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				Chapter One

				The disgraced deputy headmistress of Sydney’s most exclusive private girls’ school. That was the caption under Josephine Margaret Blanchard’s photograph every time it appeared in the newspaper. 

				No wonder the stories about her made compelling reading. The word ‘disgraced’ usually carried the appellation ‘footballer’, ‘wealthy businessman’ or ‘politician’. (And sometimes, oddly enough, ‘celebrity’. As if being disgraceful wasn’t part of their job description.) The deputy headmistress of the Darling Point Ladies’ College was a refreshing change from the usual suspects. 

				If Jo Blanchard’s reputation had been worth anything to anyone she might have been given a ‘media adviser’ to help restore her tarnished public image. A televised trip to a refugee camp, a charity fun run, even a teary mea culpa may have been prescribed. As it was, Jo had just gone home to her cat. She got on with her life as best she could and was resigned to the fact that every time a columnist wrote a gossipy snippet about the goings-on beyond the gates of Sydney’s elite schools, her photograph would appear. And it was always the same snap of her looking down her nose and grimacing as if she had caught the whiff of someone rather common. 

				Jo strode along the path around Rushcutters Bay, where the waters of Sydney Harbour were bordered by a low sandstone wall. It was unseasonably warm for March. The crisp tang of autumn she loved so much seemed to be weeks away. When she was a schoolgirl she would have been exchanging her white cotton gloves for grey leather by now. The weather in Sydney was changing, no doubt about it. 

				In the shallows tiny fish darted over mottled green rocks and smudges of beige sand. Jo leaned to retrieve a floating ice-cream wrapper, disposed of it ‘thoughtfully’, as per the printed instructions, and marched on. She had always kept in trim as an example to her students and although she no longer had to be out the door at 6.30 a.m. for a daily walk, she had kept up the habit. 

				Most people in the park observing the tall, slim woman in her sleek fitness gear would approve of her decision to take a constitutional on this perfect sunny morning. Good for the health. Good for the spirits. All in the good cause of self-improvement. But they wouldn’t know the real purpose of Jo’s expedition. She was doing penance. One more pilgrimage to the wrought-iron gates of Darling Point Ladies’ College, where she would light a candle to her disappointment.

				She shouldn’t be coming this way—there were any amount of trails she could follow back to her unit in Bondi Junction—but this morning it was as if she was on an express bus with a prepaid ticket and couldn’t get off. 

				‘Push it, ladies! Come on!’ A trio of women pranced by, blonde ponytails swinging, as a wiry personal trainer snapped at their heels. If they were out exercising in the park at this time of the morning, they were likely to be private-school mothers.

				Jo ducked her head. It was a reflex action. Just in case she might be recognised. Funny, she thought, how the line between being respected and ostracised was so thin these days. Just one ill-considered remark and everything could come toppling down. 

				It was surprising that a few intemperate words uttered in front of the three hundred mothers of Darling Point Ladies’ College had been enough to see Jo off. But of course it was all about ‘community expectations and standards’—that drill she knew so well from years of listening to speeches at college assemblies. If the Queen of England had made the same remark, it might well have been the end of the monarchy. If Pink had put it in a song, eleven-year-old girls would have happily sung along.

				And there was also the matter of the property damage—the college’s smashed front gate and the shattered gargoyle. It had been a wonderfully grotesque thing with the face of a lion and the body and wings of a dragon. Last time she visited the entrance of Darling Point, a week ago, it still hadn’t been replaced and Jo had felt some sympathy for its lonely mate—a horned monkey with a spiky tail. Even gargoyles ended up single in this part of the world.

				Jo strode up a steep one-way street. Lavish homes thrust ever-larger balconies in the faces of their neighbours. A row of show-off beauty-pageant contestants with expensive deck implants shouted: ‘Look at me. Look at me!’ There was always something to see in the unruly jostle of prime real estate, all shoving for the optimum view. To both see and be seen. Jo moved on past gates and high walls. Shimmering patches of blue water appeared in a shifting mosaic through gaps in hedges and fences. 

				Melbourne’s wealthy might covet a view of lawns and lavish gardens from their picture windows, but the glittering prize for Sydney’s elite was water—and the larger the rippling azure mirror one could gaze into, the more clearly it reflected one’s success in life. 

				Mighty fortunes had been made from selling a view of Sydney Harbour—from the smallest scrap visible through the aluminium-framed window of an apartment kitchen to sweeping spectacles of sea and sky that were ogled from the expansive balconies of penthouses and terraces of fine residences. 

				Dirt could only be sold to one owner at a time, but the same square centimetre of water, twenty fathoms deep? It could be flogged a million times over. 

				Jo negotiated the scaffolding erected over an excavation for a new three-car garage. There was always an individual in this street having some make-over or other—a new fence, pathway, top storey or paint job. Not unlike the woman of the house. Once they got started, they didn’t know when to stop, until they were all bright, painted facades hiding crumbling foundations. Keeping up her punishing pace, she crossed the street and threaded her way through a maze of rubbish skips and tradesmen’s vans. The country’s most coveted enclave always resembled a demolition site. The thump of jackhammers 
echoed through cavernous, glass-walled living spaces and 
across deserted swimming pools. 

				Arms pumping, fists boxing the air, Jo loped past puffing au pairs pushing massive strollers up one side of the street and dragging small hairy bundles on leads down the other. She could have moved away, but she had lived in this part of Sydney for more than thirty years. Why shouldn’t she stay? It was as much her home as theirs. Some of them might have been here for generations, but there was no-one who had put as much of their heart and soul into Darling Point as Jo Blanchard.

				Pushing herself harder up the hill and relishing the painful strain of exertion in her thighs, Jo saw the spire of St Anne’s rising above the trees at the top of the avenue. And as the wooden cross loomed ever larger, the familiar feelings of loss and regret bowed her head and slowed her stride. 

				Standing on the shady footpath outside the Darling Point Ladies’ College, which was partially obscured from view by an avenue of ancient Moreton Bay fig trees, Jo wondered if what she missed most of all was the grandeur of the old building, the splendid gardens and expansive grounds that swept down to the harbour’s edge. They had always invited her to step back into a more gracious era. Perhaps it was the daily communion of souls all bent in the pursuit of knowledge, or the camaraderie of her colleagues. If you asked Jo what she grieved for most, she wouldn’t have known where to begin. 

				For more than three decades she had walked the college paths, first as a boarder and then as a teacher, with the satisfying crunch of white quartz gravel underfoot. Since 1880 thousands of women and girls had walked this same way. Like her, they had lifted their heads to trace every turret, chimney pot, column, balustrade and elegant curve of the golden sandstone edifice. The college was built as an institution for young ladies, and the architect who had designed it must have worked diligently to make it pleasing to the feminine eye. The first-floor balcony was hemmed with iron lace and in its middle was a stone archway carved with a garland of roses—a perfect picture frame where girls could gather and wave beguiling welcomes and goodbyes.

				Every morning at 8 a.m. Jo had paused at the first stair of the front terrace, placed her foot into the hollow worn into the stone there and thought of all those who had come before her. From this spot she looked through the shadows, beyond the cavernous entrance and caught a draught of cool air scented with lavender floor wax. Her heels had tapped across the intricately patterned black and white marble tiles of the shaded terrace and then she stepped into the vaulted heart of the building. 

				Inevitably her eye was drawn up the grand cedar staircase to the ornate leaded window on the first landing, the sun shining through diamonds of emerald, sapphire and ruby glass tracing a shifting kaleidoscope on the tallow-wood floorboards. And as Jo’s eyes adjusted to the light she had read the finely carved honour rolls with row upon row of names recorded in gilded script—Emily Barker, Maud Challis, Lilly Macleay, Constance Lamb, Ermintrude Palmer, Faith Calwell. Since the earliest days of the Colony of New South Wales, the gentry had entrusted this place with the education of their most precious daughters. Jo had always been humbled and grateful that she was a part of this tradition. Even if the students groaned and wrestled with the wretched weight of expectation. But now she had been banished from this hallowed ground.

				If she hadn’t been roughly ejected from the rarefied atmosphere of carved stone, polished wood and the regular chiming of brass bells, Jo wondered, would she ever have found the courage to leave? She couldn’t help thinking that if she had found her courage earlier her carefully constructed world wouldn’t have come crashing down around her in the most public and hurtful way. She wouldn’t have been excluded. She would have instead been welcomed as a Darling Old Girl and been invited to stand on the stage in the draughty assembly hall, framed by maroon velvet drapes swagged with heavy gold tassels. 

				‘It is with the utmost pleasure and delight that I present this inscribed crystal trophy to the captain of our victorious netball team...’ 

				A cool breeze rustled the dense canopy of waxy leaves of the Moreton Bay figs. In the shadows, Jo slipped on her tracksuit top. She shivered as she thought of the last time she had stood on that stage. She replayed the scene in her head. The number of times she had done this was almost beyond counting. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				It had been another fine March morning, almost a year ago, when Jo was asked by Headmistress Mrs P.W. Kelly OAM to join her in her second-floor office. Immediately.

				She hadn’t been invited to take a seat in front of Mrs Kelly’s prized solid walnut desk, so she stood stranded on royal purple carpet in a field of golden fleurs-de-lis, and waited.

				Silhouetted against the multi-paned window that afforded a superb view of the college grounds and the harbour beyond, the narrow figure of the headmistress stood as stiffly as a dressmaker’s mannequin. Jo fancied that Patsy Kelly’s plain black suit was attached to her form with thousands of tiny pins. That would explain her permanently pained expression.

				Mrs Kelly kept her back to Jo as she spoke. ‘As I said, the telephone has not stopped ringing. I’ve been taking complaints all morning. I can’t imagine what on earth you were thinking.’

				‘She is an Old Girl,’ Jo replied. 

				Patsy turned then. She tugged at the lapels of her jacket and Jo detected something more than the usual niggling pinpricks of irritation. ‘Oh yes, I remember her well enough,’ Patsy said as she inspected her tiny feet encased in black suede lace-ups. ‘A non-conformist from the outset.’ 

				Jo knotted her hands tightly in front of her. In her art classes she had always been grateful for the non-conformists. They were the ones who made teaching such a pleasure. She would give all her students the same lump of clay and it was always the oddballs like Cybele Dawson-Wright who fashioned something so surprising that it made Jo clap her hands with delight.

				‘And she did offer to speak for free,’ said Jo.

				‘Well, I think we’ve both been around long enough to know that things offered for free are usually not worth paying for,’ Patsy replied.

				The headmistress picked her way through the gilded lilies and took a folder from her desk. She flicked through the pages as she spoke. ‘Her academic record was barely above average and after boarding here for three years she left us in Year Eleven to join her parents in some hare-brained venture in...Tasmania, I believe.’ 

				‘On an organic lavender farm,’ Jo added. ‘Yes, that’s when Cybele started to take her art seriously.’ 

				‘Art? I hardly think so,’ Patsy snorted. She dropped the folder and lifted her head. Jo studied the two wobbly arches of her pencilled eyebrows. For fifteen years she had been tempted to reach out and adjust that face as she might do with an off-angle picture frame.

				‘She was the youngest artist ever to win the Lemprière sculpture prize,’ said Jo. ‘Her works are admired internationally. One of her bondage vampires has just been acquired by the Art Gallery of New South Wales.’ 

				‘Vampires! Bondage! Do you hear what you are saying?’

				Jo didn’t. Not particularly. Vampires, werewolves, zombies, ghosts, angels—a veritable rollcall of the undead haunted the halls of DPLC. The girls were entranced with the eroticism of the supernatural and spent many afternoons in her classes making 3D depictions of the underworld. There was nothing to be concerned about. After all, sex and death were the oldest themes in art. The earliest fertility totems dated back to the Upper Paleolithic. Jo was just thinking of the reproduction of the famous little clay Venus of Willendorf she kept in her office, with its prominent breasts and vulva, when Patsy spoke again. 

				‘Why you ever thought a pornographic sculptor would make a suitable speaker for the Father and Daughter Dinner is, quite frankly, beyond me.’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘Torture and sadism are not topics to be broached in a room full of adolescent girls in front of their fathers. In the setting of the Guillaume at Bennelong restaurant or, indeed, anywhere else.’ 

				Mrs Kelly was wrong about that. Jo couldn’t help thinking that the girls were confronted with torture and sadism on a daily basis. She’d always found the crucifix hanging above the altar in St Anne’s chapel to be immensely cruel. A tortured weeping man almost as tall as her was suspended above the altar on a wooden cross, nails driven through his fleshy palms. His naked, yellowing torso was speared by a lance. His innocent forehead was pierced by a crown of thorns. Painted, glazed drops of plaster blood dripped from the five Holy Wounds. The depiction of his final agonies was more graphic than any of the joyously camp sculptures Cybele had fashioned. Jo had always been curious as to how the good English Christians of Darling Point had come to pray in front of that gruesome crucifix. Its provenance was a mystery, but it might well have come all the way from southern Africa with the college’s first headmistress. 

				In 1880, at the beginning of the first Boer War, Miss Eunice Walpole had fled the savagery on the Transvaal, sailing from Cape Town via London to Sydney Harbour to fill the position of headmistress of the newly established Darling Point Ladies’ College. Her tenure had ended suddenly three years later and despite a thorough investigation of the college’s historical records Jo had never been able to find a satisfactory explanation. Had Eunice died? Gone mad? 

				No matter. In the year 1884, Miss Augusta Walpole, her older sister, had also boarded a ship in Cape Town. Whether Augusta ever divined what became of her sibling was also unclear. There was simply no further mention of Eunice. However, Augusta had fortuitously stepped into the job of headmistress and stayed on. 

				Over the next forty years, through her unique brand of Anglo-Catholicism, deep and mystical faith, strict physical discipline and intense distrust of authority, Miss Augusta Walpole had built the Darling Point Ladies’ College into a citadel of female power unrivalled in the Colony of New South Wales. Some one hundred and thirty years since the foundation stone was laid, Darling Point was still run by, and for, women. 

				A portrait of the redoubtable Augusta Walpole, buttoned-up to the chin in grey serge, her hair flat and parted in the middle, her expression grim, glared down from the wall. Every father who had ever stood in the same spot Jo now occupied must have got the message. They could plead and wail, but the mothers and daughters of Darling Point would prevail. They would not waver from their triumphal visions and, together, would network their way to Kingdom Come.

				The telephone rang and Mrs Kelly snatched it up. ‘Yes, yes,’ she snapped. ‘Tell him I have everything firmly in hand. I understand his disquiet and the teacher involved is currently being counselled. Tell all of them they will be contacted in due course.’

				A red tide of rebellion washed over Jo’s feet and she stepped towards the door. She was the deputy headmistress and head of the art department, not some naive first-year trainee. The idea that she would be ‘counselled’ by Patsy Kelly or anyone else was insulting. 

				‘Sit down, please.’ Mrs Kelly indicated a tapestry-covered wooden chair. Jo hesitated, then sat, knowing that, in the end, it would be easier to let Patsy have her say.

				‘If only vampirism was the worst of it,’ Mrs Kelly continued, taking her own seat. ‘Her condemnation of the worthlessness of her education at this college and her comments on private schools in general were truly unfortunate. Accusations of “elitism”, “rank snobbery”, “thievery of public funds”, “perverse” attitudes, “bankrupt values”. There’s been a flurry of emails.’

				Yes, Jo could imagine the emails had come in a ‘flurry’ as outraged fathers had strode into their offices in the city that morning and dictated their displeasure to startled PAs.

				‘You were there, you would have seen many parents leave in disgust.’

				Jo hadn’t actually seen them, but sitting at the front table in the restaurant, near the lectern, she had heard the low mutterings of disapproval and hadn’t dared to turn her head. It was when Cybele Dawson-Wright had accused the girls in the room of being ‘useful idiots’—the term first coined for Western apologists of the Stalinist regime—that the thud of chairs being moved on carpet and the trample of feet on granite stairs had reached a crescendo.

				‘You and I know that many parents send their children here at great personal cost and sacrifice. Did you not seek to vet her comments beforehand?’

				‘No, Mrs Kelly. I didn’t.’

				‘I’ve been informed that she presented with tattoos and nose piercings. Did that not give you any pause for thought?’

				It had. Jo had been alarmed by the sight of her. Cybele had arrived at the restaurant wearing a low-cut black leather corset, shorts over ripped fishnet stockings and battered combat boots. Her bleached hair looked to have been gnawed at by rodents. 

				Jo’s offer of her own elegant beaded cardigan had been accepted by Cybele for her fag break on the windswept steps of the Opera House outside the front door of the restaurant. It was later, when Cybele was standing at the front of the room to make her after-dinner presentation, that she had shrugged it off to reveal a tattooed spider’s web draped over her shoulders in a black shawl. 

				‘I think we have to thank Mr Rockman for his intervention, thus saving everyone from embarrassment,’ said Mrs Kelly.

				No-one had been saved. On the contrary, it had been excruciatingly embarrassing when Malcolm Rockman had stormed the lectern, put his hand over the microphone and said, ‘Enough is enough, thank you, Miss Dawson-Wright.’ Cybele had then sauntered through the restaurant giving the one-finger salute to all assembled. That had elicited a slow hand-clap of the sort usually reserved by members of the Sydney Cricket Ground for time-wasting Pakistani cricketers. The evening had been a disaster. Jo hardly needed a lecture from Patsy to tell her that. 

				‘I’m going to leave it to you, Mrs Blanchard, to apologise to every single one of these parents,’ the headmistress said.

				‘I will, Mrs Kelly. And please accept my personal apologies to you too.’ Jo said this knowing full well that Patsy rarely accepted expressions of regret. Rather, she seemed to see any sign of contrition as an act of weakness. 

				‘This has not been the only example of your misjudgment of late. It seems to me that Darling Point Ladies’ College has been your home, your life, for some thirty years and now you are struggling.’ Mrs Kelly’s pigeon chest expanded for a moment and then, with a puff of exasperation, collapsed and became almost concave. ‘I had hoped to retire this year, but in all conscience I cannot while I feel that you have lost your way.’

				And then, on hearing Jo’s small gasp of dismay, Mrs P.W. Kelly OAM knew she had found a soft and unprotected flank. She drove home her holy lance. 

				‘Do you still believe in us, Mrs Blanchard? If not, what is it, exactly, that you do believe in?’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Jo had left college earlier than usual that afternoon. She was driving from Darling Point to her home in Centennial Park and, once more, reviewing everything Patsy Kelly had said. What did she believe in? Certainly not the headmistress.

				It was true there had been an increasing number of battles with the College Board recently, but Patsy herself had precipitated these. The more terribly grand the headmistress imagined she was (and Jo thought she would soon reach pantomime dame status), the more she insisted that the college was about rules, regulations and social standing. This may have suited the parents who imagined they were sending their daughters to a Swiss finishing school, but it hadn’t done much for the girls’ education.

				When Jo had suggested that the students might benefit from dropping French-language studies to take up Indonesian, she might as well have announced she was grooming them for careers with the Arabic television network Al-Jazeera. When Jo proposed the wearing of gloves be abandoned in the increasingly warm Sydney winters, it was as if she had suggested the girls should go topless. 

				Then there was that political scuffle from last year. Every time there was an election—local, state or federal—members of the conservative Liberal Party treated the school like a neighbourhood drop-in centre. After repeated requests from the senior students, Jo had invited candidates from the Labor Party and the Greens to join a political forum on the state election. Some of the girls had dressed as trees, heckled the speakers on their continued logging of native forests and pelted them with gumnuts. A Liberal Party media minder had called the police and the episode made the front page of the Wentworth Courier. 

				To Jo, this was all healthy democratic expression (albeit a little unruly). To the powers-that-be it was evidence that she was brewing an insurrection aimed at toppling Western civilisation.

				Senator Gordon Holt, chairman of the college’s Council of Governors, had been furious. ‘A seething, feral rabble,’ he’d roared, and thumped the table hard enough to upset a crystal water jug.

				As Jo approached her house in Lang Road, she was thinking about the cantankerous old goat and his lavish state funeral in St Andrew’s Cathedral she’d recently been obliged to attend, so it was an odd coincidence to see Senator Holt’s widow, Mrs Carol Holt, just pulling away from the kerb in her silver Lexus. Jo caught a glimpse of her husband waving Carol off just before he closed the front door.

				‘What was Carol Holt doing here?’ she asked him as she unpacked a few groceries and set them on the granite benchtop in the kitchen.

				‘She’s helping me fundraise for the pre-selection. I told you last week,’ JJ answered as he shrugged on his suit jacket. ‘There’s a function on tonight, so don’t bother cooking for me.’ 

				And then he left without saying goodbye or telling her what time he would be back. His heavy footsteps echoed on the polished floorboards in the long, cavernous hallway and then it was quiet. Not the sort of peace and quiet Jo sometimes longed for after a day in an art room filled with chattering teenagers, but a drift of chilly silence that settled itself on every surface. 

				The Blanchards’ heritage-listed red-brick Italianate mansion had never been a house for a ‘cosy night in’. Eight bedrooms, six bathrooms, five reception rooms and a vast open-plan kitchen sprawled over three floors, and lording over it all was an improbable tower that appeared to have been assembled from Lego blocks. ‘Parklea’ (1907), a lavishly decorated edifice, was extravagantly admired by everyone who walked through the front door for its wood-panelling, original wallpapers, high ceilings and elaborate plasterwork, but Jo had never liked 
the place.

