry humor.

“Oh dear,” fretted Celeste next to Madeline. “This is awful.”

“I didn’t do anything,” said Ziggy in a clear voice.

“Ziggy, we just need you to say sorry to Amabella, that’s all,” said Miss
Barnes. Bec Barnes had taught Fred when he was in kindergarten. It had
been her first year out of teachers college. She was good, but still very
young and a bit too anxious to please the parents, which was absolutely fine
when the parent was Madeline, but not when Renata Klein was the parent,
and out for revenge. Although to be fair, any parent would want an apology
if another child tried to choke theirs. (It probably hadn’t helped that
Madeline had made Renata look silly for thinking Jane was the nanny.
Renata didn’t like to look silly. Her children were geniuses, after all. She
had a reputation to uphold. Board meetings to attend.)



Jane looked at Amabella. “Sweetheart, are you sure it was this boy who
hurt you?”

“Could you say sorry to Amabella, please? You really hurt her quite
badly,” said Renata to Ziggy. She was speaking nicely, but firmly. “Then we
can all go home.”

“But it wasn’t me,” said Ziggy. He spoke very clearly and precisely and
looked Renata straight in the eye.

Madeline took her sunglasses off and chewed on the stem. Maybe it
wasn’t him? Could Amabella have gotten it wrong? But she was gifted! She
was actually quite a lovely little girl too. She’d been on playdates with
Chloe and was very easygoing and let Chloe boss her about, taking the
supporting role in whatever game they were playing.

“Don’t lie,” Renata snapped at Ziggy. She’d dropped her well-bred,
“I’m still nice to other people’s kids even when they hurt mine” demeanor.
“All you need to do is say sorry.”

Madeline saw Jane’s body react instantly, instinctively, like the sudden
rear of a snake or pounce of an animal. Her back straightened. Her chin
lifted. “Ziggy doesn’t lie.”

“Well, I can assure you Amabella is telling the truth.”

The little audience became very still. Even the other children were
quiet, except for Celeste’s twins, who were chasing each other around the
playground, yelling something about ninjas.

“OK, so we seem to have reached a stalemate here.” Miss Barnes
clearly didn’t know what in the world to do. She was twenty-four years old,
for heaven’s sake.

Chloe reappeared at Madeline’s side, breathing hard from her exertions
on the monkey bars. “I need a swim,” she announced.

“Shhh,” said Madeline.

Chloe sighed. “May I have a swim, please, Mummy?”

“Just shhhh.”

Madeline’s ankle ached. This was not turning out to be a very good
fortieth birthday, thank you very much. So much for the Festival of
Madeline. She really needed to sit back down. Instead she limped into the
middle of the action.

“Renata,” she said. “You know how children can be—"

Renata swung her head to glare at Madeline. “The child needs to take
responsibility for his actions. He needs to see there are consequences. He



can’t go around choking other children and pretend he didn’t do it! Anyway,
what’s this got to do with you, Madeline? Mind your own beeswax.”

Madeline bristled. She was only trying to help! And “mind your own
beeswax” was such a profoundly geeky thing to say. Ever since the conflict
over the theater excursion for the gifted and talented children last year, she
and Renata had been tetchy with each other, even though they were
ostensibly still friends.

Madeline actually liked Renata, but right from the beginning there had
been something competitive about their relationship. “See, I’m just the sort
of person who would be bored out of my mind if I had to be a full-time
mother,” Renata would say confidentially to Madeline, and that wasn’t
meant to be offensive because Madeline wasnt actually a full-time mother,
she worked part-time, but still, there was always the implication that Renata
was the smart one, the one who needed more mental stimulation, because
she had a career while Madeline had a job.

It didn’t help that Renata’s older son Jackson was famous at school for
winning chess tournaments, while Madeline’s son Fred was famous for
being the only student in the history of Pirriwee Public brave enough to
climb the giant Moreton Bay Fig tree and then leap the impossible distance
onto the roof of the music room to retrieve thirty-four tennis balls. (The Fire
Brigade had to be called to rescue him. Fred’s street cred at school was sky-
high.)

“It doesn’t matter, Mummy.” Amabella looked up at her mother with
eyes still teary. Madeline could see the red finger marks around the poor
child’s neck.

“It does matter,” said Renata. She turned to Jane. “Please make your
child apologize.”

“Renata,” said Madeline.

“Stay out of it, Madeline.”

“Yes, I don’t think we should get involved Madeline,” said Harper, who
was predictably nearby and spent her life agreeing with Renata.

“I’m sorry, but I just can’t make him apologize for something he says
he didn’t do,” said Jane.

“Your child is lying,” said Renata. Her eyes flashed behind her glasses.

“I don’t think he is,” said Jane. She lifted her chin.

“I just want to go home now, please, Mummy,” said Amabella. She
began to sob in earnest. Renata’s weird-looking new French nanny, who had



been silent the whole time, picked her up, and Amabella wrapped her legs
around her waist and buried her face in her neck. A vein pulsed in Renata’s
forehead. Her hands clenched and unclenched.

“This is completely . . . unacceptable,” Renata said to poor distraught
Miss Barnes, who was probably wondering why they hadn’t covered
situations like this at teachers college.

Renata leaned down so that her face was only inches away from Ziggy.
“If you ever touch my little girl like that again, you will be in big trouble.”

“Hey!” said Jane.

Renata ignored her. She straightened and spoke to the nanny. “Let’s go,
Juliette.”

They marched off through the playground, while all the parents
pretended to be busy tending to their children.

Ziggy watched them go. He looked up at his mother, scratched the side
of his nose and said, “I don’t think I want to come to school anymore.”

Samantha: All the parents have to go down to the police station and make a
statement. I haven’t had my turn yet. I feel quite sick about it. They’ll
probably think I’'m guilty. Seriously, I feel guilty when a police car pulls up
next to me at the traffic lights.



8.

Five Months Before the Trivia Night

he reindeers ate the carrots!”
Madeline opened her eyes in the early morning light to see a
half-eaten carrot shoved in front of her eyes by Chloe. Ed, who was
snoring gently next to her, had taken a lot of time and care last night,
gnawing on the carrots to make the most authentic-looking reindeer bites.
Chloe was sitting comfortably astride Madeline’s stomach in her pajamas,
hair like a mop, big grin, wide-awake shiny eyes.

Madeline rubbed her own eyes and looked at the clock. Six a.m.
Probably the best they could hope for.

“Do you think Santa Claus left Fred a potato?” said Chloe hopefully.
“Because he’s been pretty naughty this year!”

Madeline had told her children that if they were naughty, Santa Claus
might leave them a wrapped-up potato, and they would always wonder
what the wonderful gift was that the potato replaced. It was Chloe’s dearest
wish for Christmas that her brother would receive a potato. It would
probably please her more than the dollhouse under the tree. Madeline had
seriously considered wrapping up potatoes for both of them. It would be
such an incentive for good behavior throughout the next year. “Remember
the potato,” she could say. But Ed wouldn’t let her. He was too damned
nice.

“Is your brother up yet?” she said to Chloe.

“I’ll wake him!” shouted Chloe, and before Madeline could stop her she
was gone, pounding down the hallway.

Ed stirred. “It’s not morning time, is it? It couldn’t be morning time.”



“Deck the halls with something and holly!” sang Madeline. “Tra la la la
la, la la lala!”

“I’ll pay you a thousand dollars if you stop that sound right now,” said
Ed. He put his pillow over his face. For a very nice man, he was
surprisingly cruel about her singing.

“You don’t have a thousand dollars,” said Madeline, and she launched
into “Silent Night.”

Her mobile phone beeped with a text message, and Madeline picked it
up from the bedside table while still singing.

It was Abigail. It was Abigail’s year to spend Christmas Eve and
morning with her father, Bonnie and her half sister. Skye, who was born
three months after Chloe, was a fair-haired, fey little girl who followed
Abigail around like an adoring puppy. She also looked a lot like Abigail had
when she was a child, which made Madeline feel uneasy, and sometimes
teary, as though something precious had been stolen from her. It was clear
that Abigail preferred Skye to Chloe and Fred, who refused to idolize her,
and Madeline often found herself thinking, But, Abigail, Chloe and Fred
are your real brother and sister, you should love them more! which was not
technically true. Madeline could not quite believe that all three had equal
footing as Abigail’s half siblings.

She read the text: Merry Christmas, Mum. Dad, Bonnie, Skye and me
all here at the shelter from 5:30 a.m.! I've already peeled forty potatoes! It’s
a beautiful experience being able to contribute like this. Feel so blessed.
Love, Abigail.

“She’s never peeled a freaking potato in her life,” muttered Madeline as
she texted back: That’s wonderful, darling. Merry XMAS to you too, see you
soon, xxx!

She put the phone down on the bedside table with a bang, suddenly
exhausted, and tried her best to restrain the little eruption of fury behind her
eyes.

Feel so blessed . . . A beautiful experience.

This from a fourteen-year-old who whined if she was asked to set the
table. Her daughter was starting to sound just like Bonnie.

“Bleh,” she said out loud.

Bonnie had arranged for the whole family to volunteer at a homeless
shelter on Christmas morning. “I just hate all that crass commercialism of
Christmas, don’t you?” she’d told Madeline last week, when they’d run into



each other in the shops. Madeline had been doing Christmas shopping, and
her wrists were looped with dozens of plastic shopping bags. Fred and
Chloe were both eating lollipops, their lips a garish red. Meanwhile Bonnie
was carrying a tiny bonsai tree in a pot, and Skye was walking along next to
her eating a pear. (“A fucking pear,” Madeline had told Celeste later. For
some reason she couldn’t get over the pear.)

How in the world had Bonnie managed to get Madeline’s ex-husband
out of bed at that time of morning to go to work in a homeless shelter?
Nathan wouldn’t get up before eight a.m. in the ten years they’d been
together. Bonnie must give him organic blow jobs.

“Abigail is having a ‘beautiful experience’ with Bonnie at the homeless
shelter,” Madeline said to Ed.

Ed took his pillow off his face.

“That’s revolting,” he said.

“I know,” said Madeline. This is why she loved him.

“Coffee,” he said sympathetically. “I’ll get you coffee.”

“PRESENTS!” shouted Chloe and Fred from down the hallway.

Chloe and Fred couldn’t get enough of the crass commercialism of
Christmas.

Harper: Can you imagine how strange it must have been for Madeline to have
her ex-husband’s child in the same kindergarten class as her own child? I
remember Renata and I talked about it over brunch. We were quite
concerned how it would affect the classroom dynamics. Of course, Bonnie
loved to pretend it was all so nice and amicable. “Oh, we all have Christmas
lunch together.” Spare me. I saw them at the trivia night. I saw Bonnie
throw her drink all over Madeline!



9.

t was just becoming light when Celeste woke up on Christmas morning.

Perry was sound asleep, and there was no sound from the adjoining

room where the boys were sleeping. They’d been almost demented with
excitement about Santa Claus finding them in Canada (letters had been sent
to Santa informing him of the change of address), and with their body
clocks all confused, she and Perry had had terrible trouble getting them off
to sleep. The boys were sharing a king-size bed, and they’d kept wrestling
in that hysterical way they sometimes did, where laughter skidded into tears
and then back again into laughter, and Perry had shouted from the next
room, “Go to sleep, boys!” and all of a sudden there was silence, and when
Celeste had checked in a few seconds later they were both lying flat on their
backs, arms and legs spread, as if exhaustion had simultaneously knocked
them out cold.

“Come and look at this,” she’d said to Perry, and he’d come in and
stood next to her, and they’d watched them sleep for a few minutes before
grinning at each other and tiptoeing out to have a drink to celebrate
Christmas Eve.

Now Celeste slid out from underneath the feathery quilt and walked to
the window overlooking the frozen lake. She put her hand flat against the
glass. It felt cold, but the room was warm. There was a giant Christmas tree
in the center of the lake, glowing with red and green lights. Snowflakes fell
softly. It was all so beautiful she felt like she could taste it. When she
looked back on this holiday, she’d remember its flavor: full and fruity, like
the mulled wine they’d had earlier.

Today, after the boys had opened their presents and they’d eaten a room
service breakfast (pancakes with maple syrup!), they’d go out to play in the
snow. They’d build a snowman. Perry had booked them a sleigh ride. Perry
would post pictures of them all frolicking in the snow on Facebook. He’d



write something like: The boys have their first white Christmas! He loved
Facebook. Everyone teased him about it. Big, successful banker posting
photos on Facebook, writing cheery comments about his wife’s friends’
recipe posts.

Celeste looked back at the bed where Perry was sleeping. He always
slept with a tiny perplexed frown, as if his dreams puzzled him.

As soon as he woke he’d be desperate to give Celeste his gift. He loved
giving presents. The first time she knew she wanted to marry him was when
she saw the anticipation on his face, watching his mother open a birthday
present he’d bought for her. “Do you like it?” he’d burst out as soon she
tore the paper, and his family had all laughed at him for sounding like a big
kid.

She wouldn’t need to fake her pleasure. Whatever he chose would be
perfect. She’d always prided herself on her ability to choose thoughtful
gifts, but Perry outdid her. On his last overseas trip he’d found the most
ridiculously tizzy pink crystal champagne stopper. “I took one look and
thought Madeline,” he’d said. Madeline had loved it of course.

Today would be perfect in every way. The Facebook photos wouldn’t
lie. So much joy. Her life had so much joy. That was an actual verifiable
fact.

There really was no need to leave him until the boys finished high
school.

That would be the right time to leave. On the day they finished their last
exams. “Put down your pens,” the exam supervisors would say. That’s
when Celeste would put down her marriage.

Perry opened his eyes.

“Merry Christmas!” smiled Celeste.

Gabrielle: Everyone thinks Celeste and Perry have the perfect marriage, but
I’m not sure about that. I walked by them, sitting in their car parked on the
side of the road on the trivia night. Celeste looked gorgeous, of course. I've
personally witnessed her eating carbs like there’s no tomorrow, so don’t tell
me there’s any justice in this world. They were both staring straight ahead,
not looking at each other, all dressed up in their costumes, not saying a
word.



10.

ane woke to the sound of people shouting “Happy Christmas!” from

the street below her apartment window. She sat up in bed and tugged

at her T-shirt; it was damp with sweat. She’d been dreaming. A bad
one. She’d been lying flat on her back while Ziggy stood next to her, in his
shortie pajamas, smiling down at her, one foot on her throat.

“Get off, Ziggy, I can’t breathe!” she’d been trying to say, but he’d
stopped smiling and was studying her with benign interest, as if he were
performing a scientific experiment.

She put her hand to her neck and took big gulps of air.

It was just a dream. Dreams mean nothing.

Ziggy was in bed with her. His warm back pressed against her. She
turned around to face him and put a fingertip to the soft, fragile skin just
above his cheekbone.

He went to bed each night in his own bed and woke up each morning in
with her. Neither of them ever remembered how he got there. Maybe it’s
magic, they decided. “Maybe a good witch carries me in each night,” Ziggy
said, wide-eyed but with a bit of a grin, because he only half believed in all
that kind of stuff.

“He’ll just stop one day,” Jane’s mother said whenever Jane mentioned
that Ziggy still came into her bed each night. “He won’t be still doing it
when he’s fifteen.”

There was a new freckle on Ziggy’s nose Jane hadn’t noticed before. He
had three freckles on his nose now. They formed the shape of a sail.

One day a woman would lie in bed next to Ziggy and study his sleeping
face. There would be tiny black dots of whiskers across his upper lip.
Instead of those skinny little boy shoulders, he’d have a broad chest. What
sort of man would he be?



“He’s going to be a gentle, lovely man, just like Poppy,” her mother
would say adamantly, as if she knew this for an absolute fact.