				When Parklea was filled with children and family friends it was welcoming enough. But when Jo was alone in it, as she often was now, the colonnaded terraces became windswept walkways. The long halls funnelled ferocious draughts into the heart of the house and up in the reaches of the lofty ceilings, the petals on the plaster roses turned black at the edges.

				Jo squeezed the leg of lamb she’d bought into the already-crammed freezer and slammed the door so hard that a hail of fridge magnets clattered onto the tumbled marble floor tiles. ‘Damn you! You selfish...’ she muttered aloud as she kneeled to retrieve them. Tears were not far away. Then Calpurnia purred directly into her ear and she was reminded that she did have company after all. 

				‘Well, old girl,’ Jo reached to stroke her cat’s smooth sleek black fur, ‘looks like it’s just us again.’ Calpurnia turned two bright-blue marbles on Jo and meowed for an afternoon snack. Jo set out a portion of left-over macaroni cheese to reheat for herself and opened a can of gourmet tuna, chicken and crab meat for the mistress of the house.

				And thinking about ‘mistresses’ led her directly back to Senator and Mrs Gordon Holt. The rumour was that he’d had a mistress installed in Canberra for years and their marriage was a fiction. Carol was a Darling Old Girl and chairwoman of the fundraising committee. If she’d committed herself to JJ’s cause and was ready to enlist the good folk of the Eastern Suburbs to do the same, then he was already on his way to Parliament House, Canberra, as James Johnathon Blanchard MP.

				It had been just before Christmas, some three months earlier, when Jo’s husband of twenty-two years had announced he was keen to stand for pre-selection as a Liberal candidate in the conservative federal seat of Double Bay. His political aspirations had always seemed faintly ridiculous to Jo. After all, it wasn’t as if he ever watched current affairs on the television or discussed politics with her, and it wasn’t as if the wage of an MP would be anything more than pocket money to him. 

				There was also an absence of nods in the usual directions expected of aspiring Eastern Suburbs politicians. JJ didn’t have a chatty website dedicated to his dogs and family, he hadn’t been to a Mardi Gras parade—in fact, didn’t even have any gay friends (that he knew of)—and he’d never marched, donated, written or made a single public utterance on the topics of refugees, multiculturalism or climate change. 

				He was, however, a former pupil of Canonbury School, Point Piper, and now president of the Old Canons Association—a group formed to ‘foster fellowship and unity among Old Boys’. The esteemed alumni had their fair share of ‘sirs’, ‘honorables’ and ‘justices’ as well as graziers, stockbrokers, bankers, businessmen and, notably, the heir to the Seymour family fortune. The daily doings of the home-grown billionaire dynasty had enthralled Sydneysiders for almost a century.

				Canonbury had been established in 1918 as a school that would not be ‘hidebound by the traditions and manners of England’, but would be one with ‘less pomp and ceremony, producing less of a prototype elitist product and more of an individual’. What its founders were saying was that here in the Great South Land they were at last free of the British aristocracy with its intricate and capricious bestowing of inheritance and privilege. This was the new frontier where personal achievement could be rewarded. A meritocracy. Good with a bat and ball? Skilled at oratory or the arts? All could find a place. But, then, what was more meritorious than money?

				At his valedictory dinner, JJ had been farewelled by the head of the senior school with the gratifying words: ‘I believe that Canonbury, and many schools like ours, are sending young men into the world who can play their part in shaping this century and the next into something very fine indeed.’ JJ had grasped that baton. It had been his driving ambition from the time he was a schoolboy to become a person of influence. 

				Driving ambition? That was ironic. JJ Blanchard was a luxury car dealer. Most of the parents at Canonbury, DPLC and every other private school in Sydney were at this very moment motoring around in a Mercedes-Benz, BMW, Rolls-Royce, Jaguar or Porsche that had been sold to them by Jo’s husband. You couldn’t slip behind the wheel for under 100K. His dealerships were the last word in discreet, gilt-edged commerce. 

				‘When you drive with JJ Blanchard, you’ve arrived!’ was the slogan he’d used since the eighties. It sounded shonky to Jo—as questionable as out-sized shoulder pads and too-tight perms—but JJ liked to think that it represented a continuing commitment to service that was beyond fashion. Out in the Western Suburbs it was a different matter. Out there you could buy a Blanchard bomb for a thousand bucks. You didn’t ‘arrive’—JJ had seen you coming for miles.

				A stack of art-theory exams beckoned. Jo broke her rule of no alcohol before dinner and took a glass of red wine to her favourite spot in the sunroom. She’d created a little corner of comfort with a standard lamp, a squashy armchair and a lovely polished oak table. She and Calpurnia had spent much of the last winter there huddled around an oil heater. Even though the house was centrally heated, she never felt warm in it.

				‘You don’t have to come. You can spend the night in your granny corner with the cat,’ JJ would say when she declined another half-hearted invitation to accompany him to one of his many corporate functions. ‘You’d only get bored anyway.’ She would. She’d spent enough evenings making stilted conversation with the wives of German and Japanese automotive executives to last a lifetime. 

				Jo perused the first page of an essay on ‘The Invention of the Renaysonse’ and her shoulders sagged. She didn’t have the patience to go on with it and decided she wouldn’t pass on her frustration with Patsy Kelly’s blind ignorance to her students. They deserved a fairer hearing than Jo could manage right now. Instead, she spent the time before dark outside, sweeping the browning autumn leaves from under the grapevine and grubbing squashed fruit off the sandstone terrace. 

				During the last January break she had confined herself mostly to that sunroom, which overlooked a mature, wonderful garden of frangipanis, gardenias and tree ferns crowding a rock-edged swimming pool. She had taken particular care of every flower, stem and leaf that scorching season as if she was saying goodbye to them all. 

				One day, she was standing, trowel in hand, over a neglected corner of her vegetable garden long gone to seed and grown over with weeds and recognised the metaphor for her marriage. She’d made a valiant effort to coax the garden back to life with seedlings, applications of blood and bone, and regular watering. Inside the house, Jo had been equally industrious. She’d cooked elaborate meals, suggested nights out at the Sydney Festival, even bought a slinky new nightgown and attempted to initiate sex. So no-one could say she hadn’t tried. But her ministrations had been useless and the beds—both vegetable and marital—remained stubbornly unproductive. Tired, worn out and bare. Years of preoccupation—his with business, her with teaching and raising their two children—had leached all the goodness from the soil. She had turned that corner of the garden into a rockery and planted cacti. 

				She then used her energies to sort and catalogue the last of the children’s teenage debris: all their CDs, clothes, books, posters and musical instruments. The children were grown now. Tory spent more time at her boyfriend’s flat than she did at home. James was in London for a year’s study at business college. Jo was frightened to think that the last of her reasons to share the house with their father had disappeared. Their marriage had become a textbook example of middle-aged ennui. 

				And she was middle-aged. If you doubled Jo’s age you got ninety. Jo had, as they say, ‘done the maths’. She figured she was right there, smack bang in the middle and about to head off on the downhill run. They always said you became invisible, but Jo felt it was more like she’d become transparent. It wasn’t that JJ couldn’t see her, but that he was looking right through her at someone else. Jo wondered if that ‘someone else’ could be Carol Holt.

				Jo first knew Carol as Carol McPherson when she had been boarding at DPLC a few years ahead of her. A sturdy, big-breasted, raucous girl, Carol bulldozed her way through life like her famous trucking-magnate father. It was rumoured that she always wore pearls, even under her sports uniform. Jo knew it was true because one of her friends had found a pearl necklace at the bottom of the college diving pool and Carol had given her a hundred-dollar note as a reward. It was the first one Jo had ever seen. 

				These days Carol was such a talented fundraiser that Jo sometimes joked that her picture should be on the hundred-dollar note instead of Dame Nellie Melba’s. Mrs Holt was admired by her legion of socialite friends for her ‘tremendous joie de vivre’. She adored both throwing and attending lavish parties and, as a generous woman with a sizeable fortune, was a firm favourite wherever she went. Carol also loved shooting feral rabbits and foxes and was renowned for entertaining the scions of industry on weekends at the Holts’ property at Wollombi in the Hunter Valley. Carol was what they called ‘a man’s woman’. An irresistible force of nature. The widow Holt would bring something to JJ that couldn’t be bought or rented, and that Jo certainly couldn’t offer—a leg up the greasy pole of Sydney Society. And with her blue-ribbon political and business connections, Carol was an asset of inestimable value. 

				By 10 p.m. Jo had eaten her bowl of macaroni, drunk three glasses of red wine, attempted a crossword puzzle, folded some laundry and was feeling sorry for herself. How had she ended up sitting in a ‘granny corner’ with only a cat for company? It would probably be another decade, at least, before she was a grandmother. The depressing thought of the years ahead of her, sitting in this corner and being enveloped by cobwebs like some desiccated Miss Havisham, was enough to propel her from her chair. 

				In the library Jo flicked on the television and the first image she caught was of a pair of bare breasts. Some locally produced crime drama that seemed to be set in a strip club. Sex and death. Two themes that had been drawing audiences since the Upper Paleolithic. 

				Thoughts turned to the more sordid. She’d prepared herself for JJ’s revelation of an affair. Would have been silly not to. On his countless business trips JJ must havemet any amount of nubile young women who would be thrilled with the gift of a smart car and to have the rent paid on a little flat in Potts Point in return for his sexual demands—which, these days, were modest. He was, after all, a very busy man.

				But surely he wouldn’t crawl into Carol’s bed? ‘Fair, fat and almost fifty.’ That was the uncharitable sing-song that popped into Jo’s head whenever she thought of Carol. 

				An hour later she considered trudging up the monumental cedar staircase to the master bedroom. Instead—and she’d never done this before—she draped a cashmere throw over herself and slept on the couch, fully clothed, with a grateful Calpurnia warming her feet.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				The next day, Jo woke early. JJ had come in late and hadn’t roused her to go upstairs. She supposed that it was the beginning of the next phase of their lives—separate bedrooms. She dressed in her sports gear without waking him and at 
6 a.m., half an hour ahead of schedule, she bounded over Lang Road and set off for her jog around Centennial Park. Physical exercise never failed to invigorate. Her long, lean, muscular limbs were made for running. 

				She followed her set route, which would take her around the 3.7-kilometre track. Various neighbours and fellow joggers acknowledged her with a smile and a nod, unaware that they would never again see her on this path. 

				Sydney Town had turned on a peerless blue sky. It was as if the sun had seen all the preening, glossy ladies of Darling Point and decided to outshine them all. Today was the most important fixture on the college calendar—Mother and Daughter Day. It was the opulent companion piece to the Father and Daughter Dinner two nights before.

				As Jo ran, she wondered what new indulgences the organising committee had in mind for the some three hundred women who would be attending the day’s festivities. Thirty years ago Mother and Daughter Day had been a modest affair, with a morning church service in St Anne’s and then lunch in Felicity Hall. When Jo was a boarder, her mother Margaret had taken the train down from the Blue Mountains to attend the service and then rolled up her sleeves to help in the kitchen with the other mothers. After lunch she stayed to help with the dishes. However, long gone were the days when parents pitched in and stood with tea towels alongside teaching and domestic staff around a draining board. 

				Yesterday afternoon, on her way across the Great Lawn to the car park, Jo had seen workmen erecting a giant marquee complete with arched windows and purple and gold bunting. Inside, a chandelier was being hung as the centrepiece of the gauzy, draped ceiling, and the construction of a champagne bar was well underway.

				She had also ducked into Felicity Hall to see how preparations were proceeding there and greeted committee members sorting silent-auction items. Tables piled high with cosmetics, jewellery, perfume, fitness equipment, artworks, handbags and tropical-holiday vouchers ran down both sides of the room. Chairs were swathed in white fabric and placed on every one was a goodie bag stuffed with feminine trinkets—tiny pots of hand cream, luxury hosiery and crystal-studded key rings. The tables were draped in white embossed fine cotton, and ceramic pots tied with ribbons in the college colours awaited posies of fresh flowers. 

				The funds raised from the lunch were to go to the refurbishment of St Anne’s spire, but Jo estimated that after everything was paid for—including the valet parking, the handmade violet chocolates in golden foil and the engraved souvenir wine glasses—the school would be lucky to get a cheque big enough to cover the repair of the hall’s wooden floor, which would soon be taking cruel punishment from three hundred pairs of designer heels.

				The whole event would be carefully stage-managed by Didi Brigden, another Old Girl and Carol Holt’s best friend from college days, although she’d been Diana Armfield back then. Her father had been the head of a television network when owning a station had been a licence to print money. Diana had been a clever girl, quick-witted but also ready with spiteful comments about girls from less privileged backgrounds. Jo, as one of them, had sensibly kept out of her way. Now Didi was one of the most influential and feared publicists in the country. She wrangled a stable of A-list celebrities and the media with a lethal combination of shameless flattery, salacious gossip and brutal intimidation. 

				Over the years, Didi had managed almost single-handedly to promote the school’s Mother and Daughter Day into one of the highlights of Sydney’s social calendar. She wheeled in enough glamorous Hollywood types, local A-listers and senior politicians to have the paparazzi punching each other for vantage points under the frangipanis. Every February the entire college teaching staff were lined up and bullied into signing confidentiality agreements. For weeks after they lived in terror in case some unauthorised incriminating paragraph might find its way into the press. 

				Jo had never been comfortable with this charade, or the fact that Didi Brigden had blithely appointed herself the school’s PR agent to promote the beau monde of the college through Sydney’s social pages. The preferential treatment given to some of the mothers and the visiting VIPs didn’t sit well with Jo. It was, Didi assured them all, the exclusivity of the event that made it so popular with the media. That had to be good for the image of the school. And everything these days, Didi reminded the staff, was about ‘image’.

				‘And it’s also about aspiration,’ Didi was fond of saying. ‘Most of our parents weren’t born into money, but this is the reward for their hard work. And if more people got off their behinds and made something of themselves, then they could send their children here too. I’m not going to apologise for being successful. I’ve earned, every one of us has earned...all this.’

				‘All this’ included the Darling Point campus, the school’s ski chalet in Perisher Valley, the country property in the Southern Highlands and boat shed on the shores of Pittwater—facilities that reeked of money and entitlement. Meanwhile, Jo knew all too well, just a few kilometres away students in public schools were crowded into shoddy demountable classrooms dumped at the edge of crumbling asphalt.

				Jo knew she was complicit in an elitist, century-old system of privilege. It had been playing on her mind for years—more and more so with each passing term, until she was lying awake at night wrapped in crumpled sheets of guilt. Perhaps, if she was honest with herself, that’s why she’d approached Cybele to speak at the dinner, hoping that some of the things she thought privately might come out of the young woman’s mouth. It was cowardly of her, she admonished herself. That question from Patsy Kelly—‘What is it, exactly, that you do believe in?’—had got under her skin, just as it was intended to do. It was true. She was struggling with how things were.

				As she waited to cross through the steadily building traffic on Lang Road, Jo vowed once again that when she became headmistress she would change things. Change the culture of the college from the inside, so that along with its stated commitment to excellence and achievement it might also reflect the founding philanthropists’ and clergy’s original vision of compassion and equal opportunity for all. Except that watching the headmistress the day before as she imperiously surveyed her domain, Jo knew that opportunity was still years away. Patsy Kelly would have to be carted out of St Anne’s in a cardboard box, tiny feet first, before she would relinquish authority. Jo thought that it was perhaps time for her to move on. (Funny, when she thought back on it later.)

				Still, Jo reminded herself, there was much to look forward to during Mother and Daughter Day proceedings. It would be a delight to catch up with some of the mothers from the country, many of them Old Girls. Soon enough they would be telling old war stories and hooting with laughter over glasses of champagne on the emerald expanse of the Great Lawn. 

				By the time she got back to the house JJ had left. By 7.30 a.m. she had showered, dressed and had her car keys and briefcase in hand. She was about to set the security alarm when she remembered an errand JJ had wanted her to run. His watch needed mending and he had asked if she might drop it off at the jeweller’s. They still performed these small domestic kindnesses for each other and perhaps that meant their relationship was still anchored to a bedrock of decency. That was something for Jo to cling to. Maybe the distance between them was just a phase they were going through. Perhaps. Maybe.

				Jo found the watch on the desk in JJ’s study and was almost out the door with it when a scrap of leopard-skin print fabric under the brown leather Chesterfield sofa caught her eye. She smiled to see it because Tory had officially banned all animal print from Jo’s wardrobe. ‘Dead meat from the eighties,’ she’d proclaimed. ‘It’s for old bags and hookers, and you, my mother, are not wearing it.’ But it looked as if Tory had capitulated and bought a...scarf? What was it? 

				It was a pair of size-16 women’s panties. Not Jo’s. Too big to be Tory’s. They belonged to Carol Holt. That was Jo’s first assumption. And, after dropping her briefcase on the floor and spending three hours trawling JJ’s emails and hunting through his wardrobe, she had all the evidence in the world to reach a verdict.

				Before she left Parklea, Jo packed a bag with a few of his things—toothbrush, electric razor, a week’s worth of socks and jocks, shirts and ties, his asthma puffer and reading glasses. She planned to drop them at the car showroom in Paddington after work with a note saying that she didn’t want him back at the house until she’d had time to clear out her possessions. JJ could stay on at Parklea. It suited him. It was a massive house in a wealthy suburb that shouted: ‘I’ve arrived!’ 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				‘At last! Where have you been?’ Jo was startled by a hiss at her shoulder and a poke in the ribs from a bony finger. She could barely make out Patsy’s face in the muffled gloom of backstage and the headmistress couldn’t see hers. Patsy paused, waiting for some explanation or an apology and, when neither came, pressed on. ‘I’ll be back in a few minutes. We’re running late. Stand by,’ she directed. 

				It was always Jo who kept these events running to time. Without her, Patsy was in pieces. The headmistress blundered in first one direction, then another, vanishing behind a pile of painted flats stacked against the back wall. In a moment she reappeared and then disappeared through a side door to the dressing rooms.

				Jo took the stairs at the side of the stage, found a gap in the velvet curtains and peered through. The noise in the hall was tremendous. Three hundred women were chattering and laughing, all in high spirits as petits fours and bottles of dessert wine 
were served. Most wouldn’t be driving home and would go on to make a night of it. They were busy making arrangements via mobile phone with fathers and nannies to pick up daughters who had been marched back to their classrooms after the opening concert. The choir, woodwind ensemble, violin and viola duet, dance items and readings—Jo had missed the lot. And, she recalled, she hadn’t done that since James was born. She’d even been too late to hear the after-lunch speaker. In the usual tradition, a former old-girl-made-good had been the guest. This time it was a TV chef whose book Table for Ten in Tuscany was on the best-seller list. She’d been asked to speak by Mrs Kelly. Jo idly wondered if a recipe for beef carpaccio had been offered, given the bounty of tender meat on the hoof now trampling the floorboards.

				Jo lingered there to take in the scene. Above the mothers’ nodding heads her eye strayed to the stained-glass windows, high vaulted ceiling and pretty decorative dado that ran in a ribbon around the walls. The numerous portraits and photographs in fine frames. She was trying to imprint every detail in her mind so that it might help her to remember it all in years to come.

				At the top table was an empty chair where Jo should have been sitting. She spied Didi and Carol secretly refilling their glasses from a bottle of Bollinger they’d stowed in the folds of the tablecloth. Jo gripped the velvet fabric of the curtains, willing her heart rate to slow and her hands to stop shaking. The rest of the ladies had to content themselves with domestic sparkling for the duration but Didi and Carol had to be just that little bit better than everyone else in the room. No doubt they believed they were performing a selfless act of charity by attending a dreary school function. Didi was texting furiously and Jo supposed there was a limo gunning on the kerb ready to whisk her and Carol off for afternoon drinks with one of Didi’s A-list stars.

				Jo saw Didi, glass in hand, spring from her place and hop from perch to perch like a sequinned budgerigar, her skeletal frame squeezed into a tiny pale-blue and lemon shimmering mini-dress. She flitted about the room to chat with assorted VIPs and was as keen, Jo guessed, to fulfil her social obligations as she was to avoid the temptation of the platters of pastel macarons and dainty chocolates. No such worries for Carol, whose plate was full. She nibbled, drank and exchanged exuberant greetings with a parade of eager supplicants.

				Was she wearing undies? Carol had left that pair under the Chesterfield for Jo to find. Of course she had. She must have driven off knowing she’d planted a lace-trimmed timing device that would explode in Jo’s face. In the aftermath of the detonation, when Jo had felt for her limbs and found them to be somehow, miraculously, intact, the trail had been easy enough to follow—explicit emails and, in the pocket of a suit jacket, a cream embossed envelope from the Grand Hyatt in Shanghai dated two weeks before wishing ‘Mr and Mrs Holt’ a wonderful stay. In her panic and confusion as she scoured the house for more evidence, Jo had even rushed to the swimming pool to see if a pearl necklace was lying dead at the bottom. She had slumped on a pool chair and wept. Was deeply, almost fatally wounded. But then, Carol was an expert shot.