Jane’s mother believed Ziggy was her own beloved father, reincarnated.
Or she pretended to believe this, anyway. Nobody could really tell how
serious she was. Poppy had died six months before Ziggy was born, right
when Jane’s mother had been halfway through reading a book about a little
boy who was supposedly a reincarnated World War II fighter pilot. The idea
that her grandson might actually be her dad had gotten stuck in her head. It
had helped with her grieving.

And of course, there was no son-in-law to offend with talk that his son
was actually his wife’s grandfather.

Jane didn’t exactly encourage the reincarnation talk, but she didn’t
discourage it either. Maybe Ziggy was Poppy. Sometimes she could discern
a faint hint of Poppy in Ziggy’s face, especially when he was concentrating.
He got the same puckered forehead.

Her mother had been furious when Jane called to tell her what had
happened at the orientation day.

“That’s outrageous! Ziggy would never choke another child! That child
has never harmed a fly. He’s just like Poppy. Remember how Poppy
couldn’t bear to swat a fly? Your grandma would be dancing about, yelling,
‘Kill it, Stan! Kill the damned thing!’”

There had been silence then, which meant that Jane’s mother had been
felled by an attack of the giggles. She was a silent giggler.

Jane had waited it out, until her mother finally got back on the phone
and said shakily, “Oh, that did me good! Laughter is wonderful for the
digestion. Now, where were we? Oh yes! Ziggy! That little brat! Not Ziggy,
of course, the little girl. Why would she accuse our darling Ziggy?”

“I don’t know,” said Jane. “But the thing is, she didn’t seem like a brat.
The mother was sort of awful, but her daughter seemed nice. Not a brat.”

She could hear the uncertainty in her voice, and her mother heard it too.

“But darling, you can’t possibly think Ziggy really tried to choke
another child?”

“Of course not,” Jane had said, and changed the subject.

She readjusted her pillow and wriggled into a more comfortable
position. Maybe she could go back to sleep. “Ziggy will have you up at the
crack of dawn,” her mother had said, but Ziggy didn’t seem overly excited
about Christmas this year, and Jane wondered if she’d failed him in some



way. She often experienced an uneasy sense that she was somehow faking a
life for him, giving him a pretend childhood. She tried her best to create
little rituals and family traditions for birthdays and holidays. “Let’s put your
stocking out now!” But where? They’d moved too often for there to be a
regular spot. The end of his bed? The door handle? She floundered about,
and her voice became high and strained. There was something fraudulent
about it. The rituals weren’t real like they were in other families where there
was a mum and a dad and at least one sibling. Sometimes she felt like
Ziggy might be just going along with it for her sake, and that he could see
right through her, and he knew he was being shortchanged.

She watched the rise and fall of his chest.

He was so beautiful. There was no way he hurt that little girl and lied
about it.

But all sleeping children were beautiful. Even really horrible children
probably looked beautiful when they slept. How could she know for sure
that he hadn’t done it? Did anyone really know their child? Your child was
a little stranger, constantly changing, disappearing and reintroducing
himself to you. New personality traits could appear overnight.

And then there was . . .

Don't think about it. Don't think about it.

The memory fluttered like a trapped moth in her mind.

It had been trying so hard to escape ever since the little girl had pointed
at Ziggy. The pressure on Jane’s chest. Terror rising, flooding her mind. A
scream trapped in her throat.

The bruises were black, purple and red.

“She’s going to have bruises!” the child’s mother had said.

No, no, no.

Ziggy was Ziggy. He could not. He would not. She knew her child.

He stirred. His blue-veined eyelids twitched.

“Guess what day it is,” said Jane.

“Christmas!” shouted Ziggy.

He sat up so fast, the side of his head slammed violently against Jane’s
nose and she fell back against the pillow, tears streaming.

Thea: I always thought there was something not quite right about that child.
That Ziggy. Something funny about his eyes. Boys need a male role model.
I’m sorry, but it’s a fact.



Stu: Bloody hell, there was a lot of fuss about that Ziggy kid. I didn’t know
what to believe.



11.

o you fly as high as this plane, Daddy?” asked Josh. They were

about seven hours into their flight from Vancouver back home to

Sydney. So far so good. No arguments. They’d put the boys on
either side of them in separate window seats and Celeste and Perry were in
adjacent aisle seats.

“Nope. Remember I told you? I have to fly really low to avoid radar
detection,” said Perry.

“Oh yeah.” Josh turned his face back to the window.

“Why do you have to avoid radar detection?” asked Celeste.

Perry shook his head and shared a tolerant “women!” grin with Max,
who was sitting on the other side of Celeste and had leaned over to listen to
the conversation. “It’s obvious isn’t it, Max?”

“It’s top secret, Mummy,” Max told her kindly. “No one knows that
Daddy can fly.”

“Oh, of course,” said Celeste. “Sorry. Silly of me.”

“See, if I got caught, they’d probably want to run a whole battery of
tests on me,” said Perry. “Find out just how I developed these superpowers,
then they’d want to recruit me for the Air Force, I’d have to go on secret
missions.”

“Yeah, and we don’t want that,” said Celeste. “Daddy already travels
enough.”

Perry reached across the aisle and put his hand over hers in silent
apology.

“You can’t really fly,” said Max.

Perry raised his eyebrows, widened his eyes and gave a little shrug.
“Can’t I?”

“I don’t think so,” said Max uncertainly.



Perry winked at Celeste over Max’s head. He’d been telling the twins
for years that he had secret flying abilities, going into ridiculous detail
about how he’d discovered his secret powers when he was fifteen, which
was the age when they’d probably learn to fly too, assuming they’d
inherited his powers and eaten enough broccoli. The boys could never tell if
he was serious or not.

“I was flying when I skied over that big jump yesterday,” said Max. He
used his hand to demonstrate his trajectory. “Whoosh!”

“Yeah, you were flying,” said Perry. “You nearly gave Daddy a heart
attack.”

Max chuckled.

Perry linked his hands in front of him and stretched out his back. “Ow.
I’m still stiff from trying to keep up with you lot. You’re all too fast.”

Celeste studied him. He looked good: tanned and relaxed from the last
five days, skiing and sledding. This was the problem. She was still
hopelessly, helplessly attracted to him.

“What?” Perry glanced at her.

“Nothing.”

“Good holiday, eh?”

“It was a great holiday,” said Celeste with feeling. “Magical.”

“I think this is going to be a good year for us,” said Perry. He held her
eyes. “Don’t you? With the boys starting school, hopefully you’ll get a bit
more time to yourself, and I’'m . . .” He stopped, and ran his thumb across
his armrest as if he were doing some sort of quality-control test. Then he
looked up at her. “I’m going to do everything in my power to make this a
good year for us.” He smiled self-consciously.

He did this sometimes. He said or did something that made her feel as
besotted with him as she’d been that very first year after they’d met at that
boring business lunch, where she’d first truly understood those four words:
swept off my feet.

Celeste felt a sense of peace wash over her. A flight steward was
coming down the aisle, offering chocolate chip cookies baked on board the
plane. The aroma was delicious. Maybe it was going to be a really good
year for them.

Perhaps she could stay. It was always such a glorious relief when she
allowed herself to believe she could stay.



“Let’s go down to the beach when we get home,” said Perry. “We’ll
build a big sand castle. Snowman one day. Sand castle the next. Gosh you
kids have a good life.”

“Yep,” Josh yawned, and stretched out luxuriously in his business-class
seat. “It’s pretty good.”

Melissa: I remember I saw Celeste and Perry and the twins down on the beach
during the school holidays. I said to my husband, “I think that’s one of the
new kindergarten mums.” His eyes nearly popped out of his head. Celeste
and Perry were all loving and laughing and helping their kids make this
really elaborate sand castle. It was kind of sickening, to be honest. Like,
even their sand castles were better than ours.



12.

Detective-Sergeant Adrian Quinlan: We’re looking at all angles, all possible
motives.

Samantha: So we’re, like, seriously using the word . . . “murder”?

Four Months Before the Trivia Night

want to have a playdate with Ziggy,” announced Chloe one warm summer
night early in the new year.

“All right,” said Madeline. Her eyes were on her older daughter. Abigail
had taken an age cutting up her steak into tiny precise squares, and now she
was pushing the little squares back and forth, as if she were arranging them
into some sort of complicated mosaic. She hadn’t put a single piece in her
mouth.

Ed said quietly to Madeline, “Wasn’t Ziggy the one who . . . you
know?” He put his hands to his throat and made his eyes bulge.

“What are you doing, Daddy?” Chloe giggled fondly. “Daft Daddy.”

“You should have a playdate with Skye.” Abigail put down her fork and
spoke to Chloe. “She’s very excited about being in the same class as you.”

“That’s nice, isn’t it?” said Madeline in the strained, sugary tone she
knew she used whenever her ex-husband’s daughter came up in
conversation. “Isn’t that nice.”

Ed spluttered on his wine, and Madeline gave him a dark look.

“Skye is sort of like my sister, isn’t she, Mummy?” said Chloe now.
Unlike her mother, she’d been thrilled to learn she was going to be in the



same kindergarten class as Skye, and she’d asked this question about forty
thousand times.

“No, Skye is Abigail’s half sister,” said Madeline with saint-like
patience.

“But I’'m Abigail’s sister too!” said Chloe. “So that means Skye and I
must be sisters! We could be twins, like Josh and Max!”

“Speaking of which, have you seen Celeste since they got back from
Canada?” asked Ed. “Those photos Perry put on Facebook were amazing.
We should have a white Christmas one day. When we win the lottery.”

“Brrrr,” said Madeline. “They looked cold.”

“I’d be an awesome snowboarder,” said Fred dreamily.

Madeline shuddered. Fred was her little adrenaline junkie. If something
could be climbed he climbed it. She could no longer bear to watch him
skateboard. At just seven, he flipped and spun and hurled his skinny body
through the air like a kid twice his age. Whenever she saw those cool, laid-
back dudes interviewed on TV about their latest BASE-jumping/rock-
climbing/how-can-we-do-our-best-to-kill-ourselves adventure, she thought,
There’s Fred. He even looked the part with his scruffy, too-long surfer-boy
hair.

“You need a haircut,” she said.

Fred wrinkled his freckled nose in disgust. “I don’t!”

“I’ll call Ziggy’s mum,” said Madeline to Chloe, “and arrange a
playdate.”

She’d actually been meaning to call Jane since before Christmas, but
work had gotten busy, and they’d been away up the coast in between
Christmas and New Year’s. Poor Jane didn’t know anyone in the area, and
she’d seemed so devastated that day after that awful incident at orientation.

“Madeline, are you sure that’s a good idea?” said Ed quietly. “He
sounds like he might be a bit rough.”

“Well, we don’t know for sure,” said Madeline.

“But you said Amabella Klein pointed him out in a lineup.”

“Innocent people have been picked out of police lineups before,” said
Madeline to Ed.

“If that kid lays a finger on Chloe—" began Ed.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said Madeline. “Chloe can look after herself!”
She looked at Abigail’s plate. “Why aren’t you eating?”



“We like Renata and Geoff,” said Ed. “So if their daughter says this kid,
this Ziggy, hurt her, then we should be supportive. What sort of a name is
Ziggy, anyway?”

“We don’t like Renata and Geoff that much,” said Madeline. “Abigail,
eat!”

“Don’t we?” said Ed. “I thought I liked Geoff.”

“You tolerate him,” said Madeline. “He’s the bird-watcher, Ed, not the
golfer.”

“Is he?” Ed looked disappointed. “Are you sure?”

“You’re thinking of Gareth Hajek.”

“Am I?” Ed frowned.

“Yep,” said Madeline. “Chloe, stop waving your fork around. Fred
nearly lost an eye just then. Are you sick, Abigail? Is that why you’re not
eating?”

Abigail laid down her knife and fork. “I think I’m going vegan,” she
said grandly.

Bonnie was a vegan.

“Over my dead body you are,” said Madeline.

Or over somebody’s dead body, anyway.

Thea: You know that Madeline has a fourteen-year-old daughter, Abigail, from
her previous marriage? I feel so sorry for children from broken homes,
don’t you? I’m just so glad I can offer my children a stable environment.
I’'m sure Madeline and Bonnie were fighting about Abigail at the trivia
night.

Harper: I actually heard Madeline say, “I’m going to kill someone before the
night is out.” I assumed it was something to do with Bonnie. Not that I’m
pointing fingers, of course.

Bonnie: Yes, Abigail is my stepdaughter, and it’s absolutely true that Abigail
had a few, well, issues, just typical teenage girl issues, but Madeline and I
were working together as a team to help her. Can you smell lemon myrtle?
I’m trying this new incense for the first time. It’s good for stress. Take a
deep breath. That’s it. You look like you need a little stress relief, if you
don’t mind my saying.



13.

t was one of those days. It had been a while. Not since well before

Christmas. Celeste’s mouth was dry and hollow. Her head throbbed

gently. She followed the boys and Perry through the school yard with
her body held stiffly, carefully, as if she were a tall fragile glass in danger of
spilling.

She was hyperaware of everything: the warm air against her bare arms,
the straps of her sandals in between her toes, the edges of the leaves of the
Moreton Bay Fig tree, each sharply delineated against the blue of the sky. It
was similar to that intense way you felt when you were newly in love, or
newly pregnant, or driving a car on your own for the very first time.
Everything felt significant.

“Do you and Ed fight?” she’d asked Madeline once.

“Like cats and dogs,” Madeline had said cheerfully.

Celeste could somehow tell she was talking about something else
entirely.

“Can we show Daddy the monkey bars first?” cried Max.

School started back in two weeks, but the uniform shop was open for
two hours this morning so parents could get what they needed for the new
year. Perry had the day off, and after they picked up the boys’ uniforms they
were going around the point to take the boys snorkeling.

“Sure,” said Celeste to Max. He ran off, and as she watched him go she
realized it wasn’t Max. It was Josh. She was losing her grip. She thought
she was concentrating too hard when she wasn’t concentrating enough.

Perry ran his fingertip down her arm and she shivered.

“You OK?” he asked. He lifted his sunglasses so she could see his eyes.
The whites were very white. Her eyes were always bloodshot the morning
after an argument, but Perry’s eyes were always clear and shining.

“Fine.” She smiled at him.



He smiled back and pulled her to him. “You look beautiful in that
dress,” he said in her ear.

This was the way they always behaved with each other the day after:
tender and tremulous, as if they’d been through something terrible together,
like a natural disaster, as if they’d barely escaped with their lives.

“Daddy!” shrieked Josh. “Come and watch us!”

“Coming!” cried Perry. He banged his fists against his chest like a
gorilla and ran after them with his back hunched and his arms swinging,
making gorilla noises. The boys went crazy with delighted terror and ran
off.

It was just a bad fight, she told herself. All couples fight.

The previous night the boys had stayed overnight at Perry’s mother’s
place. “Have a romantic dinner without these little ruffians,” she’d said.

It had started over the computer.

She’d been double-checking the opening times for the uniform shop
when the computer said something about a “catastrophic error.” “Perry!”
she’d called from the office, “there’s something wrong with the computer!”
and a tiny part of her warned: No, don't tell him. What if he can't fix it?

Stupid, stupid, stupid. She should have known better. But it was too
late. He came into the office, smiling.

“Step aside, woman,” he’d said.

He was the one who was good with computers. He liked being able to
solve problems for her, and if he could have fixed it then, everything would
have been fine.

But he couldn’t fix it.

The minutes passed. She could see by the set of his shoulders that it
wasn’t going well.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Leave it.”

“I can do it,” he said. He moved the mouse back and forth. “I know
what the problem is; I just need to . . . Damn it.”

He swore again. Softly at first, and then louder. His voice became like a
blow. She winced each time.

And as his fury rose, a kind of matching fury rose within her, because
she could already see exactly how the night was going to proceed, and how
it could have proceeded if she hadn’t made such a “catastrophic error.”