				Didi came back to the table, sat in Jo’s chair and indicated her place card to Carol. They leaned into each other and collapsed in girlish giggles. Jo was sure Didi knew every detail of Carol’s affair with JJ. When she hadn’t shown for lunch, they must have raised a celebratory glass to the dowdy dunce who could never have imagined their thrilling deceit. The anger Jo had fought to keep under control rose in a boiling fury. She clutched at the curtains and hoped they might fall in a muffled scarlet heap and suffocate the life out of her.

				In the velvety darkness, Patsy Kelly brushed past Jo’s face like a bewildered moth in a broom cupboard. ‘I’m going to start,’ she said. She groped her way up the stairs to the light and the lectern and, after the inevitable painful screech, the sound system came to life. ‘Order! Grandmothers. Mothers. Daughters. Your attention, if you please.’ 

				A low and insistent ‘shoosh’ rolled over the hall. Cutlery was instantly abandoned. Conversations stopped mid-sentence. The mothers sat bolt upright as if they were still under the threat of demerit points and detention. Some of them even peeked under their tables to make sure their shoes were shined.

				‘What a marvellous occasion, special guests, ladies, Old Girls one and all!’ Mrs Kelly clapped to begin a ripple of appreciation that swelled to an enthusiastic wave of applause accompanied by the rattle of expensive jewellery. 

				Jo was still watching through the thick curtains—couldn’t tear herself away—as Mrs Kelly delivered the expected tedious platitudes about school tradition. Most of the mothers had already tuned out and were observing their former classmates and fellow parents just as Jo was observing them. ‘How do I compare?’ was what most of them were thinking. The answer would be calculated by using an infinitely complex equation of weight, youth, beauty, fame and wealth. Jo turned away knowing that, by any measure, they thought her beneath them. If they ever thought about her at all. 

				This afternoon Jo had one duty to perform. She was to introduce Mrs Carol Holt as the chair of the fundraising committee, thank her for her efforts and present her with a bouquet. Jo crept down the stairs and located the tribute on a trestle table backstage. Yellow and long-stemmed, there must be three dozen roses in the massive arrangement. No doubt Didi had chosen the shade to match the décor in Carol’s cliff-top home in Dover Heights. Jo had been there once, some years ago, for a charity cocktail party and the dramatic effect of sumptuous gold brocade drapes billowing in the breeze blown from an endless expanse of cobalt Pacific Ocean had stayed with her. 

				Would her husband be padding barefoot across that same room tonight to worship at the gilded shrine of the Widow Holt? Painful imaginings crowded in. Jo saw the two of them having sex in Carol’s bed. Maybe she liked to throw open the doors to the terrace and cavort nude with the breeze coming in on her bare backside. 

				After duly boring every female in the room rigid, Patsy Kelly introduced Mrs Blanchard, who, she announced, would be giving thanks and presenting a token of the college’s appreciation to Mrs Holt. Jo addressed the microphone and did just that, sparing no superlatives. ‘Dedicated’, ‘tireless’, ‘selfless’. She spread the compliments as thick as the almond paste on the celebratory cake sitting in state nearby.

				The guests applauded once more, this time adding a few high-pitched ‘woohoos’ and cheers. Carol sat for a moment at her table—a lolling, great basking shark, greedily sucking in the adulation like plankton—and then hauled herself upright. She made for the stage, pulling down the hem of her teal silk-taffeta skirt to cover chubby knees and tugging at the diamante buttons of her matching jacket that threatened to pop over her expansive bosom.

				Carol took her place centre stage and Jo stood behind and bowed her head. She was suitably attired in a black suit and pumps, her coppery curls scraped and flattened against her skull and held down with clips. She supposed she was almost invisible against the dark wall behind her. 

				After the predictable gushing rollcall of thanks, Carol’s voice dropped to a theatrical sotto voce as she added a heartfelt, deeply personal note: ‘And finally, I would like to thank every single one of you here today, and of course my dear, dear friend Didi, for your unending support and cherished fellowship following the untimely death of my beloved husband, Senator Holt, last year. You have all been such a comfort to me.’

				Not as much a comfort as my husband has been, Jo thought bitterly.

				‘The senator...’ Carol faltered here and trembled with emotion. However Jo, standing behind her, noted that not one hair in her lacquered blonde bob moved in sympathy. ‘He would have been so gratified to see all the mothers and daughters here today turned out so beautifully. And he would have been so impressed to see how Darling Point is continuing to lead the community in family values and moral standards, and to exceed all expectations. It is now more than ever, in these uncertain times, that we must show such leadership.’ 

				Jo had the urge to push the fatuous old fake right off the stage and fair into the middle of the front table. Hopefully Carol might end up with one high heel up each of Didi’s perfectly Dior-powdered nostrils. Instead, Jo kept her hands demurely clasped in front of her and squeezed her fingers until her knuckles turned white. There was no doubt Carol Bloody Holt had a thick hide.

				‘Thank you so much, one and all, for coming to share this truly faaabulous day!’ she trilled.

				There was another thunderous round of applause as Carol beamed at her loyal subjects. It wouldn’t have been surprising if she had executed a royal wave. In fulfilment of her duties, Jo disappeared side stage to retrieve the thankyou gift. She approached the lectern, her step steady, her mind clear, to where Carol was standing, having taken a discreet step aside from the microphone to wait for her massive floral accolade. 

				‘Thank you so much, Mrs Holt, for your kind words,’ said deputy headmistress Josephine Blanchard. Her voice rang with the authority of the school’s brass bell and could be heard with perfect clarity right at the back of the room. 

				Remembering her speech now, as Jo stood on the street outside the gates of Darling Point a year later, she could not quite understand how she had managed to remain so calm and considered, especially as every nerve ending in her body was screeching with indignation like the alarm on one of JJ’s prestige motors. No-one in the room that day saw how tightly her left hand gripped the side of the lectern to stop herself from falling into oblivion.

				‘It’s always so difficult to think of a gift for the woman who has everything,’ she continued graciously.

				Jo paused then, and in this split second saw thirty years of her life at Darling Point about to collapse like a row of balanced dominoes. She handed over the flowers and saw Carol totter slightly under the weight of them. 

				‘I thought you might also like this,’ Jo announced into the microphone as she reached down and grasped a leather handle. ‘It’s my husband’s overnight bag with his toothbrush, shaver and supply of Viagra. I thought it might come in handy when next you travel together as husband and wife.

				‘Oh, and I found your underpants under my sofa, Carol—they’re in there too. I’m sorry I didn’t have time to wash them.’ 

				Jo dumped the bag on the lectern, turned smartly on one modest heel and exited stage left. 

				The room was silent for what seemed to everyone in attendance a long, long time. There was still no sound coming from the auditorium as Jo pushed open the emergency exit and bolted up the concrete path to the red-brick admin building, a shrill siren heralding her escape. It was only later that she read in the newspaper gossip columns how the hall had eventually given way to ‘pandemonium’ and then ‘unbridled hilarity’. That was just one of many stories Didi hadn’t been able to stage-manage.

				Jo flew into her office, grabbed her laptop computer and pitched a few items into a cardboard box—framed pictures of James and Tory, her little clay Venus, a trench coat from the back of the door and, oddly, a potted maidenhair fern that she had bought only the week before. She ran to the car park, threw the box into the back seat of her Mercedes and herself behind the wheel. 

				Standing at the crime scene this morning, Jo recalled how her car had skidded on the quartz driveway and smashed into the wrought-iron front gate. Looking in the rear-vision mirror, she had been appalled to see a sandstone pillar stagger and crash to the ground and, with it, the gargoyle tumbling and exploding, showering her car boot with rubble. 

				It seemed impossible that the deranged woman who had made that speech in front of the mothers and daughters of Darling Point and then driven her car pell-mell into this fence could have been her. Now, one year later, Jo smoothed her hair back and willed herself to move on. The morning was getting away and she was to meet her friend Suze for lunch. She ran the 
next bit.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Jo looked at her watch. ‘They’ll all be in chapel now.’

				‘Yup. And the mothers will be praying that old Reverend Pottharst gets on with it so they can get to lunch and swill more champagne. God, that man was a punish. The whole day was insufferable,’ said Suze.

				They both paused to think of the scene being played out in St Anne’s. The familiar chords of an old English hymn—‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’ or ‘Let Saints on Earth in Concert Sing’—would be ringing up, up to the Huon-pine rafters, bouncing off the milky leadlight window panes and lifting every voice in God’s praise. Then chatter would be quieted. Hearts stilled. The brims of a multitude of cream straw hats circled with purple and gold ribands would dip to folded hands. Their mothers’ fair heads would bow. And the women of the Darling Point Ladies’ College would pray. 

				After spending thirty-one years in their company Jo had a good idea of what they would be petitioning for. Some of them would pray for the victims of some disaster they had witnessed on the morning television news—a plea for mercy for the poor wretches caught in the earthly hell of a tsunami, flood, bushfire or earthquake. The wives and daughters of wealthy diplomats would ask for peace in their homelands—a prayer that had apparently gone unanswered for millennia. As for the rest? Suze was probably right. Not for forgiveness or grace or mercy. Not these days. Those virtues—along with modesty, moderation and humility—were decidedly old-fashioned.

				‘Tell me, I’ve forgotten...What was that bloody college motto again?’ Suze chased a garlicky mussel through a tangle of tagliatelle and speared it with her fork.

				‘Per Perseverantia nos Vadum Increbresco. With perseverance we shall prevail,’ Jo recited. After so long she had this phrase embroidered not only on her old school blazer, but on her beating heart. 

				‘That’s it. What a joke!’ Suze swallowed and went for another bite. ‘Prevail with money, more like. I’ll bet they’re all praying desperately for more of that too.’

				The time spent in the company of the good Christians of Darling Point had done nothing to ignite Suze’s religious feelings, but she did claim to possess a deep spirituality. Suze was always incinerating stinking bundles of sage or lighting candles to appease some deity or other. She was a spiritual and pyro kleptomaniac. The sticker on the back window of her mini-van read my other car is a broom, and today, looking at Suze, with her dyed-black mop of hair dragged up on top of her head and tied with a paisley scarf, her big dark eyes ringed with kohl, Jo could almost believe it. 

				Suze had come straight from her florist shop, Geraniums Red, to meet Jo for an early quick lunch in a cheap and cheerful little bistro in Surry Hills, and still had the odd sprig of greenery caught in her hair. 

				‘Of course the twins wanted me to go, but I explained that some of us have to work for a living,’ said Suze. 

				Jo ignored the sarcasm. Suze wouldn’t be the only mother who couldn’t make it because she couldn’t get time off from work. She conveniently overlooked that there were many parents who made incredible sacrifices to send their children to Darling Point. ‘Never mind,’ Jo said. ‘But you’d better go next year. It will be the last time you’ll have the chance.’

				‘I can’t wait until the girls graduate and I never have to see the joint again,’ said Suze. ‘Although I should have slipped Pottharst a few bucks to get St Dorothy to give me a blessing.’

				‘What?’ said Jo.

				This was the millionth time Jo had asked her friend to explain herself. Suze had this cryptic way of verbalising her thoughts so that you had to stop and ask what she meant. It was her way of maximising attention from others, Jo decided. Something everyone did. She had observed her students do it year after year. Everyone developed unique personalities—niche-marketed, if you like—in order to draw attention to themselves. Not consciously. It was just human nature. Yet despite what her students may have thought, there was not one of them who had gone unnoticed by Jo. Some of the girls had tried to be plain and ordinary, hoping to blend in with their surroundings—like stick insects—but it was their determination to blend in that, in the end, made them so fascinating and notable. Like, in fact, stick insects—one of the most celebrated camouflaged creatures on earth.

				Jo figured that every human being would find some way to be remembered. Even the invisible person who lived next door and who ‘always had time to say hello and goodbye, but kept to himself ’, would make headlines either by blowing up a bus or being found as a skeleton sitting in a lounge chair nine months later, TV remote still in hand. But would she, Josephine Margaret Blanchard, be remembered? 

				Suze clicked her fingers at the waiter for another glass of wine and interrupted Jo’s musings.

				‘St Dorothy? Who?’ Jo repeated.

				‘The patron saint of florists! Don’t you think it’s weird she was beheaded? And that she’s always painted with roses? Have you ever heard the expression to “deadhead” the roses? Every time I’m hacking into a bunch with the secateurs I’m reminded of what sick bastards all those popes were.’

				‘Suze!’ Jo reprimanded. She’d never become used to her friend insulting the Christian faith. She turned her attention to her grilled veal cutlet and mixed leaves.

				‘Sorry,’ said Suze. She scraped off the last traces of her cherry-red lipstick with a table napkin. ‘Don’t tell Father Patrick I said that. So, anyway, how is he?’

				‘He just got back from Rome last week. He’s been on a spiritual retreat.’

				‘For a priest who’s taken a vow of poverty he clocks up a hell of a lot of frequent-flyer miles.’

				‘He might be taking up a post in Asia soon—in the Philippines or Taiwan. Most of the Jesuits do it for a while.’ Jo found the prospect depressing.

				‘That sucks,’ said Suze. ‘I know how much you’ll miss him.’

				‘We’ve known each other since we were at kindy. He’s my best friend...You know, apart from you.’ Even as she said this, Jo wondered if it was true. Since they’d both left Darling Point it had been difficult for her and Suze to make time to meet, and when they did, they found it harder and harder to make themselves understood to each other. 

				Suze thrust the bread basket across the table. Jo made a quick calculation and took the smallest roll. She always chose the slimmer slice of cake, the entrée instead of the main, the glass half-empty, while Suze couldn’t help but drain the bottle and demolish the loaf. 

				Jo reached for her barely touched glass of wine and imagined that everyone in the dining room must think them an odd pair. She in her slim-cut black trousers and spotless white jacket, her unruly curls carefully pinned and tamed; Suze in her bright gypsy skirt and cheesecloth shirt, scarves dangling and bracelets clanking with every move. 

				When Jo had interviewed her for the payroll clerk’s job at Darling Point six years ago, Suze had been a washed-out mum with two young daughters and the weight of the world on her broad shoulders. She hadn’t expected to get the job and was only just qualified. But there had been a determination in her that Jo had admired. The way Suze set her heart-shaped face to the world and dared it not to love her. The unruly eyebrows that were puzzling and thinking things through. The weary yet defiant grin that said to Jo: ‘I’ll give you a run for your money. Just give me a chance.’ 

				Jo had given her that chance, and over the years watched Suze fluff her feathers and grow to rule the roost in her domain behind the frosted-glass door that read Staff Only. Sitting around the table in the staffroom they’d shared countless pots of tea, homemade cakes, salad sandwiches and cheap champagne in plastic cups. And with all that had come the exchange of children’s photos and birthday cards, confidences, silly jokes and the odd tear. 

				It was because Suze was so different to the rest of the teaching and administrative staff that Jo had sought her out. There was a lively spark there she found irresistible. Suze was no academic nor diplomat. She could be wildly illogical, infuriatingly opinionated, stubborn and rude. And, as she would no doubt say herself, those were her good points. Her enthusiasms for all kinds of New Age chicanery—feng shui, crystal healing, colour therapy—were the subject of much eye-rolling in the staff kitchen, but Jo ignored the bemused looks. She was fascinated by Suze’s endless capacity to ‘believe’.

				When Jo’s life fell apart, when everyone else had deserted her, Suze was by her side—her arms full of flowers, her heart brimming with sympathy and her big, loud mouth ready to dump bucketloads of righteous indignation.

				Suze had a different view of their friendship. There was nothing random about it. When Suze had first sat in front of Jo’s orderly desk and looked into her kind, grey eyes she had felt a deep sense of calm. Right then she was sure Jo had been sent by her guardian angel. She was a saintly presence in a sensible navy suit and black velvet headband.

				‘I’m practising creative visualisation,’ Suze would say as she munched on fatty sausage rolls from the tuckshop. ‘I’m meditating on good fortune coming my way. I’m going to attract success. The universe will provide.’

				‘I think it’s called dreaming about winning the lottery, Suze,’ Jo would reply as she picked at her small salade niçoise. ‘And I doubt the universe has got anything to do with it.’

				Jo was amazed when, in the middle of last year, the universe had provided and Suze won three hundred thousand dollars in Oz Lotto. She quit Darling Point Ladies’ College, took the twins to Disneyland and finally opened the florist shop she had always dreamed of. Jo had stood on the footpath on a cool spring evening wielding a giant pair of scissors and cut the ribbon to Geraniums Red. And as friends and family cheered Suze’s good fortune, Jo had to wonder...What might the universe have granted her if she’d been brave enough to make a wish?

				Suze eased down the zip of her skirt and let her stomach bulge over her waistband. Jo was still glancing at her wrist repeatedly and gazing out the window. Watching Jo’s confidence unravel over the past year, Suze had sometimes despaired of them ever picking up the thread of their old conversations. She had always depended on Jo’s calm and sensible advice and was wearying of her new role as the one always offering encouragement. She dutifully set down her cutlery and asked the question that was plonked in the middle of the table, right next to the wooden salt and pepper mills. ‘You really miss the old dump, don’t you?’

				Jo nodded as she folded and refolded her table napkin. ‘I spent half my life there, but I don’t know that I made a difference to anything.’ 

				She hated fishing for reassurance from Suze like this but couldn’t help herself. In fact, she had been told, over and over, what a worthwhile and meaningful contribution she had made. She had a drawer stuffed full of letters and cards from girls and their parents: Dear Mrs Blanchard...Thank you so much for being my teacher...Our family is forever grateful...The care you have shown...I will never forget...

				Suze stepped neatly over the raked coals of Jo’s disappointments. ‘Well, you know something? Most of us don’t make a difference, Jo. Most of us just go about our business and live our lives in our own quiet way, and when we cark it there’s stuff-all to show for us having been on earth. But you’ve been lucky. Hundreds...thousands of those girls are better off for having had you as a teacher.’

				Today Jo was in a place where grateful sentiments were relics of the past. She picked at the crumbs of her bread roll. ‘Maybe a century ago the girls felt like they were lucky to have an education. But these days...’

				‘Yeah, I know what you mean,’ Suze nodded. ‘Not when you can be Paris Hilton. Changing your clothes twenty times a day and showing your bare bum to the paparazzi? Now there’s an ambition!’ 

				Jo managed a faint smile.

				‘Listen, you’re going to make a brilliant marriage celebrant,’ Suze reassured her. ‘I listened to you often enough. I know how inspiring you can be. And, now I think about it, when I murder my husband, I’ll hire you for the funeral!’

				Jo laughed. Finally. ‘Yes, and I can think of a charming text that might suit the occasion: “Suzanne Gail Reynolds, you have the right to remain silent.”’

				‘You’re forgetting, darls,’ Suze drawled, ‘I did remain silent. For seventeen long years.’ She picked a mussel shell from her bowl and slurped at the juice. 

				Jo’s eyes widened in amazement. The idea that Suze was ever silent for long, about anything, was truly stretching credibility.

				Suze licked oily marinara sauce from her lips. ‘I slept with him last night.’ She drained her wine glass, dropped it on the table with a casual clunk, and raised her hand for one more. 

				‘You what?’ Jo leaned forward, keeping her voice low—she’d spent too many years on show in school assemblies to make a spectacle of herself in a public place. ‘You. Are. Mad! You’re going backwards. I thought you were happy with the separation.Shouldn’t you just get divorced? Clear the decks? What hope have you got of finding a new relationship with Rob still in your bed? It’s insane!’

				Suze spread butter on the remainder of her bread roll and pointed the greasy knife in Jo’s direction. ‘Sorry? Did I miss something here? Aren’t you still legally married to that bastard husband of yours?’

				‘We have to wait a year. That’s this week,’ Jo muttered.

				The accusing cutlery was lowered. 

				‘Let’s just say,’ said Suze, ‘that we’re both going about this in our own way. See, Jo, the difference between you and me is that I don’t want to fall in love or get married ever again. That part of my life is over. I gave and gave and gave in that relationship and got nothing back. Got nothing to show for it. I’ll never sign over anything to a man again as long as I live. Not my heart, not my money, not my kids. So I might as well sleep with him. The sex still works, if nothing else does.’

				Jo nodded. She could follow Suze’s reasoning although it hardly led to a sensible conclusion. 

				‘I’m forty-four and I’m stepping into my female power. I’m on my own personal path,’ Suze declared. Jo winced at the tautology. ‘While you...you still want the full catastrophe. Ring the bells! Release the doves!’ Suze twirled her fork over her head and her bangles jangled as they slid to her elbow. ‘You still believe in true lurve. So tell me, who’s the mad woman here?’ 

				As her hand was already in the air, Suze waved for dessert. Jo declined. Just a small crème caramel, then.

				Was she a mad woman? Jo had devoted more time to the question than anyone knew. When she’d walked into the classroom to study for her civil celebrant’s certificate, she’d summed up her fellow students as a group of eccentrics who’d found themselves at various loose ends. There was the retired naval officer; the ageing TV soapie actress who had lately discovered her talent for clairvoyance; the 1983 Miss Australia who was now a breeder of Tibetan terriers; and the young mum of two who was secretary of her local netball club and had ‘a very supportive husband’. It had taken a while for Jo to understand that as the person with a solid, well-paying career that could bring rewards for the next twenty years, she was the odd one out. 

				‘Now what? You really are away with the pixies. You’re nervous about this afternoon, aren’t you?’ said Suze.