The seafood platter she’d prepared would sit there uneaten. The pavlova
would slide straight from the tray into the bin. All that time and effort and



money wasted. She hated waste. It made her feel sick.

So when she said, “Please, Perry, just leave it,” there was frustration in
her voice. That was her fault. Maybe if she’d spoken nicely. Been more
patient. Said nothing.

He swiveled the chair to face her. His eyes were already shiny with
rage. Too late. He was gone. It was all over, red rover.

And yet she didn't retreat. She refused to retreat. She kept fighting right
to the end because of the injustice of it, the ridiculousness of it. I asked him
to help fix the computer. It should not be like this, a part of her continued to
inwardly rage, even as the yelling began and her heart pounded and her
muscles tensed in readiness. It’s not fair. It’s not right.

It was even worse than usual because the boys weren’t at home. They
didn’t have to keep their voices down, to hiss at each other behind closed
doors. The house was too big for the neighbors to hear them shout. It was
almost like they both relished the opportunity to fight without boundaries.

Celeste walked down toward the monkey bars. They were in a cool,
shady bottom corner of the playground. The boys would love playing here
when they started school.

Perry was doing chin-ups on the monkey bars while the boys counted.
His shoulders moved gracefully. He had to hold his legs up high because
the monkey bars were so low to the ground. He’d always been athletic.

Was there some sick, damaged part of Celeste that actually liked living
like this and wanted this shameful, dirty marriage? That’s how she thought
of it. As if she and Perry engaged in some sort of strange, disgusting and
perverted sexual practice.

And sex was part of it.

There was always sex afterward. When it was all over. At about five
a.m. Fierce, angry sex, with tears that slid onto each other’s faces and
tender apologies and the words murmured over and over: Never again, I
swear on my life, never again, this has to stop, we have to stop this, we
should get help, never again.

“Come on,” she said to the boys. “Let’s get to the uniform shop before
it closes.”

Perry dropped easily to the ground and grabbed a twin under each arm.
“Gotcha!”

Did she love him as much as she hated him? Did she hate him as much
as she loved him?



“We should try another counselor,” she’d said to him early this
morning.

“You’re right,” he’d said, as if it were an actual possibility. “When I get
back. We’ll talk about it then.”

He was going away the next day. Vienna. It was a “summit” his firm
was sponsoring. He would be delivering the keynote address on something
terribly complex and global. There would be a lot of acronyms and
incomprehensible jargon, and he’d stand there with a little pointer, making a
red dot of light zip about on the PowerPoint presentation prepared by his
executive assistant.

Perry was away often. He sometimes felt like an aberration in her life.
A visitor. Her real life took place when he wasn’t there. What happened
never mattered all that much because he was always about to leave, the next
day or the next week.

Two years ago, they’d gone to a counselor. Celeste had been buoyant
with hope, but as soon as she saw the cheap vinyl couch and the counselor’s
eager, earnest face, she knew it was a mistake. She watched Perry weigh up
his superior intelligence and social standing relative to the counselor and
knew that this would be their first and last visit.

They never told her the truth. They talked about how Perry found it
frustrating that Celeste didn’t get up early enough and was always running
late. Celeste said that sometimes “Perry lost his temper.”

How could they admit to a stranger what went on in their marriage? The
shame of it. The ugliness of their behavior. They were a fine-looking
couple. People had been telling them that for years. They were admired and
envied. They had all the privileges in the world. Overseas travel. A
beautiful home. It was ungracious and ungrateful of them to behave the way
they did.

“Just stop it,” that nice eager woman would have surely said, disgusted
and disapproving.

Celeste didn’t want to tell her either. She wanted her to guess. She
wanted her to ask the right question. But she never did.

After they left the counselor’s office, they were both so exhilarated to
be out of there, their performance over, that they went to a hotel bar in the
middle of the afternoon and had a drink, and flirted with each other, and
they couldn’t keep their hands off each other. Halfway through his drink,
Perry suddenly stood, took her hand and led her to the reception desk. They



literally “got a room.” Ha ha. So funny, so sexy. It was as though the
counselor really had fixed everything. Because after all, how many married
couples did that? Afterward she felt seedy and sexy and disheveled and
filled with despair.

“So where’s the uniform shop?” said Perry as they walked back up into
the school’s main quadrangle.

“I don’t know,” said Celeste. How should I know? Why should I know?

“The uniform shop, did you say? It’s over here.”

Celeste turned around. It was that intense little woman with the glasses
from the orientation day. The one whose daughter said Ziggy tried to choke
her. The curly-haired little girl was with her.

“I’m Renata,” said the woman. “I met you at the orientation day last
year. You’re friends with Madeline Mackenzie, aren’t you? Amabella, stop
that. What are you doing?” The little girl was holding on to her mother’s
white shirt and shyly twisting her body behind her mother’s. “Come and say
hello. These are some of the boys who will be in your class. They’re
identical twins. Isn’t that so interesting?” She looked at Perry, who had
deposited the boys at his feet. “How in the world do you ever tell them
apart?”

Perry held out his hand. “Perry,” he said. “We can’t tell them apart
either. No idea which is which.”

Renata pumped Perry’s hand enthusiastically. Women always took to
Perry. It was that Tom Cruise, white-toothed smile and the way he gave
them his full attention.

“Very pleased to meet you. Here to get the boys their uniforms, are
you? Exciting! Amabella was going to come with her nanny, but then my
board meeting finished early so I decided to come myself.”

Perry nodded along, as if this were all very fascinating.

Renata lowered her voice. “Amabella has become a little anxious ever
since the incident at the school. Did your wife tell you? A little boy tried to
choke her on the orientation day. She had bruises on her neck. A little boy
called Ziggy. We seriously considered reporting it to the police.”

“That’s terrible,” said Perry. “Jesus. Your poor little girl.”

“Da-ad,” said Max, pulling on his father’s hand. “Hurry up!”

“Actually, I'm sorry,” said Renata, looking brightly at Celeste. “I might
have put my foot in it! Didn’t you and Madeline have some sort of little
birthday party with that boy’s mother? Jane? Was that her name? A very



young girl. I mistook her for an au pair. You might all be best friends, for all
I know! I hear you were all drinking champagne! In the morning!”

“Ziggy?” frowned Perry. “We don’t know anyone with a kid called
Ziggy, do we?”

Celeste cleared her throat. “I met Jane for the first time that day,” she
said to Renata. “She gave Madeline a lift after she hurt her ankle. She
was . . . well, she seemed very nice.”

She didn’t particularly want to be aligned with the mother of a bully,
but on the other hand she’d liked Jane, and the poor girl had looked quite
sick when Renata’s daughter pointed out Ziggy.

“She’s deluded, that’s what she is,” said Renata. “She absolutely
refused to accept that her precious child did what he did. I’ve told Amabella
to stay well away from this Ziggy. If I were you I’d tell your boys to steer
clear too.”

“Probably a good idea,” said Perry. “We don’t want them getting in
with a bad crowd from day one.” His tone was light and humorous, as if he
weren’t really taking any of it seriously, although, knowing Perry, the
lightness was probably a cover. He had a particular paranoia about bullying
because of his own experiences as a child. He was like a secret service guy
when it came to his boys, his eyes darting about suspiciously, monitoring
the park or the playground for rough kids or savage dogs or pedophiles
posing as grandfathers.

Celeste opened her mouth. “Um,” she said. They re five. Is this a bit
over the top?

But then again, there was something about Ziggy. She’d only seen him
briefly at the school, and she couldn’t put her finger on exactly what it was
about his face, but there was something about him that made her feel off-
balance, something that filled her with mistrust. (But he was a beautiful
little five-year-old boy, just like her boys! How could she feel like that
about a five-year-old?)

“Mum! Come on!” Josh yanked on Celeste’s arm.

She clutched at her tender right shoulder. “Ow!” For a moment the pain
was so sharp, she fought nausea.

“Are you all right?” said Renata.

“Celeste?” said Perry. She could see the shameful recognition in his
eyes. He knew exactly why it had hurt so much. There would be an
exquisite piece of jewelry in his bag when he returned from Vienna.