				‘A bit,’ Jo admitted. ‘I didn’t sleep much last night. Simon and Kim. They didn’t say much in the email. I wonder how old they are? What will they expect? Do I look like a marriage celebrant?’ Jo tucked a stray curl behind her ear and squared her slim shoulders. 

				‘Look, this is what will happen,’ said Suze. ‘You’ll have a madly-in-love couple sitting on your couch holding hands. They won’t even care if you’ve got two heads. He’ll be staring into her eyes and she’ll be staring into his. And they’ll want to get married. Christ knows why! And Christ knows why you’d ruin the lives of two perfectly nice people by marrying them. To each other? Forever? To be miserable until they bloody die?’ 

				‘Suze! You’re talking about my new career here.’ Jo had forgotten how unbelievably tactless she could be. 

				Suze offered an apologetic smile. ‘Sorry. That was a joke. Seriously, of course you look like a celebrant! Do it the way you want and don’t be a damned doormat anymore.’ 

				That comment was thoughtless too. Jo was stung enough by it to ask: ‘You don’t really think I’m a doormat, do you?’ 

				‘Not in a bad way, no. I’m just saying, this is your time. For so long you’ve been pleasing everyone else. It’s time to do it your way. No compromises.’

				Jo didn’t protest any further. She was tolerant of Suze in a way she knew most people couldn’t be, but then she had seen what others hadn’t. During her own travails over the past year Suze had supported her at every turn. They were just walking unfamiliar ground and would soon fall back into step with each other.

				‘I will “do it my way”. I promise,’ said Jo. ‘Thanks for the therapy session, doctor. It was supposed to be a relaxing lunch for you.’ 

				‘I can’t remember what relaxing is,’ Suze grimaced. ‘Who knew arranging flowers could be such bloody hard work?’

				The crème caramel arrived and, watching Suze devour it with relish, Jo regretted not ordering one for herself. That was what Suze was good at: she was greedy for life and ordered everything on the menu. Suze offered Jo her spoon for the last scrap. When Jo hesitated, Suze shrugged, scraped the bowl clean, ran her fingers over the surface of the china and licked them for the last of the sticky sweetness. She who hesitates is lost. Carpe diem. That was just one more thing Suze could teach her. Jo smiled indulgently.

				‘Well, love you!’ said Suze finally. ‘But I’d better get back. Just make sure you hire me to do the flowers. Weddings, funerals...anything.’ 

				Suze stepped onto the sun-splashed footpath and rummaged in her bulging black leather hold-all for the key to her mini-van which, earlier in the morning, had been crammed with buckets of dahlias, autumn leaves, gladioli and tulips from the flower market in Flemington. ‘You could say that between us we’ve got it covered,’ she said. ‘Hearts and flowers. Violets and violins.’

				‘Orange blossoms and...er...’ Jo couldn’t think of a word that began with ‘o’ pertaining to weddings. So many of her conversations these days were like the unfinished crossword puzzles lying on the oak table in the sunroom. Too many blank spaces. Letters overwritten. Entire words scribbled out. The dependable logic that had always led her from one word, one thought, to another seemed to have deserted her.

				‘Organs!’ shouted Suze from the window of her white van. With a burp of blue smoke it was swallowed by the heavy traffic.

				Jo laughed and started back up the street to her car, on (as Suze might say) ‘her own personal path’.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				‘Of course, we could be married in Canada.’ 

				‘Or the Netherlands, Belgium or France...’

				‘You mean Spain.’

				‘What?’ 

				‘Not France, Spain! The Netherlands, Belgium or Spain. Honestly, Jo, sometimes I wonder if Kim ever listens to a word I say.’

				‘I think Simon’s right. Maybe it is Spain...Because of the bullfighters.’

				‘Pardon?’

				‘Everyone knows bullfighters are gay. The capes, the tights, the embroidery. Hemingway was gay...Actually, that would make a great song in a musical—Any way you look at it, Hemingway was GAY...OLÉ!’

				‘Hahahahaha.’

				‘Anyway, the thing is, we know we’re not legal here in Sydney. We could go to Canada, but all our friends can come and celebrate with us if it’s here, and that’s the main thing, don’t you think?’ asked Simon.

				Actually, Jo had been having trouble thinking of anything at all in the last fifteen minutes since she had opened her front door to discover that Simon and Kim were two men. Thankfully, her decades of training at parent–teacher nights had kicked in and her best professional smile and firm handshake were on automatic even as her mind went blank. 

				‘When Simon proposed to me it was the happiest moment of my life,’ said Kim. ‘You have to understand that the idea of a public blessing for a lifelong partnership like ours is something...’

				‘That we never dreamed could happen,’ Simon finished. ‘So, say you’ll marry us.’

				‘Please, say you will,’ added Kim. They snuggled closer on Jo’s couch, holding hands and looking at her with wide imploring eyes—a pair of ringtail possums sitting on a branch.

				Jo hesitated. This situation had been covered in her course work under ‘same-sex commitment ceremonies’. But (curse her pathetic, arrogant lack of imagination) she had pictured herself under a fragrant archway of jasmine on a green lawn marrying Simon in a black suit and Kim in a lovely white dress. She just was not expecting to be in this situation for her very first wedding. And that was rather stupid, seeing that homosexuals made up a good part of the population of the Eastern Suburbs.

				The monitum—the legal ‘warning’ she had already memorised and was obliged to utter—was useless here: ‘I am duly authorised by law to solemnise marriages, according to law. Before you are joined in marriage in my presence and in the presence of these witnesses, I am to remind you of the solemn and binding nature of the relationship into which you are now about to enter. Marriage, according to law in Australia, is the union of a man and a woman, to the exclusion of all others, voluntarily entered into for life.’ 

				‘Man’ and ‘woman’. That was the sticking point. She wondered what Father Patrick would say. What her father, Reverend Albert Brown, would think. But, more than that, what, in God’s name, did she think? 

				Jo shifted in her armchair and brushed back a curl from her forehead. ‘I need to know that you are truly committed to this relationship. It comes with its own unique tests of faith,’ she said cautiously.

				‘We know that already!’ Kim was indignant. ‘We know we’re not equal in the eyes of the law, or the church. We’re aware we’re second-class citizens. We get it.’ He sank back into the squashy cushions on Jo’s couch and folded his arms across his chest.

				Simon placed his hand on Kim’s knee to calm him. ‘It’s okay, honey, she has to ask this stuff,’ he said.

				Jo was thankful for his diplomacy. She asked a question that might buy some time while she considered it some more. ‘Tell me about how you got together. I adore true-love stories.’ 

				‘You wouldn’t believe where I proposed!’ Simon told her. 

				Jo just bet she wouldn’t. 

				‘In a kayak! We were right underneath the Harbour Bridge and Kim was up the front paddling...’ Simon looked at his partner adoringly. ‘I was watching his broad back and the way he was using the paddle to expertly steer us through the shipping channel, and I just thought, this is a perfect metaphor for our lives! There we were, in this flimsy little boat dodging huge yachts and ocean liners and I trusted Kim, implicitly, to get us there.’

				‘Wherever “there” is.’ Kim joined the telling of the tale. ‘So he yelled from behind, “Will you marry me?” Talk about a back-seat driver!’

				‘He said “yes” and I just cried and cried...’

				‘And then he fell in! Man overboard!’

				‘I didn’t know I was drowning. They call it “raptures of the deep”.’ Simon clutched at his heart in a dramatic gesture.

				Jo watched them watch each other. She saw the open gazes, the knowing sideways looks, fluttered lashes and matching arched eyebrows. They talked in half-sentences, reached for the other, crossed knees to touch ankles, laughed in unison. It seemed that together they made up one person. That old cliché.

				They looked like a couple (as much as any two people ever did). Jo guessed they were in their mid-thirties. They were both trim and muscular, immaculately dressed with regular, handsome features, almost mirror images of each other, although Simon was taller and darker, Kim shorter and fairer. Simon was a real estate agent. He possessed the clever wit and disciplined mind. Kim, a personal trainer, had the physical prowess and easy laugh. An attractive pair, by any standard. But it was the way they were in thrall to each other and then, beyond that, in orbit around the gravitational pull of something bigger than themselves, that convinced Jo they were in love. And wasn’t that part of her new job? To divine whether the two people in front of her were worthy of a wedding, with her as a witness? She supposed that she was now some sort of ‘emotional detective’—the Miss Marple of Matrimony—who might anticipate where future trouble lay. Jo prided herself that she understood human nature, but then, she reminded herself, her instincts had failed her in her own marriage. Could she do any better with other people’s relationships?

				At first Jo had felt uncomfortable with Simon and Kim’s unselfconscious kisses and cuddles, but now she couldn’t help wondering whether she and JJ had ever been so much in love. There was a time, twenty-two years ago, when she and her new husband, Jimmy John Blanchard, must have felt such passion for each other. Jo could scarcely remember what it felt like. 

				She could recall the pain of childbirth. She could remember the wretched hot fever and churning nausea from bouts of the flu and gastro, and the blinding shock when she’d fallen down a flight of stairs at Central train station and broken her ankle. She held a memory of a scorching forty-four-degree Sydney day when the heat had made her curly hair crackle. She could locate the feeling of sitting on a tartan picnic rug in The Domain when the children were small, watching them tumble on the grass, and being overwhelmed by contentment. She could call up emotions of anger, disappointment, even boredom. But she could not, for the life of her, conjure what it felt like to be in love. 

				But she had been in love. Must have been.

				JJ had first come into Jo’s life in 1979 when he had taken the role of Sky Masterson in a combined schools production of Guys and Dolls. A busload of boys from Canonbury had been prescribed to add a dash of testosterone to the bubbling cauldron of oestrogen that was the DPLC Abbess Theatre Players. Canonbury had been the perennial dancing partner for the Darling Point girls for almost a century. 

				Jo was fourteeen years old then and knew every song from the musical by heart. Her mother Margaret had played the soundtrack over and over as she swept the floors and dried the dishes, singing that she loved her daughter ‘a bushel and a peck’. They’d watched the film together one weekend when Jo was home from college. She with a crush on Marlon Brando and her mother swooning over Frank Sinatra as they sat together on the red velveteen sofa munching homemade melting moments biscuits.

				Young Josephine Margaret Brown had been mesmerised by JJ’s performance as she watched him from the front stalls. As he swaggered around the stage, Jo thought him every bit as chiselled and broad-shouldered as Marlon himself. During his duet with head girl Melissa Hughes, who had taken the role of Salvation Army Sister Sarah Brown (but was unfortunately blonde and podgy and not at all like Jean Simmons from the movie), Jo had mouthed the words to ‘I’ll Know When My Love Comes Along’.

				It was nine years later, oddly enough at a Gangsters and Molls charity ball at the Menzies Hotel for the Darling Old Girls and the Old Canons, that Jo again found her leading man. She had been selling raffle tickets for an all-expenses-paid trip to the Wrest Point Hotel Casino in Hobart and he had flourished a fat cigar, fanned a handful of twenty-dollar notes in front of her nose, and bought her entire ticket book. 

				He, impressive in a double-breasted suit and spats, was still a dead ringer for Marlon Brando. She, a willowy brunette in a red satin cheongsam, was more like Jean Simmons than Melissa Hughes had ever been. After a few glasses of champagne, Jo had regaled everyone at JJ’s table with details of his teenage star turn at the Abbess Theatre and how she had been his secret admirer. He’d been flattered, laughed, and they had fallen into a spontaneous reprise of ‘A Woman in Love’. Their corny, off-key effort had won them a round of applause from former classmates and teachers. He bought her a charity balloon and she’d won a Mikimoto pearl bracelet. A betrothal gift, as it turned out to be. They’d both later delighted in telling their children the story at bedtime.

				Talking more on that night in a quiet corner of the ballroom, they discovered they had much in common. They were both at university, Jo in her last year studying teaching and JJ in the last year of his part-time commerce degree. He’d spent a couple of years travelling in Europe and working odd jobs before he’d returned to ‘knuckle down’. 

				As the daughter of Reverend Albert Brown, from Leura in the Blue Mountains, Jo had attended DPLC on a bursary. The scholarship would ensure she’d have the ‘best education’ and ‘experience all life had to offer’. JJ’s parents, Mr and Mrs Fred Blanchard, Kogarah, Sydney, owned a panel-beating shop and used-car yard and had worked hard, saved diligently, to send their son to Canonbury, where a boy might ‘make something of himself’ with ‘people who mattered’.

				That summer of 1988, the year of Australia’s bicentennial celebrations, was a bright, golden time of fireworks, flags and tall ships when anything seemed possible. Any dream could be fulfilled. After all, convicts from prison hulks had become respectable landowners and pillars of society in the Colony of New South Wales, the Lucky Country.

				Jo had found a job in the kiosk at the Hyde Park Barracks dispensing ice-cream cones to hordes of tourists. JJ had worked in the family car yard and, in whatever free time he had, picked up Jo at Circular Quay in his brand-new topless Leyland Mini Moke. He had driven, bare-chested, down New South Head Road while she stripped to her bikini in the front seat. They sunned themselves on the lawns at Redleaf Pool, Double Bay, and shared plastic bags of cooked prawns with fresh lemons and warm bottles of riesling. 

				What had it been about JJ that made Jo want to share the rest of her days with him? 

				‘He’s a Canonbury boy,’ her mother boasted to anyone who’d listen. ‘In the First Fifteen in Rugby and the First Eight in rowing. Very nice, hard-working family. And he’s going places, mark my words.’

				‘Yes, a very nice chap. He and Josephine will make a good team. They’re both hard-working, decent young people,’ her father had said.

				‘She’s the daughter of a reverend,’ Mrs Blanchard had said when she presented Josephine Brown to her friends.

				‘Oooh,’ they’d cooed. ‘That’s lovely. Having a churchman in the family’s always useful. They’re not Catholic, are they?’

				And driving Jo home to her room in her aunt’s house in Annandale, JJ had teased her with what his father had said about her. 

				‘Good looker. Got her head screwed on. And she can parallel park as well as any bloke. Don’t let her get away, son.’

				And with every nod of approval from their families they had moved closer to the inevitable. 

				One night, they’d pashed on a blanket in a sandy corner of Nielsen Park, Vaucluse, overlooking Shark Bay, and as the darkness descended, made love. Jo remembered JJ lying with her on the still-warm grass, but unlike the two boys she’d been intimate with before, he had sought her hand, squeezed it and said: ‘I love you.’

				‘I love you too,’ she had replied. As they walked along the beach, the stars wheeled overhead, the tide caressed their toes and blessed them both. They made a promise on the pointer star of the constellation of the Southern Cross to be together, forever.

				For the rest of that summer they wandered hand in hand through the streets of the Eastern Suburbs. They lingered in Centennial Park and loitered in Watsons Bay. They rowed out from Camp Cove in a stolen wooden dinghy at dusk and JJ pointed out the twinkling lights of mansions and declared they would live there one day, if that’s what Jo wanted. She did want that. She wanted anything he did. 

				They would be a couple to be reckoned with, JJ promised. Their kids would be the equal of any they’d been to school with. Jo agreed they would send their children to Darling Point and Canonbury, if that’s what JJ wanted. He did want that. Very much. Their parents had been pleased to hear all this. It was what they wanted for their children and future grandchildren. 

				They were married the next November in her father’s church during the Rhododendron Festival. And when they posed for photographs in the Technicolor gardens, all was picture perfect—as if their lives were an Oscar-nominated movie produced by Samuel Goldwyn. 

				Jo recalled the giddy excitement of that day. So, she had been in love. It was the years of nagging doubt that she’d made a mistake in marrying JJ that had eroded the memory. When she looked back at wedding photos she saw a startled, skinny girl swamped by a vast meringue of a wedding dress who should have seen more of the wide world before she agreed to marry.

				Funny, now Jo thought of it, how they never made a sequel to Guys and Dolls. How had gambling addict Sky Masterson and stitched-up Sister Sarah ever made a go of it? Had she spent her days hauling him out of gambling dens? Had he worn a blue serge suit and marched as an officer in the Salvos? What had become of them?

				‘Anyway, enough about us!’ said Simon as he stood and clapped Jo’s mind to order. ‘You must get sick of people sitting on your couch giggling and holding hands like those couples on TV in home-loan commercials.’ 

				‘Not that you ever see two boys in those ads,’ Kim added tartly. 

				Jo nodded and smiled in agreement, pretending it wasn’t unusual for her to have two men in her living room who wanted to be married. Actually, it made a refreshing change. She was used to heterosexual couples sitting in front of her desk and projecting a sense of smug entitlement or surly defensiveness because they’d paid twenty-five thousand dollars a year and more to send their offspring to Darling Point. 

				‘I’d be honoured to marry you,’ she heard herself say.

				Simon and Kim whooped in joyful stereo, leaped from the sofa and dragged Jo from her armchair to her feet. They caught her in a double bear hug and heartily kissed both her cheeks as she blushed and stuttered. 

				‘We brought a bottle of Moët to toast the occasion. Come on, Jo, where are the champagne glasses?’ called Kim as he commandeered the kitchen and began taking liberties with her cupboards.

				‘That’s one of the reasons I want to marry him,’ Simon whispered. ‘You gotta love a man who’s not afraid to rummage!’ 

				For the next hour—over the bottle of champagne and a plate of cheese, quince paste and olives unearthed by Kim from Jo’s fridge—she listened as they made excited plans for how the ceremony would go.

				‘How did you find me, by the way?’ she ventured. 

				‘From your website,’ said Kim. ‘We looked at hundreds of them and yours was the best! We loved that proverb you quoted...What was it again?’

				‘“Shared joy is a double joy; shared sorrow is half a sorrow”,’ Simon recited. ‘We really liked that.’

				‘And we loved the way you looked!’ Kim again. ‘In your black academic gown you looked like someone we could trust...’ 

				Simon finished the thought. ‘Although, you look way too young to have been a deputy headmistress. I thought you all looked like Minerva McGonagall.’ 

				Jo spluttered into her champagne. 

				‘Who?’ Kim was baffled.

				‘In the Harry Potter books—you know: gorgeous Dame Maggie Smith. Oooh, I love her! She’s so elegant and grand. And I see, Jo, you’ve got a black cat.’

				‘Minerva McGonagall is seventy years old!’ Jo protested. ‘She’s a witch!’

				‘Oh, now I know who you’re talking about! Jeez, Simon! 
I don’t know what’s more embarrassing—that you’ve told Jo she looks like a witch or that you admit to watching Harry Potter films!’ Kim made disbelieving eyes at Jo.

				She was laughing by now. ‘I know, I know. People still have this idea that we’re all crusty old spinsters, but you’d be surprised. There are a lot of relatively young women who make it to the top of the profession. Sometimes a retirement can propel you there faster than you’d think. Or you end up in the job when it’s the last thing you expected.’ Jo thought of her successor at Darling Point and imagined she was shocked to find herself deputy head in circumstances bizarre enough to rock the staff of Hogwarts to the tips of their pointy hats. Jo was hoping she wouldn’t be probed for the ugly details of her departure.

				‘Are you married, Jo?’ Kim inquired.

				‘Hello? She’s already passed the job interview.’ Simon squeezed Kim’s thigh in rebuke. 

				‘No, no, that’s fine. It’s a fair question.’ Jo affected a breezy reply. ‘I’m happily single and fancy-free at the moment.’ She forgave herself this white lie and reflected that she would probably be telling a lot more of them in her new profession.

				‘Well, if you’re in the market for a partner, we can certainly recommend weddings. That’s where we met.’ Simon put his arm around Kim’s shoulders and nuzzled his neck.

				‘Although I wouldn’t hold out much hope of meeting an eligible man at ours!’ Kim laughed.

				After they’d insisted on paying a deposit for her services and made another appointment to discuss their plans in detail, Jo saw them out. The lovers were still playfully shoving and kissing as they walked down her front path and she closed the door behind them.

				Jo turned to the old rosewood dresser and stared at the four fifty-dollar notes lying there. Yes. They were real. The first money she’d earned as a civil celebrant. She felt energised by the afternoon’s encounter and her mind was already whirling with how the ceremony might go. What she might say.

				She caught sight of herself in the dresser mirror. Her chestnut tangle was caught back with tortoiseshell clips, behaving itself for once, and her make-up was still in order. She appraised her outfit—small cultured-pearl earrings and matching double-strand necklace, grey silk blouse and neat black skirt. Did she look like someone you could trust?

				‘Or someone you could cheat on?’ Jo muttered to her reflection, and wiped away plum lipstick with the back of her hand. She stripped off her jewellery and stared in the mirror again. Did she look like someone you could love? That’s what she really wanted to know.

				She hadn’t expected to be unloved at the age of forty-five. But that’s how she saw herself. What had she expected? That she would still be shouting at her children to turn down the music; battling for time in the bathroom; bustling out the door; kissing her family goodbye; teaching, shopping, cooking and kissing her family hello again. 

				She had assumed that life would continue to propel her down the same familiar track and all she would have to do was hang on. Instead, the rattle and hum of teenagers and husband had become a distant echo. The train had unexpectedly pulled into a siding and left her standing on a deserted platform. 

				The thought of it made her reach for the telephone.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				It was nine o’clock that same Friday night—it had been a long day—and Jo was at her kitchen bench fussing over another cheese platter and listening intently to an impromptu lecture on the Catholic marriage ritual. 