Another piece for her collection. She would never wear it, and he would
never ask why.

For a moment Celeste couldn’t speak. Big blocky words filled her
mouth. She imagined letting them spill out.

My husband hits me, Renata. Never on the face of course. He’s far too
classy for that. Does yours hit you?

And if he does, and this is the question that really interests me: Do you
hit back?

“I’m fine,” she said.
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’ve invited Jane and Ziggy over for a playdate next week.” Madeline

was on the phone to Celeste as soon as she hung up from Jane. “I think

you and the boys should come too. In case we run out of things to say.”

“Right,” said Celeste. “Thanks so much. A playdate with the little boy
who—"

“Yes, yes,” said Madeline. “The little strangler. But you know, our kids
aren’t exactly shrinking violets.”

“I actually met the victim’s mother yesterday when we were getting the
boys’ uniforms,” said Celeste. “Renata. She’s telling her daughter to avoid
having anything to do with Ziggy and she suggested I tell my boys the
same.”

Madeline’s hand tightened on the phone. “She had no right to tell you
that!”

“I think she was just concerned—"

“You can’t blacklist a child before he’s even started school!”

“Well, I don’t know, you can sort of understand, from her point of view.
I mean, if that happened to Chloe, I mean, I guess . ..”

Madeline pressed the phone to her ear as Celeste’s voice drifted. Ever
since Madeline had first met her, Celeste had had this habit. She’d be
chatting perfectly normally, and then she’d suddenly be floating off with the
fairies.

That’s how they’d met in the first place, because Celeste had been
dreaming. Their kids were in swimming class together as toddlers. Chloe
and the twins had stood on a little platform at the edge of the swimming
pool while the teacher gave each child a turn practicing their dog paddle
and floating. Madeline had noticed the gorgeous-looking mother watching
the class, but they’d never bothered to talk to each other. Madeline was
normally busy keeping an eye on Fred, who was four at the time and a



handful. On this particular day, Fred had been happily distracted with ice
cream, and Madeline was watching Chloe have her turn floating like a
starfish when she noticed there was only one twin boy standing on the
platform.

“Hey!” shouted Madeline at the teacher. “Hey!”

She looked for the beautiful mother. She was standing off to the side,
staring off into the distance. “Your little boy!” she screamed. People turned
their heads in slow motion. The pool supervisor was nowhere to be seen.

“For fuck’s sake,” said Madeline, and she jumped straight into the
water, fully dressed, stilettos and all, and pulled Max from the bottom of the
pool, choking and spluttering.

Madeline had yelled at everyone in sight, while Celeste hugged her two
wet boys to her and sobbed crazy, grateful thanks. The swim school had
been both obsequiously apologetic and appallingly evasive. The child
wasn’t in danger, but they were sorry it appeared that way and they would
most certainly review their procedures.

They both pulled their children out of the swim school, and Celeste,
who was an ex-lawyer, wrote them a letter demanding compensation for
Madeline’s ruined shoes, her dry-clean-only dress and of course a refund of
all their fees.

So they became friends. And Madeline understood when Celeste first
introduced her to Perry and it became clear that she’d only told her husband
that they’d met through swimming lessons. It wasn’t always necessary to
tell your husband the whole story.

Now Madeline changed the subject.

“Has Perry gone away to wherever he’s going this time?” she asked.

Celeste’s voice was suddenly crisp and clear again. “Vienna. Yes. He’ll
be gone for three weeks.”

“Missing him already?” said Madeline. Joke.

There was a pause.

“You still there?” asked Madeline

“I like having toast for dinner,” said Celeste.

“Oh yes, I have yogurt and chocolate biscuits for dinner whenever Ed
goes away,” said Madeline. “Good Lord, why do I look so tired?”

She was making the phone call while sitting on the bed in the
office/spare room where she always folded laundry, and she’d just caught



sight of her reflection in the mirrored wardrobe on one side of the wall. She
got off the bed and walked over to the mirror, the phone still held to her ear.

“Maybe because you are tired,” suggested Celeste.

Madeline pressed a fingertip beneath her eye. “I had a great night’s
sleep!” she said. “Every day I think, ‘Gosh, you look a bit tired today,” and
it’s just recently occurred to me that it’s not that I’'m tired, it’s that this is the
way I look now.”

“Cucumbers? Isn’t that what you do to reduce puffiness?” said Celeste
idly. Madeline knew that Celeste was spectacularly disinterested in a whole
chunk of life that Madeline relished: clothes, skin care, makeup, perfume,
jewelry, accessories. Sometimes Madeline looked at Celeste with her long
red-gold hair pulled back any-old-how and she longed to grab her and play
with her like she was one of Chloe’s Barbie dolls.

“I am mourning the loss of my youth,” she told Celeste.

Celeste snorted.

“I know I wasn’t that beautiful to begin with—"

“You’re still beautiful,” said Celeste.

Madeline made a face at herself in the mirror and turned away. She
didn’t want to admit, even to herself, just how much the aging of her face
really did genuinely depress her. She wanted to be above such superficial
concerns. She wanted to be depressed about the state of the world, not the
crumpling and creasing of her skin. Each time she saw evidence of the
natural aging of her body, she felt irrationally ashamed, as if she weren’t
trying hard enough. Meanwhile, Ed got sexier each year that went by as the
lines around his eyes deepened and his hair grayed.

She sat back down on the spare bed and began folding clothes.

“Bonnie came to pick up Abigail today,” she told Celeste. “She came to
the door and she looked like, I don’t know, a Swedish fruit picker, with this
red-and-white-checked scarf on her head, and Abigail ran out of the house.
She ran. As if she couldn’t wait to get away from her old hag of a mother.”

“Ah,” said Celeste. “Now I get it.”

“Sometimes I feel like I’'m losing Abigail. I feel her drifting, and I want
to grab her and say, ‘Abigail, he left you too. He walked out on both of us.’
But I have to be the grown-up. And the awful thing is, I think she is actually
happier when she’s with their stupid family, meditating and eating
chickpeas.”

“Surely not,” said Celeste.



“I know, right? I hate chickpeas.”

“Really? I quite like chickpeas. They’re good for you too.”

“Shut up. So are you bringing the boys over to play with Ziggy? I feel
like that poor little Jane is going to need some friends this year. Let’s be her
friends and look after her.”

“Of course we’ll come,” said Celeste. “I’ll bring chickpeas.”

Mrs. Lipmann: No. The school has not had a trivia night end in bloodshed
before. I find that question offensive and inflammatory.
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want to live in a double-decker house like this,” said Ziggy as they walked
up the driveway to Madeline’s house.

“Do you?” said Jane. She adjusted her bag in the crook of her arm. In
her other arm she carried a plastic container of freshly baked banana
muffins.

You want a life like this? I’d quite like a life like this too.

“Hold this for a moment, will you?” She handed Ziggy the container so
she could take another two pieces of gum out of her bag, studying the house
as she did. It was an ordinary two-story, cream-brick family house. A bit
ramshackle-looking. The grass needed a mow. Two double kayaks hung
above the car in the garage. Boogie boards and surfboards leaned against
the walls. Beach towels hung over the balcony. A child’s bike had been
abandoned on the front lawn.

There wasn’t anything all that special about this house. It was similar to
Jane’s family home, although Jane’s home was smaller and tidier, and they
were an hour’s drive from the beach, so there wasn’t all the evidence of the
beach activities, but it had the same casual, simple, suburban feel.

This was childhood.

It was so simple. Ziggy wasn’t asking for too much. He deserved a life
like this. If Jane hadn’t gone out that night, if she hadn’t drunk that third
tequila slammer, if she’d said no thank you when he’d slid onto the seat
next to hers, if she’d stayed home and finished her law degree and gotten a
job and a husband and a mortgage and done it all the proper way, then
maybe one day she would have lived in a family house and been a proper
person living a proper life.