				‘There are three questions at the heart of it,’ said Father Patrick. He paused to pour another glass of red wine, fished in his jacket pocket for his cigarettes and stepped into the small courtyard. Jo took up the platter and followed. She laid out napkins on the wrought-iron garden table and sorted out an earthenware pot-plant saucer to serve as an ashtray. 

				Patrick fired his cigarette, took a deep drag and recited: ‘Have you come here freely and without reservation to give yourselves to each other in marriage? Will you honour each other as man and wife for the rest of your lives? Will you accept children lovingly from God and bring them up according to the law of Christ and his Church?’

				He sat at the table, gulped his wine—a pause for emphasis—
and said: ‘Now, with the best will in the world, Josephine, two men just can’t win that particular trifecta.’

				Trust Patrick Joseph Ignatius Gilmartin to draw a horse-racing analogy. He was a mad punter and the form guide was tucked into his backpack along with his Bible and BlackBerry. Patrick had been a Jesuit priest for a quarter of a century. He smoked and drank with enthusiasm and didn’t deserve to look almost a decade younger than his forty-five years. His plump round face, ruddy cheeks and twinkling green eyes were standard issue for a fresh-faced country pastor. 

				‘It seems unfair they can’t be married in a church,’ Jo mused. ‘They seem as much in love as anyone else.’

				‘Christ, Jo! I’m the first to acknowledge that most churches don’t have the capacity to recognise that a lot of people are excluded,’ Patrick declared. ‘I reckon same-sex couples should have all the legal bells and whistles like everyone else, but in the Catholic Church—and here I quote—“the sacrament of marriage is only available to a man and woman who have a commitment to the bearing and nurturing of each other’s children”. End of sermon.’ 

				He sat back in his chair, pleased with this pronouncement, and stretched his legs that ended in a pair of scuffed boots Jo guessed were second-hand. Patrick took delight in telling her that his shirts and trousers came from St Vincent de Paul’s charity bin and that he was usually turned out for less than ten dollars. He boasted that he could board a flight overseas for a three-week spiritual retreat with only hand luggage. Of course, he didn’t object when Jo handed over one of JJ’s cashmere coats or fine wool suits that had been hanging, unworn, at the back of the wardrobe. 

				They shared an easy, companionable pause in their conversation. It was a balmy autumn night and the residents of nearby apartment buildings were out on their balconies gathered around hissing gas barbecues. The familiar aroma of grilled meat and spicy marinades wafted on the air. Bottles clinked. People chattered and laughed. Somewhere a baby wailed. Jo found it comforting to be surrounded by the noisy pulse of domestic life. It was a sound she hadn’t often heard from the rear garden in Centennial Park. 

				‘They’ll kill you, you know.’ Jo indicated his cigarette.

				‘No they won’t. My vices are the only thing keeping me alive!’ Patrick defiantly produced a smoky halo that hovered around his balding head.

				Jo laughed. She was proud, even vain, that her dear friend was a Jesuit priest. It was, she imagined, a badge of theological intellectualism lest anyone thought she was a naive product of Ye Merrie Olde Church of England Sunday School. The locals were intrigued whenever they saw her sitting gossiping with a priest on the garden seat outside St Bernadette’s. Especially when he was garbed in his snowy-white vestments embroidered with gold. And when they walked through the church rose gardens arm in arm, Jo liked to think that anyone observing them would assume they were debating the deep profundities of life. They didn’t know she had been gossiping with Patrick like this over a garden fence since she was six years old.

				Patrick Gilmartin had lived in the house next door to hers in the Blue Mountains village of Leura. Whether his parents had been attracted by the godly radiation emanating from St Luke’s and then moved in, or been somehow infected with it afterwards, Jo could never decide, but like most of the neighbours back then, they were avid churchgoers. 

				Patrick had loved to play-act in the pulpit with Jo as his reluctant, restless congregation of one. She had never found the church to be a particularly inspiring or sacred place. All she saw were gloomy corners, musty kneeling cushions and pigeons that got trapped inside and thrashed and bashed their heads against the stained-glass windows, desperate to get out. She’d hated emptying the vases of Easter lilies and Mothering Sunday chrysanthemums left to wither on the altar. The water was a putrid green and the rotting smell made her retch. She dreaded the job of sweeping the glutinous globs of wedding rice that swelled in the rain and stuck to the front steps. 

				Patrick, however, had been transported by the wonder of it all. He was fascinated by the blessed items on the altar. The cloths and candles and leather-bound prayer books, even the carvings at the end of the wooden pews delighted him. Jo hadn’t been surprised when he’d gone on to be a priest in the Catholic Church. He loved the elaborate tabernacles, golden chalices and carved silver censers. On her first overseas trip during a break from university, Jo had met up with Patrick in Rome and he’d taken her on a tour of the famous artworks of the Vatican. He’d related the provenance of hundreds of paintings, relics and statues with a deep reverence.

				Jo had been astounded by the craftsmanship and artistry in everything she saw, from the tiniest stitch of pure-gold thread in a liturgical vestment to the soaring grandeur of the Sistine Chapel. However, even as she stood under the vaulted glory of St Peter’s Basilica, the greatest holy site in Christendom, still she remained deaf to God’s entreaties. She’d always thought that Patrick and her father must be deeply disappointed in her.

				‘Let’s talk about something interesting,’ Patrick said suddenly. ‘How’s your love life?’

				Jo snorted dismissively. The idea that she had a ‘love life’ was absurd.

				‘I saw a picture of them in the paper this morning. He’s a bloody idiot, that ex-husband of yours. Doesn’t he know he looks like a prize fool?’ It wasn’t only Suze who was blunt with her opinions. How had Jo managed to end up with two best friends who always gave her straight-talk she didn’t want to hear?

				Jo had seen the photograph. It was a happy snap of the newly-minted couple in the social pages of the Wentworth Courier: Mr J.J. Blanchard and Mrs Carol Holt at the gala Roar Ball for Sydney’s Taronga Zoo. Mr Blanchard’s generous donation of a Mercedes ‘A’ Class raised $100,000 for the proposed new jungle habitat for a pair of Sumatran tigers.

				Jo supposed that Carol Bloody Holt was exactly the sort of expensive, stylish crocodile-hide handbag JJ should have on his arm at such social occasions if he was to catch the attention of the wealthy voters of the Eastern Suburbs. 

				Most readers flipping the pages would be glad that the ‘bubbly’ and ‘fun-loving’ widow, tireless charity worker and social doyenne had found a second chance at happiness—and with the virile, ‘extremely well-connected’ businessman J.J. Blanchard, no less. Well, he was a noted philanthropist and still had a full head of hair. Look at them. What a great couple. Good for her! Good for him! 

				As they turned to the real estate pages, most readers would have entirely forgotten that it was Mrs Blanchard who had been airbrushed out of the photo. If her name had rung a bell at all, it would have been with a hollow, dull clang.

				‘I went past Darling Point this morning and I’ve still got this feeling that I’ve been excommunicated. It still upsets me. I just can’t seem to get past it,’ Jo admitted. 

				Patrick grabbed his wine glass, leaped to his feet and energetically paced the courtyard as he spoke: ‘Bunch of stinking hypocrites! Believe me, there’s not one family at that entire college that isn’t hiding some filthy little secret. Your only sin was to name it in public. I’ll admit, it was a particularly theatrical way to go about it...’ he shot a look at Jo and her cheeks grew hot, ‘but you’re not the sinner, Jo. You’re the one sinned against.’

				Patrick surely spoke with some authority. After years of officiating at weddings and funerals, taking confessions and administering last rites, he knew, literally, where every body in the Eastern Suburbs was buried. He sat, lit another cigarette and puffed happily. ‘I reckon there’s more sneaking admiration out there for you than you know. I’ll bet half the silly tarts around here have raised a glass of French champagne to you in the past year.’

				Being the subject of salacious gossip at ladies’ luncheon parties over tiny plates of rocket salad and bottles of expensive wine wasn’t something Jo would have ever wished for. ‘Do you think I’ve done the right thing with agreeing to this commitment ceremony?’ she asked, to change the subject.

				‘What?’ Clearly Patrick would have rather kept on discussing the scandal at hand, but for Jo it was like turning over a stinking compost heap. There was nothing further to be gleaned. Thankfully, he moved on. ‘The thing you have to find out is whether these two jokers are really committed to each other. That’s the point. Whether you feel comfortable with it and truly believe that they believe in the idea of a lifelong partnership.’

				Jo agreed. That was the point. Up to a point. In the end she wasn’t a clairvoyant. Who knew how long any marriage would last, civil, sacred or tribal?

				‘I had this couple in the other night,’ Patrick went on. ‘They wanted the whole top-of-the-range Catholic job. I knew...
I just knew—it made me so pissed off—that the only reason they wanted me and my church was because it would look good in the photos.’

				That was understandable, thought Jo. St Bernadette’s in Woollahra was a gorgeous birthday cake of rosy sandstone and spires, almost a Disneyland Sleeping Beauty castle, and the perfect backdrop for a ten-thousand-dollar bridal gown and a procession of pink Cadillacs.

				‘As for the rest of it?’ Patrick was clearly agitated. ‘All that boring stuff about blessings and prayers, sacrament, eternity? They couldn’t give a rat’s arse. I sent them away in the end. Just told ’em to find another church. They’ll be ringing you next.’

				Jo opened her mouth to protest, but Patrick hadn’t finished. The twinkle in his eyes was now a sparking current of electricity. ‘You know me, Jo! You know how hard I’ve struggled with my chosen path day after day, night after lonely bloody night. And all of it to end up as some cheap ornament to a glittering social occasion?’

				Patrick was angry now. He snatched up the wine, upended it into his empty glass and then banged the bottle down on the wrought-iron table so hard Jo thought it might have cracked. ‘I never want to be something that’s hired along with the best man’s suit, the marquee and the table napkins! I’m not about to prostitute almost five hundred years of faith, sacrifice, brotherhood and intellectual life for a space in some crap photo album or a fancy picture on the social pages. But if you want to do that? It’s fine with me.’

				Jo was stunned. How had she been caught up in his angry rant? Was this what he really thought of her and her new enterprise as a civil celebrant? That she was there to somehow minister to the vain and insincere? The B-graders who didn’t qualify for the real thing? She was torn between mopping up Patrick’s blood and tending her own injuries.

				‘It’s what you’re doing with this whole celebrant stuff, isn’t it?’ He rocked forward and stamped one boot then the other on the brick paving. ‘You want to look after the poor bastards who, for whatever reason, have decided not to take up the challenge of a full religious blessing.’

				Jo could feel her temper rising and was just about to give her own sermon on the state of modern faith, marriage and, as he himself had just said, the people who were excluded, when Patrick exclaimed: ‘Don’t answer that!’ He grabbed for Jo’s hands and squeezed them hard. It was as if he had reached right through her rib cage and taken hold of her heart. ‘I’m sorry.’ His head dropped onto his outstretched arms. ‘I’m just worn out. I’m exhausted. I had a big funeral this afternoon. She was only thirty-seven, three little kids. Ovarian cancer.’ 

				Patrick sighed again and the last crackles of energy dissipated into a deep weariness. ‘Are you sure you’re ready to do this?’ He looked up and for the first time Jo noticed by the light from the kitchen window there were wrinkles in his forehead etched deep and black. ‘Because sometimes I wonder if I can. It takes so much out of you. Sucks all your emotional energy. You give so much and you wonder what, exactly, you get back.’

				Jo was used to Patrick’s declarations of despair after he had buried a child or a young parent. Such events tested his faith mightily and she always carefully steadied him until he regained his balance.

				‘What you have is faith.’ She eased her hands out of his grasp and circled his forearms with strong fingers. They had always supported each other by turns like this. ‘Deep and abiding faith and all the rewards that brings. Respect, belonging, certainty. 

				‘You’re lucky. Most people, no matter what they say, are envious you’ve found something that gives your life so much purpose and meaning. It’s what we’re all searching for and look at you...you’ve got it.’

				He nodded and sighed deeply, seeming to find some solace in Jo’s words. Sure that he was not going to fall any further, she released her hold.

				‘You know why I want to be a celebrant, Patrick.’ She really needed him to hear it this time. ‘I spent so long where every moment was ruled by timetables and memos and forms. Where every human interaction was formalised. “I say this, you put your hand up and tell me the right answer. I give you a mark out of ten.” 

				‘Now I want to get out there and experience the real stuff. I want to be where there’s great joy or deep sorrow. Where people are really alive. I want to get to the heart of things. And if it “sucks my emotional energy”, that’s good. Because I’ve got a lot of it right now and no-one who wants it. I can’t go on feeling I’m useless like this. As for what I’ll get back? That’s the last thing I care about.’

				‘You’re right. Of course you are,’ he agreed humbly. ‘“Teach us to give and not to count the cost,” that’s what St Ignatius of Loyola said. It’s a bloody hard lesson and takes a lifetime to learn. It’s my struggle. Thanks for reminding me.’ He ground out his cigarette. ‘Don’t listen to me. I’m talking nonsense. Look, I know what you’re on about and it’s a good thing. Really it is. Because the fact is, there are so few priests left that if it wasn’t for civil celebrants half the kids in Australia would be born out of wedlock and the only people saying words over graves would be parking officers.’

				Jo relaxed, smiled. Felt she’d made her point.

				‘And you do have so much to give,’ he said. ‘I can see that. You’ll be magnificent at whatever you turn your talents to.’ He took up his glass of wine. ‘You’re coming closer to the church, Jo. I can feel it.’ 

				‘Don’t start that again!’ she complained. ‘I’ve got nothing to say to God right now.’

				‘That’s fine. He’s patient.’ 

				Patrick leaned back and clasped his hands over his belt buckle, smiled, sure of himself, in a pose that reminded Jo of a happy, all-knowing Buddha. She didn’t have the heart to tell him that he would probably wait for her in vain at the Heavenly Gates, but she did want him to know that her affection for him was eternal. 

				‘I’ll say one thing,’ she said. ‘If I ever get married again, I’d want you to marry me.’

				Patrick grinned as he took a knife from the platter and hacked at a lump of cheese. ‘I’m celibate, Jo. I know you want my body but...’

				‘You know what I mean!’ Jo pelted him with an olive. ‘Be married by you. Forget it! You’re not even in the race. You’re scratched!’ 

				‘Poverty, chastity and obedience...Now there’s a trifecta!’ He sat back and raised his wine glass to her. Jo was reminded that he had also toasted her when she first left Darling Point. ‘Finally, you’ve left the cult,’ he had declared. ‘I thought the day would never come. Hallelujah!’ 

				There was a slam and a clatter from an upstairs balcony.

				‘Fuck off!’ a female voice screamed. 

				‘Why don’t you just piss off, you shithead!’

				‘Ah, yes!’ Patrick exhaled. ‘“Real life.” Welcome to it, Jojo!’ He leaned back, arms behind his head, and recited: ‘“How bright will seem through mem’ry’s haze, those happy, golden bygone days.”’

				‘Sorry?’ said Jo.

				‘Some rancid old school song. Most of them make the very good observation that life on the outside is a bun-fight and school is as good as it gets. It’s wasted on the students, of course. They’re too young and self-obsessed to get it. Most school songs are sung by pissed fat-gutted blokes at reunions who’ve squandered their potential and gone on to ruin their lives.’ 

				Jo thought of a line from the DPLC anthem: ‘Youth is brief and time is winging.’ That sentiment was appropriate for many of the mothers there who were desperately clinging on to their youth by any means possible. They were still in their ‘salad days’. That’s all they ever ate.

				But Patrick had made her revisit a persistent thought. Was it only now that she was graduating from Darling Point? Would she always think of her time there as the best days of her life? She had to trust that the best were yet to come, and right there resolved never again to stand morosely outside the front gates of the college. 

				‘Right! So you want to experience a bit of rough trade, do you?’ Patrick grinned. ‘How about giving me a hand serving lunch to the homeless derros, old girl?’

				I’m an ‘old girl’ alright, thought Jo. Maybe not a Darling Old Girl, but then, like Suze said, they can all go to hell. 

				‘Sign me up,’ she announced. ‘I’m all yours.’ 

				This time it was Jo who held up her glass, and by the light coming from next-door’s balcony, she could see that it was, unexpectedly, half full.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Jo closed the door behind Patrick at midnight and kicked off her flat shoes. She was always mindful of her height. It had been extremely useful when she wanted to tower over miscreant teenage girls, but another matter entirely when it came to adult men. 

				Jo classified the fathers she had dealt with at DPLC into three categories—those who treated her equally and respected her as a professional; egotistical bullies who dismissed her as a hired governess; and those who sat in her office glassy-eyed and distracted as they imagined her thrashing their naughty bare bottoms with a bamboo cane.

				Sex. She was thinking about sex again. It was becoming a recurrent theme. The antsy frustrated energy and vague tingling of tender skin often propelled her out the door for a walk around the block, into a warm bath or to reach for a glass of wine. Of course, given her best friend was a priest, she should have asked Patrick how he coped with celibacy. She suspected that a close reading of the Gospel of St Matthew would be grimly recommended. She could never, in a month of Sundays, talk about sex with Patrick. As for Suze? She would probably drag Jo off to a sex shop in Kings Cross to purchase something in nasty pink plastic with batteries and an eco-friendly recharger. 

				Jo hadn’t had sex for...she cast her mind back...almost two years. She too might as well have taken a vow of celibacy. How would sex ever happen again? Where and with whom? 

				She couldn’t imagine being naked in front of a strange man, and, she realised, he would have to be a stranger. In the past thirty years she’d met, one way or another, almost every man in the east of Sydney—all of them acquaintances, clients, colleagues or family of someone she knew. Perhaps she should do a Shirley Valentine and leave a note on the kitchen bench: Gone to the Western Suburbs. Back in two weeks. Except, she remembered, there would be no-one to read it.

				Jo padded across her thick cream carpet to the kitchen sink and began rinsing glasses and plates while Calpurnia supervised from the bench. ‘So, we have a wedding to attend to,’ she said. Calpurnia rubbed up against her shoulder and purred by way of reply. 

				She was surprised to find that she was mostly content to be living in the small unit with just Calpurnia for company. When she first moved in a year ago she had felt like a mouse in a cardboard box. Now, standing at the kitchen bench and scraping left-over salmon mousse into the cat’s bowl, Jo could survey her entire domain. There was a living room with full-length glass doors that slid open onto the courtyard. To her right a compact laundry; to her left a short corridor which led to a fair-sized bedroom and a bathroom and a second bedroom where Jo had set up her computer and bookshelves. It was all freshly painted, sun-filled, stylishly modern and, she had to admit, ‘easy to keep tidy’. Her mother would approve of that.

				A few good pieces of furniture from her former life at Parklea were crammed into the unit. A handsome rosewood dresser, a satinwood cabinet, a pair of mahogany side tables furnished with two lamps with Tiffany shades and her lovely oak table. There was her most cherished artwork—a small Margaret Preston woodcut of a burst of creamy rock lilies with spiky olive-coloured leaves—and a treasured collection of paintings, drawings, small sculptures and bric-a-brac. 

				Then there were Jo’s own paintings, only a few of which she thought accomplished enough to be on display. They were the best ones from the innumerable outdoor art classes she had taken with her students on the lawns at Darling Point. An oil of a green and gold ferry ploughing across Sydney Harbour to the landing at the bottom of the grounds; two watercolours of St Anne’s chapel with the rose garden in riotous bloom; and a tidy portrait of the school itself, its gracious honeyed curves warm and welcoming in the late-summer sun. 

				She had made a cosy home for herself and Calpurnia and there was room for the children if they came to stay. In fact, she was so comfortable that she doubted she would move to somewhere grander when her financial settlement from JJ was negotiated. And she really must talk to him about that. 

				‘Aren’t you still married to that bastard husband of yours?’ 

				Jo was. The past year had gone by so quickly and neither of them had called in the lawyers. Jo was still bruised and didn’t have the courage for it. The two times she had rung JJ’s secretary, he was away or busy and she’d been relieved she didn’t have to speak to him. She had been attending training for her celebrancy certificate whenever he called. And so here they were, twelve months on, irrevocably parted, but still shackled by various uncomprehending computer databases that addressed them as ‘Mr and Mrs JJ & J Blanchard.’

				What could she expect from their settlement? Jo had no idea. Money—who was worth what—had been the currency of gossip for so much of her life at Darling Point that Jo had resolved never to ask after the family finances. It had been drummed into her from childhood that discussing money was ‘vulgar’, and she had never heard her parents make mention of it. Even the value of the humble contributions to the wooden plate at St Luke’s had been kept secret. So she had never asked. But what she knew of JJ’s business dealings—and she assumed that, along with his two successful car yards, he’d made something of a success of his new career in property development—she could reasonably expect to receive enough money to make her ‘independently wealthy’. Only she didn’t care so much about the ‘wealthy’ bit. She had some savings and if they ran out she could always go back to teaching or take up some new profession. It was the ‘independent’ part that troubled her. It was just another way of saying she was alone.

				Calpurnia nibbled on the scrapings of mousse and Jo, haunted by the afternoon’s exchange about spinster witches and black cats, changed into her pink silk pyjamas (an extravagant birthday present from Suze). She poured herself the dregs of the dessert wine and sat in front of her computer. 

				There was a ping that indicated she had mail. Her first thought was that it would be a message from James—he would be up and about in London at this hour. Her heart thumped with excitement as she read:

				Hi Mum, 

				I’ve made a big decision. I know Dad will be disappointed, but I’m not going on with business school here this year. I’m going to take some time to travel. 

				The most amazing thing happened to me yesterday. 
I went to visit Westminster Abbey and I felt something incredibly powerful. I felt like God was calling me. I want to find out if serving Christ is my true purpose in life. 

				I have decided to visit some other beautiful churches and temples in the world to think about it all over the next month.

				I want to go to France next and see Notre Dame and Chartres Cathedral. I’ll need some more $$$. I know you would want me to follow my heart, whatever the cost.

				Love, 

				James

				Jo read and reread his email. It came as something of a shock that her son should be off on some kind of religious treasure hunt. It didn’t seem that long since she’d hidden Easter eggs in his slippers. 

				Then, when Jo thought about it some more, she realised it wouldn’t be altogether surprising if he did become a member of the clergy. He was twenty, about the same age as Patrick had been when he became a novice in the Jesuits at Canisius College in Pymble. James was also older than her father had been when he began his religious studies. He had always been very close to them both. Was it something Jo wanted for her son? 

				He took after her more than he did his father. He’d always been a quiet child. Bookish and self-contained. Nothing like his boisterous older sister. And as much as Jo had longed to be in his confidence, since James had become a teenager his thoughts and motivations were an ever-deepening mystery to her. She had often thought that his modest demeanour was fertile ground for the discovery of a ‘cause’, and that if he did find one, he would blossom in a way that would surprise them all. Was it religion that would sow the seed? He had regularly attended church services at St Matthias’ around the corner from their home in Centennial Park, but she had never heard him talk before about ‘serving Christ’.

				But those few words, I know you’d want me to follow my heart, made her want to weep with gratitude. She’d always told him exactly that and now she knew he’d heard her. She willed herself not to cry. It was pathetic the way middle-aged mothers grasped at any sign of understanding and approval from their grown children! But the tears came anyway in big, fat drops that fell on the keyboard and then had her worrying she might short-circuit the computer or electrify herself.

				Jo transferred money into his account and wrote back. Her fingers hovered over a suitable sign-off. Godspeed? Bless you? Instead she wrote Take care.

				Sometimes she imagined herself as a fish, hooked from the sea at the end of her days. Faced with the prospect of blessed eternity or damned oblivion, she would flip-flop on the pier unable to decide which way to jump. Presumably it would be into the sizzling frying pan. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Our Lady of Perpetual Cashflow. The framed print of a serene Madonna draped in blue robes and cradling a bulging scarlet purse (instead of a bleeding heart) adorned the wall of the draughty and dim workroom at Geraniums Red, florists of Kingsford. 

				The print had been given to Suze as a birthday present—a funny dig about her winning Oz Lotto—and everyone had laughed at the joke, but Suze often stared at the image and wished she held that fat purse in her plump fingers. A Magic Pudding purse that, no matter how much you took from it, was perpetually bountiful. She lit a candle and placed it alongside the pink rosebud offering on the bench below. 

				Suze supposed that any true charitable Christian would be appalled to see her makeshift shrine dedicated to a cartoon image. She should be praying in a proper church, in front of a real plaster statue of Jesus. She should be asking for peace on earth and succour for the needy. But that was a laugh—as if there was anyone on the planet more in need than Suzanne Gail Reynolds!

				Anyway, more than a billion Chinese prayed endlessly for prosperity. They felt no shame in begging for riches as they burned fake banknotes at the graves of their ancestors. And the Hindus weren’t shy either about hitting up the Elephant God Ganesha, Lord of Obstacles, for extra cash. Suze had infinite obstacles in her life and any god who heard her plea could easily overcome any one of them. What she was asking for was simple. She just needed more money. She lit a stick of sandalwood incense and offered it to Lord Ganesha.

				Suze then turned her attention to the seemingly insurmountable pile of bills on the bench. One envelope she’d opened last night contained a letter from Darling Point Ladies’ College asking for one and a half thousand dollars for the twins’ week-long ‘Social Solutions’ camp in the Southern Highlands. She retrieved the crumpled letter from the bin, smoothed the paper and read it again. 

				Was there no end to the demands from the palace of privilege on Darling Point? They were incessant. She was still staggering from the cost of books and uniforms for the twins at the beginning of the year. Four hundred dollars for a school blazer for Jess. Eighty bucks for Bobby’s hat—and a shit hat at that. A nasty cream straw thing made in China with a brim that would buckle in the Sydney summer sun and ribands that would come unglued and flap in the breeze. By second term the girls’ summer hats would resemble toasted focaccia. Then there would be the cost of new winter hats to replace old ones, now abandoned at the bottom of wardrobes like flattened, musty roadkill. 

				She inspected her fingers, swollen and pricked by rose thorns, the skin abraded by serrated edges of coarse leaves. Taking up her secateurs, she hacked at thick stems of scarlet waratah. Suze would endure anything for her daughters. Bend every stem, wrestle every leaf and arrange a million petals, if that’s what it took. Maybe go to prison? That too. She’d already done more than most mothers would. Or any mother should. 

				The bell from the shop door sounded and Suze dropped her secateurs, clattering into the sink. Anything that might distract her from going over and over in her head what was done—and couldn’t be undone—was welcome. And if it was a 
customer with real money to spend? Even better. Pausing at the mirror just inside the door that led into the shop, Suze pinched at her round cheeks and dabbed pink gloss on her most pleasing pout. 

				Her happy shop-owner greeting was on her lips as she stepped towards the counter. ‘Morning. Lovely day! How may I...Sarita!’ Suze threw her arms wide and greeted the tiny Indian lady from the Taj Turban takeaway up the road. They’d found fellowship over steaming tubs of butter chicken and saag aloo. Two working mothers too far from their home kitchens on the main drag in a drab inner-city suburb on a weeknight. Sarita ladled curries into plastic containers with unending good humour. Suze sagged with gratitude as she carted the plastic bags away and deposited them in the passenger seat of her mini-van.

				‘I just cannot believe it, Suzanne,’ sang Sarita, her smiling face just visible through the tall stems of potted purple orchids. ‘Can you guess? It is making me very happy.’

				‘Then it must be...a wedding!’ Suze squealed. 

				‘Yes, my Deepa is to marry Neerav at last,’ Sarita said, beaming with pleasure. ‘He’s from a quality family, has good prospects and we are very pleased! Even all the grandparents are happy and that is a blessing.’ 

				Suze was instantly out from behind the counter to bestow congratulatory hugs and kisses. After an hour of excited chatter over masala chai, the plans for the flowers were made. Suze would be taught how to thread the garlands—two hundred strings of red and white carnations, ferns and marigolds—and she would supervise the decoration of the wedding pavilion (the mandapam) with anything fragrant, cheap and in season from the flower market. 

				The marriage was indeed a blessing. There would be four hundred guests seated at forty tables, each requiring a floral arrangement, and Sarita had also asked Suze to supply a carpet of rose petals and corsages and boutonnières for the extended families and a multitude of friends. Even as she sipped her spiced tea, in her head Suze was composing a handsome invoice that would see her girls off to camp.

				‘You are a good woman, Miss Suzanne.’ Sarita caught Suze’s hand and inspected the chapped skin and ragged nails. ‘I see how you work so hard to save and send your daughters to the best schools and give them a future. This is what the women do when...’ 

				The men take everything from you? When they swipe the bread from the mouths of your children? Suze’s silent accusations filled the hesitant space. 

				‘Well, let us just say,’ continued Sarita, ‘that sometimes when I look at my lazy husband and want to hit him with a spoon, I think of you and everything you do for your family. Perhaps one day I will have my own shop full of beautiful flowers and I will never chop a smelly onion again. As long as I breathe. “One plum gets its colour from another,” is it said, and you are my inspiration.’

				When Sarita left the shop, her kingfisher-blue sari flapping in the wind that always seemed to be harassing the front door of Geraniums Red, Suze turned the sign in the window and announced to the shoppers of Kingsford that the florist’s was Closed. Bad for business first thing on a Saturday morning, but she had no choice. Her mobile phone rang and she saw Jo’s number displayed on the screen. Suze let it ring. She leaned against the front door and her tears fell like cascades of pale-violet wisteria.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				Suze’s number wasn’t answering. Jo assumed it was because she was busy in the shop but thought she might just drop in to see her anyway. Jo had woken with a headache and dry mouth, but her morning walk had done her good and now her head was clear. She was so keen to rehash yesterday’s meeting with Simon and Kim she hadn’t bothered to change out of her running gear and was about to head out, locking windows and doors, when her mobile on the kitchen bench bleated. It would be Suze returning her call.

				‘Mrs Blanchard?’

				‘Speaking.’

				‘I found your mobile number on your website. It’s Gemma. Gemma Brigden.’

				The mention of the name ‘Brigden’ was enough for Jo’s throat to tighten. Gemma was Didi’s daughter.

				‘You might remember me from art classes at Darling Point.’

				Jo did remember her. She’d been quite a talented little artist. Shy, compliant but extremely intelligent. A real star in art theory.

				‘Of course I do, Gemma. Hello!’ 

				‘Well, I see that you’re now a marriage celebrant and it’s brilliant because my fiancé Yoshi and I would love it if you would marry us. He’s from the Shinto faith so you can understand how getting married at St Anne’s with boring old Rev Pottharst would be a problem. Can we come and see you?’

				Jo’s first thought was ‘never’. Not ever. The idea was utterly ridiculous. ‘You’re engaged? Congratulations,’ said Jo. 

				‘We haven’t told Mum yet, though, so you have to keep it a secret. I’d like to have everything organised for the wedding first so that Mum can’t...Well, you know my mother,’ said Gemma.

				Jo almost dropped the phone. Did Gemma have any idea of what she was asking? There were more than ten thousand celebrants in Australia—surely she could have chosen someone else?

				‘I think about you every day,’ Gemma continued. ‘I’m working in an art gallery in Paddington now and every time I look at a painting I think of stuff you taught me. I’d love it if you could do my wedding.’

				Jo paced the kitchen. Three steps forward, turn, then back again. Getting between Didi Brigden and her only daughter would be suicidal. A nightmare. For that reason, and the equally horrifying fact that she was Carol Holt’s partner in crime, Jo stepped away from the window as if they might be somehow watching her.

				She would have to say no. Obviously. But then...She’d always had a soft spot for Gemma and thought she had the potential to bloom magnificently if she could escape her mother’s shadow. 

				‘How kind of you to think of me,’ said Jo. Another vague reply.

				‘I wouldn’t ask anyone else! It will be an Anglican-Shinto wedding, and I know you’d do it perfectly. Yoshi and I thought we might have it at the Japanese garden in Campbelltown. What do you think?’ 

				Campbelltown? In the Western Suburbs? Jo stifled a laugh. Didi would never take that hour’s drive up the M5. She would never give up the opportunity to stage her daughter’s wedding in the college chapel. The chance to bestow the honour on a privileged few to view the bride wafting along the cobblestone path of the upper quadrangle, past the rose garden and memorial pond, to the rough-hewn sandstone of St Anne’s? For Didi, the front steps of St Anne’s were a stairway to heaven. 

				However, Jo was intrigued. An Anglican-Shinto wedding? It was a challenge and she would relish that. 

				No. She couldn’t even entertain the idea. It was insanity. Jo imagined Didi’s tiny frame bristling with rage and indignation. The demented thirteenth fairy not invited to the celebrations, wreaking havoc throughout the kingdom with her wicked curses. 

				‘Well of course I’d love to meet you and your fiancé,’ Jo said, and in the same instant felt like banging her head against the wall. She was a doormat. No truer word had ever been spoken. She couldn’t say no to anyone.

				‘Thank you so, so, so much!’ Gemma gushed.

				Plans were made to meet and when Jo finally hung up she had to lean against the bench for a moment to regain her senses. Two wedding requests now—one same-sex and one half-Japanese! What had she just agreed to? Never mind, she consoled herself; whatever the circumstances she was sure she could bring a sense of occasion and professionalism to The Big Day. After all, she was a sensible woman—intelligent, patient, well organised and good with people. Honouring the rites of human passage—the rejoicing and the mourning—gave lives dignity and meaning.

				Or maybe everything she had signed up for was meaningless. Every death was disastrous; every birth chaotic; every wedding tumultuous. Ever since those ancient mythical times when Hades had kidnapped Persephone and carried her off to the underworld to be his bride.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				‘I reckon you should just do one of those giant Moonie weddings and marry every misfit in the entire Asia-Pacific region,’ Suze announced, her face obscured by massive bundles of gaudy pink gladioli. The whole of Geraniums Red was stuffed with flowers and the fragrance almost knocked Jo flat. 

				‘What? What are you saying?’ asked Jo. ‘Come on, be serious.’ Her lycra-clad backside was perched on a stool and her running shoes were firmly planted on the wooden floor.

				‘Oooh.’ Suze emerged from behind the counter and wiped her wet hands on her apron. ‘Who’s a bit tetchy this morning? How much did you drink last night anyway?’

				‘I hardly drank anything,’ Jo retorted. In fact, the champagne, white, red and dessert wine she’d consumed over ten hours the day before was more than she’d had in a long time. ‘Come on, Suze. I really need your advice,’ she pleaded.

				Suze got the message and came to the front of the counter and leaned on it, secateurs in hand. She shook her head in wonder. ‘Jeez, Jo, what are the odds? You work at Darling Point for all those years. You know hundreds of perfectly normal families and your first clients are two blokes and Botox & Blow-Dry Brigden’s only daughter. This was supposed to be a nice professional “sea change”, not a kamikaze ditch into the ocean!’ 

				‘Tell me about it.’ 

				‘Anyway,’ Suze shrugged, ‘who cares? If they believe in the whole stupid fantasy, marry ’em.’

				Then Suze was back behind the counter trimming rusty-red banksia. Jo became more irritated with every snip. It wasn’t that simple. On the drive over she’d been trying to think of inspirational texts that celebrated same-sex marriage and had come up with nothing. As for something to celebrate a Anglican-
Shinto union? Not to mention the vexing question of whether she dared to defy Didi Brigden? It was beyond annoying that Suze didn’t seem to be listening. ‘Suze!’ she finally erupted, ‘Help me here.’ 

				‘Sorry.’ Suze dropped the banksia stems into a plastic bucket and pocketed her secateurs. She swiped a polka-dot scarf from the counter and tied back her hair. ‘It’s just that I can’t think about it right now,’ she said with one eye on the shop door. And then, Suze calculated, if she just dropped a hint to see what Jo made of it...‘Rob will be here in a minute and I have to give him some money.’

				‘Money? For Rob?’ Jo was puzzled. ‘What are you giving him money for? I thought he gave you money. What’s 
going on?’ 

				Suze saw the concern in Jo’s eyes. The sympathetic steady gaze that had for years said to Suze, I believe in you, when she hadn’t believed in herself. The look that made her want to confess everything. Only she hadn’t. The not-so-deadly sins of lust, gluttony and sloth had been endlessly indulged and entertained between them. But the nastier ones—wrath, envy, greed and pride—still went unnamed and lurked in the shadows. 

				Suze squeezed her hips through a narrow gap between two tall glass vases and closed the front door. She turned and Jo was alarmed to see tears in her eyes. Suze leaned heavily against the counter as she talked to the floor. ‘There’s something I should have told you ages ago.’

				Jo was jolted by the tone of her voice and immediately scrolled through the possibilities. What had Suze been keeping from her? Something about Rob and money. Was he ill? Was Suze ill? Did they need money for an operation? Some trouble with the twins? It sounded serious. Maybe Jo didn’t want to know. ‘Look, if you don’t want to tell me...’ she began.

				‘I do, I do. I...’ Suze hesitated, thinking of how best to phrase the disaster that was her life. Then she blurted: ‘Rob’s a compulsive gambler. He’s a poker machine addict.’ 

				There was a long pause as Jo grappled with a punchline she hadn’t anticipated.

				‘What?’

				‘We came this close to losing the house.’

				Jo slid from her stool. ‘What?’

				‘It’s been a total nightmare.’

				‘Oh, Suze! No! You should have told me!’ 

				‘I know, I know. I just couldn’t find the right time. You’ve had enough to deal with.’ 

				‘But almost losing the house? How? When?’ Jo didn’t know where to begin her interrogation. 

				Suze scraped at her eyes with her apron as she told the tale. ‘He’s always enjoyed a bet. You know that. But a few years ago he started that job with the landscaping outfit and it was the tradition for the boys to play the pokies at the pub at lunchtime. Only Rob started to go back after work and then sneak off on weekends...I thought he was having an affair, remember?’

				Jo did remember. Rob was nice enough. A rough diamond. 
A bloke who liked his beer and footy. He wasn’t the sort of man who’d ever shown any interest in other women as far as Jo had ever seen. She’d told Suze so at the time.

				‘An affair? What a joke!’ Suze threw her hands in the air. 
‘I mean, you know Rob. Who’d bloody well have him?’ Jo had enough sense not to say a word. ‘I dunno. Something got hold of him and he started to take money out of our account. It was just a bit here and there at first and he had all the excuses—the car needed fixing, his mum needed a new hot-water heater—and then the next time I looked, ten grand had just vanished.’

				‘Ten thousand dollars!’ Jo knew that was a fortune to Suze. Most of the money she’d won had been used to set up Geraniums Red. She had managed to keep Jess and Bobby at DPLC through scholarships but the money for every uniform, musical instrument, excursion, book and pen was hard to come by. Suze was amazing, the way she managed it all. Jo had often told 
her that. 

				‘So that’s what all the fights were really about and why you kicked him out?’ 

				A whole lot of seemingly random incidents suddenly made sense. Jo had spent hours listening to Suze complain about Rob, but it was mostly nit-picking stuff about dirty towels on the floor, his snoring and that he never listened to what she was saying—the usual litany of marital complaints. Sometime in the middle of last year, when Jo was wallowing in her own misery, Suze had announced she had told Rob to leave. Jo recalled asking for more details, but they hadn’t been forthcoming, so she had gratefully let the subject drop. And then Suze had been caught up with setting up the shop. Frantically busy. They hadn’t had the chance to have a proper talk.

				The excuses were all there, but Jo knew she was guilty of negligence. ‘I just thought it was like you said...that you were arguing all the time. Didn’t want to be together so decided to separate. I thought you were happy with that. That’s why I was so shocked yesterday when you said you were still sleeping with him.’ 

				‘I was too embarrassed to tell you the truth. It’s all just so stupid and...’ Suze gave way to shuddering sobs. She hid her face in her apron. ‘And I do still love him. I know I said I didn’t, but...’ 

				Suze was expecting an argument. But Jo couldn’t find anything to say. Love for her family had made her stay with JJ long after she knew there was no point; it made Simon and Kim want to get married against all the odds, and apparently Gemma Brigden was about to go behind her mother’s back for the same reason. There was nothing rational about love. There was bugger all to be said.

				‘And I know he loves me. But I can’t have him back until he shows me he’s not an addict anymore. He’s in counselling, he says, but I still want him to see the girls. He’s their father. They love him to death. You know he’s living at his mum’s, but he still comes over for dinner most nights and then one thing leads to another...So there. That’s why I’m still sleeping with him and hiding my purse under the floorboards. It’s pathetic.’

				‘Bloody men,’ Jo muttered as she went to embrace her friend.

				‘Bloody marriage!’ Suze stepped back to the counter. ‘Send all your lovebirds over to me and I’ll give ’em a reality check.’ She retied her apron, tucked her hair under her scarf and brandished her sharp secateurs under Jo’s nose. ‘And wouldn’t I love to make a mother-of-the-bride corsage for Didi Brigden. Deadly nightshade and thistles, tied with a barbed-wire bow. Hah!’ She decapitated an orange gerbera. 

				‘I’ll bet you would,’ said Jo. ‘Oh, sorry—I suppose I shouldn’t have said “bet”...And I probably shouldn’t have said that either. Sorry.’ 

				‘And you can stop bloody well apologising for everything! That goes for Carol Holt and all those skinny bitches at Darling Point. You owe Didi one for all that crap in the newspaper. You can pay back that slut by depriving her of her big day sitting in the first row of St Anne’s in her Valentino suit and “fuck me” shoes in front of the glitterati. And you’d be doing Gemma a favour by getting her out of that godawful three-ring circus.’

				This was a variation on an obscene diatribe Jo had heard before, but she wasn’t thinking about Gemma and Didi. She was trying to figure out the blank spaces in a cryptic crossword. ‘Thank God you won that money when you did. Funny you winning the lottery...’ 

				Suze attacked an oriental lily. 

				‘You know, that gambling should have saved you in the end.’

				Suze was grabbing stems and ferociously stabbing them into a block of green florist’s foam.

				‘So you’re giving Rob money. Why? I mean, can you afford it? How’s the shop going?’ asked Jo. ‘And please don’t just tell me it’s “fine”. You know I think you’re extraordinary, the way you’ve managed all these years, but are you actually making money? Enough to keep up with everything the girls need?’

				‘I dunno. I’ve still got enough in the bank for their fees next year. But you know that’s only the half of it. It’s like they’re growing about three inches a week at the moment. And the amount they eat! I wish they’d get anorexia or something.’