But then Ziggy wouldn’t have been Ziggy. And maybe she wouldn’t
have had any children at all. She remembered the doctor, his sad frown, just



a year before she got pregnant. “Jane, you need to understand, it’s going to
be very difficult, if not impossible, for you to conceive.”

“Ziggy! Ziggy, Ziggy, Ziggy!” The front door flew open and Chloe, in a
fairy dress and gum boots, came running out and dragged Ziggy off by the
hand. “You’re here to play with me, OK? Not my brother Fred.”

Madeline appeared behind her, wearing a red-and-white polka-dotted
1950s-style dress with a full skirt. Her hair was pulled up in a swinging
ponytail.

“Jane! Happy New Year! How are you? It’s so lovely to see you. Look,
my ankle is all healed! Although you’ll be pleased to see I’'m wearing flat
shoes.”

She stood on one foot and twirled her ankle, showing off a sparkly red
ballet shoe.

“They’re like Dorothy’s ruby slippers,” said Jane, handing Madeline the
muffins.

“Exactly, don’t you love them?” said Madeline. She unpeeled the lid of
the container. “Good Lord. Don’t tell me you baked these?”

“I did,” said Jane. She could hear Ziggy’s laughter from somewhere
upstairs. Her heart lifted at the sound.

“Look at you, with freshly baked muffins, and I’'m the one dressed like
a 1950s housewife,” said Madeline. “I love the idea of baking, but then I
can’t seem to make it a reality, I never seem to have all the ingredients.
How do you manage to have all that flour and sugar and, I don’t know,
vanilla extract?”

“Well,” said Jane, “I buy them. From this place called a supermarket.”

“I suppose you make a list,” said Madeline. “And then you remember to
take the list with you.”

Jane saw that Madeline’s feelings about Jane’s baking were similar to
Jane’s feelings about Madeline’s accessories: confused admiration for an
exotic behavior.

“Celeste and the boys are coming today. She’ll hoover up those muffins
of yours. Tea or coffee? We’d better not have champagne every time we
meet, although I could be convinced. Got anything to celebrate?”

Madeline led her into a big combined kitchen and living area.

“Nothing to celebrate,” said Jane. “Just ordinary tea would be great.”

“So how did the move go?” asked Madeline. “We were away up the
coast when you were moving, otherwise I would have offered Ed to help



you. I’'m always offering him up as a mover. He loves it.”

“Seriously?”

“No, no. He hates it. He gets so cross with me. He says, ‘I’m not an
appliance you can loan out!”” She put on a deep voice to imitate her
husband as she switched the kettle on, her ponytail swinging. “But you
know, he pays money to lift weights at the gym, so why not lift a few boxes
for free? Have a seat. Sorry about the mess.”

Jane sat down at a long timber table covered with the detritus of family
life: ballerina stickers, a novel facedown, sunscreen, keys, some sort of
electronic toy, an airplane made out of Legos.

“My family helped me move,” said Jane. “There are a lot of stairs.
Everyone was kind of mad at me, but they’re the ones who never let me pay
for movers.”

(“If ’'m lugging this freakin’ refrigerator back down these stairs in six
months’ time, then I’1l—" her brother had said.)

“Milk? Sugar?” asked Madeline as she dunked tea bags.

“Neither, just black. Um, I saw one of those kindergarten mothers this
morning,” Jane told Madeline. She wanted to bring up the subject of the
orientation day while Ziggy wasn’t in the room. “At the gas station. I think
she pretended not to see me.”

She didn’t think it. She knew it. The woman had snapped her head in
the other direction so fast, it was like she’d been slapped.

“Oh, really?” Madeline sounded amused. She helped herself to a
muffin. “Which one? Do you remember her name?”

“Harper,” said Jane. “I’m pretty sure it was Harper. I remember I called
her Hovering Harper to myself because she seemed to hover about Renata
all the time. She’s one of your Blond Bobs, I think, with a long droopy face.
Kind of like a basset hound.”

Madeline chortled. “That’s Harper exactly. Yes, she’s very good friends
with Renata, and she’s bizarrely proud about it, as if Renata is some sort of
celebrity. She always needs to let you know that she and Renata see each
other socially. ‘Oh, we all had a marvelous night at some marvelous
restaurant.”” She took a bite of her muffin.

“I guess that’s why Harper doesn’t want to know me then,” said Jane.
“Because of what happened—"

“Jane,” interrupted Madeline. “This muffin is . . . magnificent.”

Jane smiled at Madeline’s amazed face. There was a crumb on her nose.



“Thanks, I can give you the recipe if you—"

“Oh, Lord, I don’t want the recipe, I just want the muffins.” Madeline
took a big sip of her tea. “You know what? Where’s my phone? I’'m going
to text Harper right now and demand to know why she pretended not to see
my new muffin-baking friend today.”

“Don’t you dare!” said Jane. Madeline, she realized, was one of those
slightly dangerous people who jumped right in defending their friends and
stirred up far bigger waves than the first tiny ripple.

“Well, I won’t have it,” said Madeline. “If those women give you a hard
time over what happened at orientation, I'll be furious. It could happen to
anyone.”

“I would have made Ziggy apologize,” said Jane. She needed to make it
clear to Madeline that she was the sort of mother who made her child say
sorry. “I believed him when he said he didn’t do it.”

“Of course you did,” said Madeline. “I’m sure he didn’t do it. He seems
like a gentle child.”

“I’m one hundred percent positive,” said Jane. “Well, I’m ninety-nine
percent positive. I'm . . .”

She stopped and swallowed because she was suddenly feeling an
overwhelming desire to explain her doubts to Madeline. To tell her exactly
what that 1 percent of doubt represented. To just . . . say it. To turn it into a
story she’d never shared with anyone. To package it up into an incident with
a beginning, a middle and an end.

It was a beautiful, warm spring night in October. Jasmine in the air. I
had terrible hay fever. Scratchy throat. Itchy eyes.

She could just talk without thinking about it, without feeling it, until the
story was done.

And then perhaps Madeline would say in her definite, don’t-argue
manner: Oh, you mustn’t worry about that, Jane. That’s of no consequence!
Ziggy is exactly who you think he is. You are his mother. You know him.

But what if she did the opposite? If the doubt Jane was feeling right
now was reflected even for an instant on Madeline’s face, then what? It
would be the worst betrayal of Ziggy.

“Oh, Abigail! Come have a muffin with us!” Madeline looked up as a
teenage girl came into the kitchen. “Jane, this is my daughter Abigail.” A
false note had crept into Madeline’s voice. She put down her muffin and
fiddled with one of her earrings. “Abigail?” she said again. “This is Jane!”



Jane turned in her chair. “Hi, Abigail,” she said to the teenage girl, who
was standing very still and straight, her hands clasped in front of her as if
she were taking part in a religious ceremony.

“Hello,” said Abigail, and she smiled at Jane, a sudden flash of
unexpected warmth. It was Madeline’s brilliant smile, but apart from that
you would never have picked them for mother and daughter. Abigail’s
coloring was darker and her features were sharper. Her hair hung down her
back in that ratty, just-got-out-of-bed look and she wore a shapeless sack-
like brown dress over black leggings. Intricate henna markings extended
from her hands all the way up her forearms. Her only jewelry was a silver
skull hanging from a black shoelace around her neck.

“Dad is picking me up,” said Abigail.

“What? No he’s not,” said Madeline.

“Yeah, I’'m going to stay there tonight because I’ve got that thing
tomorrow with Louisa and we have to be there early, and it’s closer from
Dad’s place.”

“It’s ten minutes closer at the most,” protested Madeline.

“But it’s just easier going from Dad and Bonnie’s place,” said Abigail.
“We can get out the door faster. We won’t be sitting waiting in the car while
Fred looks for his shoes or Chloe runs back inside to get a different Barbie
doll or whatever.”

“I suppose Skye never has to go back inside for her Barbie doll,” said
Madeline.

“Bonnie would never let Skye play with Barbie dolls in a million
years,” said Abigail with a roll of her eyes, as if that would be obvious to
anyone. “I mean, you really shouldn’t let Chloe play with them, Mum;
they’re, like, badly unfeminist, and they give her unrealistic body-shape
expectations.”