				‘Suze! Don’t even joke about it.’

				‘Anyway, maybe Rob’s right. What the hell’s a family like ours doing with kids in private school? It’s stupid. Do you know that in the past five years they’ve never had a friend to stay? It’s just understood that our home isn’t up to Darling Point standards, daarling.’ Suze looked up at Jo and grimaced. ‘I mean, how disgusting is that?’

				Jo couldn’t find anything to say in defence of the rampant snobbery at DPLC. ‘But they’re doing so well,’ she rallied. ‘They’re so bright and the fact that they went to Darling Point will mean—’

				‘That they’ll feel second-class all their lives? Great! Sometimes I wish you’d never talked me into sending them there.’

				Jo was about to protest that she hadn’t ‘talked’ Suze into anything, but she could see through the fussing with tissue and cellophane that this furious activity was the only thing keeping Suze from a torrent of tears.

				‘I’ve got a few jobs on,’ Suze sniffed as she shredded a paper ribbon with her scissors. ‘But whether it’s enough? I need to sell a shitload of flowers right now to keep everything going.’ She waved her scissors. ‘So you’d better start marrying people and push some business my way.’

				A rattle of the doorknob on the front door of Geraniums Red, followed by an agitated knocking, startled them both. It was Juanita, Suze’s shop assistant, red-faced and puffing, back from her delivery run. 

				Suze thrust a bunch of yellow tulips at Jo. ‘Here you go. Enjoy. In the language of flowers they mean “hopeless love”.’

				Jo stared at the dumb fat tulip buds with their thick waxy leaves. If flowers did have something to say, she couldn’t speak tulip. No matter how carefully you painted them, they always ended up as fake ugly lumps that ruined any composition. ‘Let’s go for a coffee and talk some more,’ she pleaded. ‘I mean, what can I do, Suze? How can I help?’

				‘You can’t help me. No-one can. Except Rob. And the only person who can help him is him. And he can’t help himself. So, we’re stuffed. Isn’t that hilarious?’

				‘But...you could...’ Jo began. Suze could...what? Jo had no idea.

				Suze brushed past and turned the sign in the window to Open. It was the signal that, for now, the conversation was closed.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				I love making people happy. It was the mantra for the hundreds of civil celebrants who advertised their services on the internet. I have a genuine love of people and a warm, caring, helpful, loving, calm, relaxed disposition and my own sound system. Some specialised in Celtic hand-fasting rituals or love knots, others the pouring of sand or wine and the twirling of ribbons. Couples could order up themes of roses, butterflies, doves or hot-air balloons. And a ceremony for every possible religious or spiritual persuasion was likewise available, from Apache to pagan.

				Jo perused a website featuring a startling scene of a Cinderella carriage cantering across the screen to a door-chime version of Pachelbel’s Canon in D. Another had an illustration of what was supposed to be a dove towing a festoon of flowers but looked more like a cartoon chicken dragging a string of popcorn. The possibilities were endless. All tastes catered for. Especially for the happy couple with no taste whatsoever. Her favourite site belonged to one Kerrie Cranitch CMC, who announced in heavy black Gothic script on a noxious aqua background that she was expert in divorce ceremonies. In her photo she had that thousand-yard stare which made Jo think the ceremony was bound to include the vengeful ritual of inserting prawns in a curtain rod as a farewell memento. 

				However, the most important thing to remember was—according to each and every celebrant—It’s YOUR Special Day. Do it YOUR way. 

				Did modern couples really understand what a revolutionary idea this was? When Jo had married, her mother had been adamant that a university student would have no time to devote to the matter of a wedding. Jo was left to lick stamps as Mrs Brown sent out the invitations and arranged the venue and the menu. Her own father, Reverend Albert Brown, had officiated and everything had been done by the good book. Unthinkable now. The modern bride and groom almost went out of their way to defy their parents’ wishes. It often seemed to be the whole point of the exercise.

				That was one reason why Gemma Brigden wanted to marry her Japanese boyfriend Yoshi. And, she suspected, why they had chosen her to officiate. It would infuriate Didi. When Jo had ushered Gemma and Yoshi out her front door only minutes ago, she had asked them why they had chosen her. It was important research for her marketing strategy—all part of the game. The answer had left her blinking back tears. 

				‘I always admired you as a teacher, Mrs Blanchard—sorry...Jo,’ Gemma had said with heartfelt sincerity. ‘All the girls did. I always thought that you really listened to what we were saying. You always had time for me and I really appreciated that. I know I can trust you.’

				Jo stood, stretched and headed for the kitchen and the kettle. As she set out her teacup and milk, she reflected that her meeting with Gemma and Yoshi had confirmed for her exactly why she wanted to be a celebrant. She had liked them both enormously and felt—what would Father Patrick say?—that she now had a ‘duty of care’. Was this what ‘ministering’ felt like? 

				Over the past year Patrick and Jo had spent hours in each other’s company talking about the ‘journey to meaningfulness’ (which, Jo pointed out, was not even a real word). The ‘surrender of the self’ led, through ‘purification’ and ‘mysticism’, to ‘true enlightenment’. The concepts came easily to Patrick as a scholar of theology for some quarter of a century. Jo had listened to everything he’d said and now thought that it might be something as simple as ‘doing good things for others made you feel good’. And the more you did it, the better you felt. That was enough for her to be going on with. 

				Listening to Gemma and Yoshi speak about their vision for a marriage ceremony that might, through Jo’s efforts, unite their vastly different cultural backgrounds and inspire them, their friends and family for a lifetime...Right there, that made her feel good’. On a high. And from this happy vantage point she caught a glimpse of everything she had hoped her new vocation might offer.

				On her own website Jo had written: It would be my privilege to help you create a ceremony which will be long remembered for its simple beauty and sacred intent. Where words and deeds come together, deeper meaning is found. She felt confident she could strike the right marriage of symbol and language. Her readings on ritual, rites and celebration were utterly absorbing. Dozens of volumes were stacked by Jo’s bed and on her desk, and whenever she had the chance she was hunting through bookshops to find more. 

				The kettle whistled furiously. Calpurnia, snoozing on the bench in the last patch of late-afternoon sun, woke, scrabbled on the benchtop and sent a cup smashing to the floor. As Jo bent to pick up the pieces she thought that maybe she was doing that with her own life. Reassembling herself. But when, despite a thorough search, she couldn’t find a large chunk from the rim, Jo wondered if what she would be left with would never be a teacup again, but a patched and fragile thing that would shatter with the slightest bump. A confrontation with a furious Didi Brigden would be enough for her to end up in bits.

				Had she actually agreed to officiate at Gemma and Yoshi’s wedding? Keep their secret pact behind Didi’s back? How much of that decision was about her own ego? How would she feel if Tory did that to her?

				Jo’s panicky self-interrogation was rudely interrupted by a loud banging on her front door. Padding across the cream carpet, she could see through the frosted glass that it was, coincidentally, Tory.

				‘Mum. Hi, hello!’ Tory fell through the front door shedding tote bags and suitcases like a pack camel on the edge of the Gobi desert. ‘Did I just see Gemma Brigden out the front?’ she gasped. ‘Was she here? What the hell was she doing visiting you on a Monday afternoon? Who was that bloke she was with? Didi’s not hiding in the bushes somewhere, is she?’

				‘Hi, honey,’ Jo singsonged, using the tolerant, amiable tone she had cultivated through years of living with an excitable, argumentative teenage daughter. And still used, even though Tory was twenty-one. One day Tory would use it on her when Jo was old and equally irritated by life. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ she asked.

				‘I brought this.’ Tory thrust a bottle of vodka at her mother. ‘Got any ice? Tonic? Lime?’ She shrugged off her denim jacket—onto the floor, Jo noted with exasperation, then ran her fingers through her spiky dark hair, pulled her T-shirt down over her midriff and headed for the kitchen. Jo picked up the offending garment and hung it on the coat rack. It reeked of tobacco. She stepped over the pile of bags and hoped Tory wasn’t planning to stay. Not in her gorgeous sunny office. Not now, when she needed to get to her computer. Surely.

				‘Jesus! I’m desperate for a drink,’ Tory yelled over her shoulder as she ransacked the refrigerator. ‘Want one?’

				‘I’ll have some of the white wine that’s open,’ said Jo. She found a stool on the opposite side of the kitchen bench and watched Tory’s long skinny frame curled like a paperclip as she bent to rifle through drawers for a fruit knife and chopping board. 

				‘Well! It’s over with Geordie!’ Tory announced, banging glasses onto the counter. Jo made a quick mental police line-up of suspects and attempted to identify Geordie. He would be the one with the dreadlocks and tatts who was the graphic designer...no...social worker.

				‘I just couldn’t stand it anymore, hanging around night after night in every friggin’ club in town watching him wank on as a DJ as if he’s some brilliant musical genius. Shit! Even I can play the piano! He couldn’t manage a toy xylophone,’ Tory grizzled as she fired up a cigarette.

				Jo darted across the room to slide open the doors to the courtyard. All the years she had nagged Tory to practise that damned piano and then the saxophone! Tory had abandoned them both to play the didgeridoo. That instrument had ended up in the garden as a stake for a tomato plant.

				‘He hasn’t got a car. Hmmph! You can guess how impressed Dad was when he turned up to take me out on his pushbike.’

				Ah! Now Jo remembered Geordie the DJ. She’d met him and Tory for a meal in Chinatown some months ago. They’d taken a table for four with the extra chair occupied by a titanium front bike wheel. For security reasons, he’d explained. He’d jiggled his knee against the table leg and she’d spent half the night catching bits of baby corn as they rolled towards her across the laminex.

				‘Oh, that’s a shame. I quite liked him,’ said Jo carefully. 
‘I thought you did too.’ She took her glass of white wine and fanned away the cigarette smoke.

				‘Not anymore!’ Tory threw back the glass of vodka and poured another. ‘And I’m going to move out of Dad’s place, you’ll be pleased to know.’

				‘Why would I be pleased to know that?’ Jo had a sinking feeling that her office was indeed about to be occupied by an invading force. ‘Your room there is gorgeous, and your father loves to have you for company,’ she added, hoping to cover her selfish tracks.

				Tory shrugged. ‘Dad doesn’t need me for company. He’s hardly ever there. He’s mostly in China doing business.’

				‘I know. I tried to ring him to get our property settlement underway. I want to at least sit down face to face before we start spending money on lawyers.’

				‘About time! Are you going to fight him for Parklea?’

				‘I’m not going to “fight” with him about anything. Have you ever seen your father and I fight? What a thing to say! And I wouldn’t want that house anyway, it was never my style.’ 

				‘Just as well, because that stupid airhead Carol Holt is there all the time.’

				Jo started at the mention of Carol’s name. 

				‘She’s got the decorators in and Dad’s let her redo the garden. She got some poncy garden designer off TV. They paved over your vegetable patch and ripped out the grapevine.’

				‘They what?!’ Jo jumped up from her stool and gripped the edge of the bench.

				‘Yep. Too many nasty untidy leaves in the autumn apparently, and the filthy birds come in and eat the grapes.’

				‘Oh, for God’s sake! That vine was almost a hundred years old!’ 

				Jo stalked across the room, her white wine threatening to spill on the carpet. She’d loved watching the currawongs feasting on the fat purple fruit until they were slightly tipsy and teetering on the trellis. What sort of philistine would...And then she remembered that it was Carol Bloody Holt they were talking about. She was capable of anything. ‘Well, you can’t stay there!’ Jo declared. ‘You can move into the spare room until we sort this out.’ 

				‘Good,’ said Tory. ‘I’m just going to get online and do some stuff and then we’ll have dinner together. By the way, I’m going vegan, so don’t make anything with meat, fish, eggs, cheese...or butter, honey, oleic oil or lecithin.’

				‘I’m making spaghetti carbonara and garlic bread. Take it or leave it.’

				Tory huffed with annoyance. ‘Okay, I’ll start being vegan tomorrow. We’ll go to the organic grocer and get everything I need.’ She disappeared to the spare room and the computer.

				‘And DO NOT smoke in there!’ Jo shouted after her.

				Cupboard doors banged and pans clattered as Jo barged around the kitchen. When the bread was in the oven, a green salad assembled and the water for the pasta on the boil, she found her glass of wine again and sat, still furious about her beloved grapevine.

				She recalled the first time she’d set eyes on Parklea. It was 1999 and the day of her tenth wedding anniversary.

				JJ had booked lunch at Doyle’s beach restaurant in Watsons Bay that sunny November afternoon. She’d been perusing the menu, wondering if she dared order a whole lobster, when her husband strode through the maze of tables and signalled for a bottle of vintage French champagne.

				Every female eye had watched his progress. He’d celebrated his fortieth only weeks before and wore his birthday-cake candles like a crown. If he’d swept in to the sound of trumpets jubilant he couldn’t have been a more arresting sight. He radiated a deep pleasure in who he was. Where he was. What he’d done and was about to do next. His adamantine self-confidence and the tanned, fit, blue-eyed prism through which it shone was dazzling.

				When he took his seat opposite, Jo supposed every woman was thinking: ‘Why is he with her?’ Jo had ducked her head and smiled with satisfaction. She knew why. For the same reason Sky Masterson and Sarah Brown had struck up their partnership. Her sexual compatibility with her husband was a rare and wonderful thing. For a decade—through pregnancy and childbirth, house renovations, parenting and the demands of his work—the sex had endured and been a source of deep pleasure for both of them.

				‘Happy anniversary, Joey!’ he’d said as he raised a glass to her, loosened his tie and shrugged off his suit jacket. Jo experienced a tingle of pleasure in her inner thighs at the sight of the buttons of his business shirt straining to accommodate his broad chest. ‘I’ve just come from the auction and we are now the proud owners of a property in Lang Road, Centennial Park.’ 

				Jo had known the address, of course. Many of her students had homes there. It was one of the most coveted in the Eastern Suburbs. ‘Prestigious. Exclusive. A wealthy and tightly held enclave.’ These were the enticements from silver-tongued real estate agents and irresistible to a man on his way up in the world.

				In the next breath JJ told her he was also the proud proprietor of commercial premises in Paddington and would soon have more than ten million dollars’ worth of luxury European vehicles on offer. Jo had better be ready. They were on the move! 

				‘Every cashed-up bastard in Sydney wants a Porsche for Christmas.’ He paused to dunk the tail of a Moreton Bay bug into a bowl of seafood sauce. ‘Just so he can tool around on New Year’s Day in the new millennium with a sexy little blonde next to him and thank Christ he’s made it. And I’m the bloke who can sell him the dream. So here’s to you, Mrs Blanchard. The luckiest woman married to the luckiest bloke in the luckiest country on earth!’

				Jo had been blindsided by her husband’s financial brilliance. But then, what had she imagined he had been doing in those years when she only had eyes for the children? JJ had taken care of all the family finances and Jo had been content with that arrangement. She knew they were ‘well off’. The car yards in Kogarah and Parramatta had been profitable. They had taken trips overseas, business class, stayed in good hotels. But when, after lunch, they pulled up outside a massive mansion overlooking Centennial Park, she had been astonished.

				The place, she knew in an instant, was not for her. She, with her practised eye for elegance and simplicity, thought it a pompous mish-mash of architectural styles. The white-brick crenellations, turrets, faux pediments and dinky stone urns all clashed and argued for their say. It was a brash statement compared to the whispered welcome Jo heard every time they entered the Federation bungalow in Rose Bay where they’d lived and loved for the past five years. 

				The place must have cost...‘Six-point-five million bucks!’ JJ boasted. Jo listened as he eagerly pointed out the new neighbours—the media mogul, banker, advertising executive, boatbuilder and packaging tycoon—and crowed that he was the youngest of them all.

				JJ had led her over the threshold, through the vast, echoing reception rooms. Toasting each other with more champagne that he’d placed on the floor in a silver ice bucket, she had to agree that he’d made good on his promise of the summer of 1988. The house was as grand as any they’d looked at as they trawled the baking streets hand in hand that January.

				Then he’d stripped off, stood naked on the diving board over the large swimming pool and declared, ‘We’re here! We bloody made it!’ then launched himself into the royal-blue-tiled depths. Jo attempted to shake off her doubts, along with the shower of water that drenched her to the skin. 

				They’d made love on the bare floorboards and lay there together, drinking champagne and talking until dusk. So, she and JJ had arrived. Because she couldn’t find any of the light switches, it was difficult to see where that was, exactly. 

				There was one thing she could now see clearly enough. Moving into that draughty mausoleum in Centennial Park had been a mistake. It had jinxed them. Jo often thought there was something malevolent lurking in that tower. Despite the echoing opulence of their new home, JJ had already moved on. Since that day his nose had rarely been out of the real estate pages. He began to style himself as a ‘part-time property developer’ and Jo endured endless hours of dinner-party conversation on ‘booms’ and ‘bubbles’ and ‘busts’. That particular Sydney obsession about ‘who-paid-how-much-for-what-and-where’. Over the years she’d lost track of JJ’s business dealings, his partnerships, his acquisitions and disposals, demolitions and developments. Now they were estranged, surely there was a small fortune just waiting to be divided. Clearly, JJ was not about to make the first move, so Jo would have to gird herself for the confrontation. 

				In her small unit the smell of fresh paint on plasterboard lingered. Jo estimated the whole place to be about the same size as the kitchen and sunroom overlooking the pool at Parklea. Not much bigger than her old ‘granny corner’. Maybe it wasn’t fair that JJ lived there and she lived here. Maybe she would like a bigger place, with spacious bedrooms where both James and Tory could come and stay. A garden and a shady terrace with a harbour view where she could set up her paints and easel.

				First thing on Monday she would ring JJ and get their settlement underway. And maybe there would be enough money for her to have that view and some left over for shares in some ethical investments, a trip to Spain to visit her favourite paintings in the Museo del Prado. And...she might even buy herself a string of obscenely fat South Sea pearls.

				Jo was stopped mid-fantasy by the sound of the doorbell. She’d had more visitors to her unit in the past two weeks than she’d had in the last two years at the house in Centennial Park. Then again, this was Bondi Junction, and there were hundreds of flats and units in the adjoining streets. It was most likely a lost pizza-delivery boy. Opening the door a cautious crack, she was puzzled to see a vaguely familiar silhouette. 

				‘Simon!’ Jo exclaimed. ‘What are you doing here?’ And then, recovering her manners, ‘Come in, come in. Lovely to see you.’ 

				Simon took a step forward and wailed: ‘The photographer! 
I loathe the photographer! He’s hideous! I have to find someone else in the next few days, and I don’t know where to start. It’s an utter disaster!’

				Jo couldn’t help but be amused. Since she’d first met Simon only days ago, she had received almost an email an hour from him on the wedding arrangements. He was the one who had chosen the spot in the Botanic Gardens and since then he’d quizzed Jo about every detail of the ceremony.

				He had obsessed about the weather, the angle of the morning sun and the wind factor. Which flowers would be blooming and the probable dampness of the grass. For the text of the ceremony he had suggested lyrics from songs, dialogue from movies, passages from his favourite books and excerpts from the works of famous gay writers from Marcel Proust to W.H. Auden. He had worried about the order of arrival, the rings, the outfits, the music, the cars, the photographer, the sound system...on and on. It had taken up hours of Jo’s time to answer him. Simon wanted to be reassured. It was as simple as that. Without interfering mothers, sisters or a professional wedding planner, Jo could see that everything had fallen to him.

				‘Come on now. Come inside and sit down,’ she said. Tory poked her head around the corner, inquisitive as ever. ‘This is my daughter, Tory.’ 

				Jo led Simon to the sofa and shot a sideways look at Tory, who pulled a theatrical face, quickly rustled up another vodka, lime and ice, and handed it to him. When he was finally sitting back against the needlepoint daffodil cushions, he felt up to continuing. Tory took up a position behind the kitchen counter to watch proceedings with eyes as big as bread-and-butter plates.

				‘I booked him in a total panic. He’s a friend of Kim’s. 
I don’t know what possessed me! I’ve looked at his album on the net...Ugh! It’s all set-up shots on piers and bridges with cars in the background and frosty champagne glasses. It’s like crap stuff from the eighties!’ Simon shivered with the horror of it all. 

				‘I’ll do it!’ Tory’s hand shot up.

				Jo’s head swivelled in surprise. Tory had been working as a photographer’s assistant for the past six months, but all Jo had ever seen of her amateur photography were arty, grainy abstract images of dumped supermarket trolleys, windswept car parks and deserted airport concourses. It was all about ‘urban alienation’, apparently. Surely she wouldn’t be interested, wasn’t able to take on a wedding? Tory leaped from behind the counter to press her case.

				‘I hate those posed wedding photos too,’ she exclaimed passionately. ‘I’m a photographer and I’d love to do a wedding in a different way. Like a paparazzi. Lots of candid black-and-whites of the ceremony and the guests, the caterer. Maybe even people walking through the gardens who stop to check out what’s going on.’ Tory was striding back and forth across the room, bending, turning and making clicking noises on her imaginary camera. Jo glanced at Simon. Surely he wasn’t buying this nutty performance? 

				‘Maybe a few colour group shots of the whole wedding party, but casual, you know? Not the whole dumb football-team end-of-year pose. Then we’d move on to the reception and I could set up a photo booth in a corner as well as capture the party in the style of the social pages. It’d be cool!’ Tory turned to her mother for approval. Simon looked to her as well.