“Yes, well, the ship has sailed when it comes to Chloe and Barbie.”
Madeline gave Jane a rueful smile.

There was a beep of a horn from outside.

“That’s him,” said Abigail.

“You already called him?” said Madeline. Color rose in her cheeks.
“You arranged this without asking me?”

“I asked Dad,” said Abigail. She came around the side of the table and
gave Madeline a kiss on the cheek. “Bye, Mum.”



“Nice to meet you.” Abigail smiled at Jane. You couldn’t help but like
her.

“Abigail Marie!” Madeline stood up from the table. “This is
unacceptable. You don’t just get to choose where you’re going to spend the
night.”

Abigail stopped. She turned around.

“Why not?” she said. “Why should you and Dad get to choose who gets
the next turn of me?” Jane could again see a resemblance to Madeline in the
way Abigail quivered with rage. “As if I’'m something you own. Like I’'m
your car and you get to share me.”

“It’s not like that,” began Madeline.

“It is like that,” said Abigail.

There was another beep of the horn from outside.

“What’s going on?” A middle-aged man strolled into the kitchen,
wearing a wet suit rolled down to his waist, revealing a broad, very hairy
chest. He was with a little boy who was dressed exactly the same way,
except his chest was skinny and hairless. He said to Abigail, “Your dad is
out front.”

“I know that,” said Abigail. She looked at the man’s hairy chest. “You
should not walk around like that in public. It’s disgusting.”

“What? Showing off my fine physique?” The man banged a proud fist
against his chest and smiled at Jane. She smiled back uneasily.

“Revolting,” said Abigail. “I’m going.”

“We’ll talk more about this later!” said Madeline.

“Whatever.”

“Don’t you whatever me!” called out Madeline. The front door
slammed.

“Mummy, I am starved to death,” said the little boy.

“Have a muffin,” said Madeline gloomily. She sank back down into her
chair. “Jane, this is my husband, Ed, and my son, Fred. Ed, Fred. Easy to
remember.”

“Because they rhyme,” clarified Fred.

“Gidday,” said Ed. He shook Jane’s hand. “Sorry about the ‘disgusting’
sight of me. Fred and I have been surfing.” He sat down next to Madeline
and put his arm around her. “Abigail giving you grief?”

Madeline pressed her face against his shoulder. “You’re like a wet, salty
dog.”



“These are good.” Fred took a gigantic bite from his muffin while
simultaneously snaking out his hand and taking a second one. Jane would
bring extra next time.

“Mummy! We neeeeeed you!” Chloe called from down the hallway.

“I’m going to go ride my skateboard.” Fred took a third muffin.

“Helmet,” said Madeline and Ed at the same time.

“Mummy!” Chloe shouted.

“Coming!” said Madeline. “Talk to Jane, Ed.”

She went off down the hallway.

Jane prepared herself to carry the conversation, but Ed grinned easily at
her, took a muffin and settled back in his chair. “So you’re Ziggy’s mum.
How’d you come up with the name Ziggy?”

“My brother suggested it,” said Jane. “He’s a big Bob Marley fan and I
guess Bob Marley called his son Ziggy.” She paused, remembering the
miraculous weight of her new baby in her arms, his solemn eyes. “I liked
that it was kind of out-there. My name is so dull. Plain Jane and all that.”

“Jane is a beautiful, classic name,” said Ed very definitely, making her
fall in love with him just a little. “In point of fact, I had ‘Jane’ on my list
when we were naming Chloe, but I got overruled, and I’d already won on
‘Fred.””

Jane’s eyes were caught by a wedding photo on the wall: Madeline
wearing a champagne-colored tulle dress, sitting on Ed’s lap, both of them
had their eyes screwed shut with helpless laughter.

“How did you and Madeline meet?” she asked to make conversation.

Ed brightened. It was obviously a story he liked to tell.

“I lived across the street from her when we were kids,” he said.
“Madeline lived next door to a big Lebanese family. They had six sons: big
strapping boys. I was terrified of them. They used to play cricket in the
street, and sometimes Madeline would join in. She’d come trotting out, half
the size of these big lumps, and she’d have ribbons in her hair and those
shiny bangles, well you know what she’s like, the girliest girl you’d ever
seen, but my God, she could play cricket.”

He put down his muffin and stood up to demonstrate. “So out she’d
come, flick, flick of the hair, flounce, flounce of the dress, and she’d take
the bat, and next thing, WHAM!” He slammed an imaginary cricket bat.
“And those boys would fall to their knees, clutching their heads.”



“Are you telling the cricket story again?” Madeline returned from
Chloe’s bedroom.

“That’s when I fell in love with her,” said Ed. “Truly, madly, deeply.
Watching from my bedroom window.”

“I didn’t even know he existed,” said Madeline airily.

“Nope, she didn’t. So we grow up and leave home, and I hear from my
mum that Madeline has married some wanker,” said Ed.

“Shhh.” Madeline slapped his arm.

“Then, years later, I go to this barbecue for a friend’s thirtieth birthday.
There’s a cricket game in the backyard, and who’s out there batting in her
stilettos, all blinged up, exactly the same, but little Madeline from across
the road. My heart just about stopped.”

“That’s a very romantic story,” said Jane.

“I nearly didn’t go to that barbecue,” said Ed. Jane saw that his eyes
were shiny, even though he must have told this story a hundred times
before.

“And I nearly didn’t go either,” said Madeline. “I had to cancel a
pedicure, and I would normally never cancel a pedicure.”

They smiled at each other.

Jane looked away. She picked up her mug of tea and took a sip even
though it was all gone. The doorbell rang.

“That will be Celeste,” said Madeline.

Great, thought Jane, continuing to pretend-sip her empty mug of tea.
Now I’ll be in the presence of both great love and great beauty.

All around her was color: rich, vibrant color. She was the only colorless
thing in this whole house.

Miss Barnes: Obviously parents form their own social groups outside of
school. The conflict at the trivia night might not necessarily have anything
to do with what was going on at Pirriwee Public. I just thought I should
point that out.

Thea: Yes, well, Miss Barnes would say that, wouldn’t she?
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hat did you think of Jane?” Madeline asked Ed that night in the

bathroom as he cleaned his teeth and she used her fingertip to

apply an eye-wateringly expensive dab of eye cream to her
“fine lines and wrinkles.” (She had a marketing degree, for heaven’s sake.
She knew she’d just blown her money buying a jar of hope.) “Ed?”

“I’m cleaning my teeth, give me a moment.” He rinsed his mouth out,
spat and tapped his toothbrush on the side of the basin. Tap, tap, tap.
Always three definite, decisive taps, as if the toothbrush were a hammer or
wrench. Sometimes, if she’d been drinking champagne, she could get weak
from laughter just watching Ed tap his toothbrush on the basin.

“Jane looks about twelve years old to me,” said Ed. “Abigail seems
older than her. I can’t get my head around her being a fellow parent.” He
pointed his toothbrush at her and grinned. “But she’ll be our secret weapon
at this year’s trivia night. She’ll know the answers to all the Gen Y
questions.”

“I reckon I might know more pop culture stuff than Jane,” said
Madeline. “I get the feeling she’s not your typical twenty-four-year-old. She
seems almost old-fashioned in some ways, like someone from my mother’s
generation.”

She examined her face, sighed and put her jar of hope back on the shelf.

“She can’t be that old-fashioned,” said Ed. “You said she got pregnant
after a one-night stand.”

“She went ahead and had the baby,” said Madeline. “That’s sort of old-
fashioned.”

“But then she should have left him on the church doorstep,” said Ed.
“In a wicked basket.”

“A what?”

“A wicker basket. That’s a word, isn’t it? Wicker?”



“I thought you said a wicked basket.”

“I did. I was covering up my mistake. Hey, what’s with all the gum?
She was chewing it all day.”

“I know. It’s like she’s addicted.”

He turned off the bathroom light. They both went to opposite sides of
the bed, snapped on their bedside