				‘Um, I...’ Jo hesitated.

				‘Oh, pleeease! I’ve got heaps of photos I could show you, Simon. Stuff Mum hasn’t seen yet.’

				Tory darted to the mountain of baggage by the front door and returned with her arms full of bulging albums and folders. Simon retrieved his glasses from his satchel and studied each print.

				‘Actually, these are good. Really, really good!’ he enthused. ‘Have a look at this one, Jo...The way she’s caught the light shining through these wet umbrellas. They look like leaves in a rainforest. And this one of the Harbour Bridge with the fog rolling underneath...I love it.’ Simon’s eyes were sparkling with enthusiasm. 

				He was right. The photographs were the work of an artist. They were surprising, thoughtful and skilfully executed. Tory definitely had an eye for light and composition. It had always been Jo’s dream that one of her children would inherit her love of art, and now, appraising one photo after another, she could see, for the first time, that Tory understood. They were beautiful photos. If Tory and Simon hadn’t been watching her so intently, Jo would have cried.

				The deal was done. Simon accepted an invitation to stay for dinner and he and Tory discussed the finer details for another hour across the table. Jo watched as they caught each other’s ideas, clapping and laughing with excitement. They hugged and kissed, instantly bonded, and that had to be a good thing. 

				It was only later, when she was in bed, with Tory installed in the spare room next door, that Jo realised that not one of Tory’s photographs had an actual human being in it.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				Next morning Jo took a cup of tea to the spare room where Tory had slept. She had a booking at the photographic studio and should be on her way by now. Instead she was in her bra and knickers hunched over Jo’s computer.

				‘Hey, Mum, there’s an email here from James in London.’

				She was reading Jo’s private emails without asking. It was infuriating. 

				‘Oh, for fuck’s sake!’ Tory fell back in her chair. ‘That’s all this family needs—another full-on bloody Christian! Aren’t Nan and Pop bad enough? Jeez!’

				‘Don’t speak about your grandparents like that!’ Jo’s irritation was instant. ‘You should be more tolerant. You know your grandparents have always supported both you and James in whatever you wanted to do, and so have I.’ This wasn’t entirely true. Jo had despaired of Tory a million times over. Every new hair colour, earring, tattoo, short skirt and ugly, clumpy pair of shoes had been a stake through her heart. 

				‘“Serving Christ”?’ Christ! Wait till Dad finds out he’s dumped his economics degree. And how much will this sacred world tour cost? Forget “disappointed”, Dad’ll be homicidal. Hilarious! I’m going to write back and tell him he’s a weirdo.’

				Jo gritted her teeth. ‘Go and have a shower. You’ll be late for work.’

				Tory harrumphed and slouched off to the bathroom.

				Jo cleared Tory’s bags and books from her desk. She had spent years moving mountains for her children, and, just when she thought she had come to a place in her life when the heavy lifting was at an end...there was another load to be carried. 

				Checking the rest of her emails, Jo was thrilled to see two more requests for her services. She was surprised that they’d both come from her Darling Point connections. There was a baby-naming request from one of her former students and another for a renewal of marriage vows from Doug McIntyre, the college bursar. She was fond of Doug and had often spent time chatting with him in his office while he took a welcome break from wrangling the school’s finances. 

				In the kitchen Tory was ready for work, apparently. Her hair was a wet, dark-brown mop and she was wearing the same clothes as last night. Her jacket still stank. 

				‘A wedding! My first wedding!’ She was slurping her coffee and marching around the kitchen, spilled sugar crunching under her boots. ‘I never thought about it before, Mum, but we could be a partnership! “Jo Blanchard and Daughter—Sacred Celebrations”. I could do the photos and you could do the...you know, words and stuff.’

				Words and stuff. Hmm...That would be the readings and vows for Simon and Kim’s wedding she was painstakingly crafting. She had already spent hours on the task, drawing on her collection of inspirational writing and poetry. ‘We’ll see, honey. We’ll see,’ was the best she could come up with. 

				‘By the way,’ Tory said through a mouthful of burnt toast, ‘you never did tell me what Gemma Brigden was doing here yesterday.’

				‘I’m going to officiate at her wedding to her fiancé, Yoshi.’

				‘You’re what?!’ Tory swallowed and almost choked. ‘What about St Anne’s? Old man Pottharst? Surely Didi booked that joint the day Gemma was born!’

				Jo grabbed the dishcloth and started wiping toast crumbs from the benches. ‘Yoshi is of the Shinto faith so they want to have a san-san-kudo—a sake ceremony in a Japanese garden.’

				Tory’s eyes bulged alarmingly and then she laughed so hard orange juice spurted out of her nose.

				‘They haven’t told anyone yet!’ Jo yelled over the racket of Tory gasping for air and staggering across the room. ‘Not Didi, not anyone! So if you open your big mouth to Carol Holt...’

				‘I won’t. I won’t, I promise. AARGH!’ Tory wheezed and slammed the front door so hard one of Jo’s watercolours fell off the wall. 

				Jo fished out the frame from the floor behind the oak table and appraised her little portrait of St Anne’s and its tumbling roses. Such a pretty and innocent scene. How many people knew that Augusta Walpole herself had ordered the planting of the roses in honour of various female Catholic saints who 
had met grisly ends. The strong, thorny canes yielded pale-pink buds that burst to spill soft white petals—symbolic of the mother’s milk that dripped from the swollen nipples of martyrs. All good mothers were martyrs, Jo decided. Every one.

				Her thoughts turned to Suze. Jo had been unable to catch her for a heart-to-heart. Sexually Transmitted Debt—that’s what she’d heard it called. It was easy to say that Suze should cut Rob off without a cent, but it wasn’t that simple. He was the girls’ father and Jo had witnessed first-hand the heartache when fathers went missing. 

				There had been so many men at the college who thought that a cheque could compensate for their absence, but Rob Reynolds wasn’t like that. He had stood at the in-goal or the finish line each and every sports day. You couldn’t but help notice his weathered face, faded T-shirt, board shorts and rubber thongs in a scrum of pastel-hued Lacoste polo shirts, pressed chinos and deck shoes. Jo smiled to remember that Suze had once lovingly described her husband as ‘a chewy caramel in a tray of peanut brittles and soft fruit centres’. And that was about the most charitable of Suze’s observations on the men of Darling Point.

				Maybe Suze would even consider having her as a business partner? She was surely overqualified to be standing behind a shop counter selling flowers, no matter how much she loved arranging bouquets. What she and Suze should do (this was a brilliant idea) was combine their interests and make a foray into the lucrative bridal trade! Just last week Jo had read it was now a $3.7-billion industry in Australia. After all, Suze was a genius with money and with Jo’s own organisational skills they’d be sure to succeed. Perhaps they could open some kind of wedding chapel? A place with a garden and a view? 

				When her money from JJ came through, she would help out financially. There was no way Suze would lose her business or her home or be forced to pull her girls out of Darling Point while Jo had money.

				Jo washed the breakfast dishes, made Tory’s bed and then wondered how she might occupy herself. The whole of Tuesday waited to be partitioned by meaningless appointments, like a school timetable. A radio program, a walk to the shops, a movie on TV, lunch, a cupboard clean-out, thawing something for dinner, feeding the cat, watering the pot plants. How many people living alone in the units and houses either side and above her were contemplating the same? They would carve up their day and swallow their loneliness in bite-sized chunks.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				‘It’s a cheque for ten thousand dollars and I want you to take it.’ Jo slid the envelope across the table until it nudged Suze’s fingers. ‘And before you say anything, it’s a loan, that’s all. Just to tide you over.’

				The Bay Café was on the border where the grungy inner suburbs met the leafy parks of the Eastern Suburbs and it was here, Jo calculated, that she’d have the most chance of convincing Suze to take her money. No chance of a scene in the cosy café on this drizzly, overcast morning. The busy comings and goings and unwrapping of scarves would muffle any indignation.

				Suze instantly withdrew her hand and thrust it into her lap. ‘No. No way,’ she said emphatically. Her fingers had touched that envelope and her first instinct had been to take it and shove it deep into her handbag. She would take the money, smile gratefully, thank Jo profusely and never pay it back. And she would never be able to see her best friend ever again. Jo might just as well have offered an alcoholic a bucket of vodka.

				‘I can’t take it. I’m sorry for what I said. It’s not your fault. You don’t have to pay me guilt money.’

				‘Sorry?’ Jo was once more trying to find the end of the string that might unravel Suze’s thoughts. 

				‘When I said that stuff the other day about you talking me into sending the girls to Darling Point, I didn’t mean it.’ 

				‘I know you didn’t. I’d be devastated if you really thought that. One day all the financial sacrifice to send the girls there will be worth it. You’ll see.’ Jo parroted a line she’d uttered many times before when parents came to her, embarrassed to be struggling with the fees and asking for time to pay. She hoped this would be true, but there were no guarantees. She’d seen young women who’d had a hundred thousand dollars’ worth of education lavished upon them end up as topless barmaids, or worse. 

				This was hellish terrain to negotiate. Jo and Suze had never dwelled on the topic of their own finances and, Jo reflected, that was one of the most remarkable things about their friendship. Over the years Suze had never shown, in any way, that she was jealous of Jo’s big house and swimming pool, her smart car or JJ’s occasional episodes of extravagant hospitality. And for her part, Jo had been perfectly content to spend afternoons at Suze’s place, sharing a cardboard cask of wine set on a milk crate on the cracked concrete of the tiny backyard.

				If Jo met Suze at a restaurant, she was careful to book somewhere cheap and cheerful, and Suze had always paid her way. Their presents to each other were likewise mostly modest—calendars or notebooks, funny cards, scented candles. It was just understood between them, so Jo believed, that money was never an issue. And it hadn’t been. Until now. The money on offer wasn’t charity, Jo reasoned. It was just what any true friends would do for each other if they were able.

				They filled the awkwardness with ordering raisin toast to have with their coffee. 

				‘Strawberry jam too, please,’ said Suze. 

				‘And some of that organic Tasmanian leatherwood honey,’ said Jo.

				‘Made by lesbian bees,’ Suze teased.

				The young waitress turned down her red lips at the quip, and when she clomped to the kitchen in her ugly wooden clogs they shared a rude laugh behind her back. That was a relief. They were back in step with each other. 

				Jo swiped the offending envelope from the table and stuffed it in her pocket. ‘I didn’t think you’d take it, but you should,’ she said. ‘I know you’d do the same for me if you could. It’s only money, after all.’ 

				Only money. Suze wanted to laugh out loud. Only a person who had a lot of it could say that. Suze had watched Rob frantically turning over the cushions on the couch hunting for stray coins and then counting them out in his palm for petrol to get him to the casino. Money—stealing it, hiding it, saving it, paying it out—had occupied Suze’s every second thought for years. 

				Faced with Suze’s silence, Jo realised what she’d just said. ‘Sorry, Suze, that was stupid. What I meant was that I’d never want money to come between us. So if you ever need a loan, just till the shop starts turning a profit, ask me. I’m happy to help and I know you’d pay me back. After all, you’re so good with money and—’

				‘I wish you’d stop saying that. It was my job. That’s all.’

				‘But it’s something you should be proud of.’

				Suze gulped at her coffee to quell the tide of nausea rising in her throat. It would all come out one day. But where and how? The thought shadowed her every step. To confess or be found out? Which would be worse? Sometimes she thought getting away with it would be worst of all.

				‘Jo...’ She opened her mouth not quite knowing what would come out of it. A confession or another lie? ‘It’s fine. Truly. I’ve just picked up a couple more big weddings in the past few days and I’m back on track. I love you for offering, but everything’s fine. I’ll be in the black by the end of the month.’ 

				So it was another lie. Another dead leaf had fallen this autumn morning onto a thick, dank carpet of deception, leaving Suze bare and windswept. She shivered and shrugged on her jacket hanging on the back of the chair. 

				Their toast was deposited on the table with a rude clatter of crockery.

				‘Definitely gay. She’s still pissed off,’ said Suze. ‘Anyway, I’m sick of talking about me.’ She picked up her slice of toast and gouged out a raisin with a chipped fingernail. ‘What’s more important is how you’re going to do this whole thing with JJ.’

				‘He’s dodging me. When I rang his secretary on the way here, I was put on hold then I was told he’s still in China. Like she wouldn’t have known. That means he’s being a coward about it. I’m going to have to see a lawyer.’

				‘You should have done that in the first place, Jo. He’s had a whole year to hide his assets from you.’

				‘I don’t think he’d do that.’

				‘Hah!’ The exclamation was loud and sharp enough to pierce the muttering ambience in the café. A woman at the next table turned to see who’d uttered it, frowned, and then went back to her newspaper.

				Jo dropped her voice. ‘And what does that mean?’

				‘That being trusting and only seeing the good in people can often bring out the worst in them.’ This was another hint from Suze that she didn’t deserve Jo’s admiration. She silently urged Jo to take it up. To wrangle an admission out of her right here and now over their coffee cups.

				‘That’s a shocking thing to say!’ Jo protested. ‘I can’t go through life thinking like that. It’d kill me. I have to presume that people are good. If I was suspicious, would that make them any better? Anyway, it’s not up to me to judge. Karma will catch up with them. You, of all people, believe in karma, don’t you?’

				‘I’d like to.’ Suze picked at her crust of toast. ‘But it doesn’t explain why some people get away with murder. For karma to work, people have to know the difference between right and wrong. Some people can steal, but rationalise that they’re doing it for the right reasons. Even mass murderers can go to their graves happy.’

				‘But won’t karma get them in the end?’ 

				‘Maybe not. Like heaven and hell, it might not even exist,’ said Suze and, on seeing Jo’s utter confusion, didn’t have the heart to go on with it. She made a joke of it instead, pointing to the crumbs on her plate. ‘You know how some women can eat all the raisin bread they want and not put on weight? That, to me, says there is no karma.’

				‘That’s about genetics, you idiot!’ Jo laughed. ‘Not the cosmic order of the universe!’ 

				‘Guilt and elasticised waistbands. Then we die.’ 

				‘God, that’s a bit grim, Suze. Are you sure you’re alright?’ Jo reached for her friend’s arm and squeezed her reassurance.

				‘Some more sugar should fix it. You want some of this Tassie lezzo honey?’ Suze was angling for another laugh, but saw Jo wasn’t paying attention. She was away, off on a tangent as usual.

				‘I’ve been thinking,’ she said.

				‘Uh-oh.’

				‘Why don’t we go into business together?’

				‘What?’

				‘I’ll have the settlement soon and God knows we’re just as smart as anyone around here. I mean, I’m good with people and you’re...’

				‘Don’t say it.’

				‘I was going to say organised, reliable and trustworthy.’ 

				Suze flinched as if Jo had pelted her with stones. 

				‘Like you said, between us we’ve got it covered. Hearts and flowers. Maybe we do some kind of wedding-planning thingo. Open a chapel with a garden. Somewhere with a view.’

				Suze couldn’t look Jo in the eye. ‘I’d love to work with you,’ she said. ‘But aren’t you forgetting? I already have a business. And I’d better get back there soon. I’ve left Juanita on her own.’ 

				Jo flapped her table napkin, signalling her embarrassment. ‘Of course you do. Sorry. And you’ll be into the black by April. You’re a genius! I’m going to walk home. So, I’ll call you, okay?’ 

				‘Just be careful you don’t get hit by a bus,’ said Suze. ‘You’re such a good person that it would prove once and for all to me that there’s no such thing as karma.’ 

				‘Well, I’d hate to think that my demise would stop you believing, my darling girl, because it’s the thing I love most about you. I’ll pay for the coffee.’

				‘Wait,’ said Suze, ‘I’ll give you my half. I’m not a charity case yet.’ Although, she thought, if she did end up in jail, her two children would be.

				When Jo had left, Suze sighed and looked at the trail of breadcrumbs she had scattered. Surely Jo could follow it? Or had she just had coffee with the most trusting woman in the world?

				As Suze drove across town to Geraniums Red in her van, 
this morning stuffed with fragrant lilies, bright stems of snapdragons and pots of cyclamen, she followed the path back to the beginning. 

				Embezzling from the Darling Point Ladies’ College had been easy enough. Suze had been interviewed by Jo in 2004 and won the payroll clerk’s job. She had been given a desk and a car space, and began pilfering stuff straight away. First she’d taken home a Barossa organic chicken or two from the tuckshop that had been thawed and, for reasons of hygiene, couldn’t be refrozen. Then it was a few bottles of gorgeous Margaret River red or white wine, opened at the meetings of the Council of Governors and not consumed. Shame to see it go to waste. 

				There were pot plants that couldn’t be left to wither over the holidays. Boxes of magazines, textbooks and the contents of the lost-and-found cupboard that were otherwise destined for a rubbish skip. No-one seemed to notice the items were gone. In fact, the loss of a mobile phone was usually a happy occasion—the perfect excuse to buy a new one. Suze told herself she was doing the planet a favour by rescuing them from landfill as she loaded her car boot with forgotten odds and ends and took them home to the tiny weatherboard worker’s cottage in the inner-city suburb of Rosebery.

				The twins had been nine years old then, and when Suze inquired about the possibility of them attending DPLC, Jo was sure she could help. She did manage to wrangle scholarships for Jess and Bobby to attend Hilda, the junior school. Rob had protested that the local public primary school was good enough, but eventually he saw the sense of Suze taking them to school with her and having them under her watchful eyes. From there it was just a natural walk up the stone steps into the loving arms of Brigid, the senior school.

				The DPLC scholarship covered basic fees, but there were still so many expenses to meet. Suze’s wages and the meagre earnings from Rob’s labouring jobs were barely enough to pay the mortgage and household bills, let alone the almost daily requests for fees and equipment that came from the college. So, from unloved goods Suze had graduated to taking new textbooks Jess and Bobby required, perhaps a tie, a pair of gloves or a monogrammed schoolbag or shirt that needed replacing. 

				The bursar, Doug McIntyre, was allegedly in charge of all the college accounts, but over the years he had come to rely on Suze to receive and pay for various goods. Doug was sixty-three, waiting out his time until he retired, and Suze cheerfully urged him to relax. She would look after this or that delivery. 

				Like the afternoon Doug played in the fathers’ golf day fundraiser when the truck came from Di Martino Provedores. Suze had helped herself to imported jars of peppers, tapenades, chutneys, pasta sauces and tins of olive oil. She skilfully adjusted the receipts and payments as she entered them into the computerised accounts and no-one was any the wiser. Not one of the thirty boarders, who never noticed one less strand of spaghetti in their evening meals, nor any of the fifty staff, who never questioned the lack of marinated artichoke hearts in their Friday-afternoon antipasto platter.

				Cardboard boxes of supplies were driven daily through the gates and up the snowy quartz drive at Darling Point. Stationery, toilet rolls, paper towels, linen napkins, soap, detergent, shampoo, conditioner, towels, pillowcases, bed sheets and all manner of domestic items meant for the boarders found their way to Suze’s place. She even bought a used mini-van (on generous terms from Blanchard Motors), arguing that she needed space for the girls’ sporting equipment, and loaded her contraband on Saturday mornings when the staff and boarders were off playing netball or kayaking on the harbour. 

				Everything was stowed in Suze’s garage under a broken ping-pong table and she raided her pile of treasures, item by item, and brought them into the house after dark. She explained them away to Rob as being ‘surplus’ or stuff she had bought on generous staff discount.

				When the scholarship program was tightened and the fees continued to soar, it was no problem. They were easily paid through an adjustment here or there in the accounts. It was hard to keep up with all the twins needed, but Suze was determined her daughters wouldn’t be bullied or belittled for their lowly financial status. She knew just how cruel some of the spoilt madams of DPLC could be. 

				So when Jess wanted to learn the clarinet and Bobby violin, Suze simply added the instruments to the order for the new piano and music stands for the music department. When the computer laboratory upgraded its equipment, there were a couple of new laptops that Suze took efficient delivery of in her office.

				Suze could still remember the day she had pocketed actual cash. It had been the last week in November, 2007. The twins were almost thirteen and she had received their dentist’s bill for eight hundred and five dollars. It must have been a sign from the heavens when she counted out the cash from the till at the bookshop and it had come to almost exactly the same amount. Eight hundred and five dollars (and thirty-five cents) in anonymous notes and coins—all emptied into her handbag. 

				The entry into the computer was routine. She simply declared that the shop was closed that day. No sales made. Who was there to question her? No-one from the roster of parent volunteers would ever bother checking; nor would the university student who ran the bookshop part time and was studying for exams; and definitely not the bursar, who was on long-service leave and had left Suze in charge.

				She remembered taking the girls to Circular Quay that warm evening, treating them to oysters and garlic prawns at a café on the promenade and paying for it with a handful of notes. They had been thrilled to meet up with two classmates strolling by who would never have frequented the takeaway shops tucked between the factories in downtown Rosebery. 

				Perched on her stool watching the ferries come and go, the late-afternoon sun turning the sails of the Opera House rosy pink, Suze had reached for her champagne glass and watched couples strolling by hand in hand. She kept an eye out for Rob, who was supposed to meet his family there. They had planned to go on and see a movie, but Suze knew he would ring and make excuses. He was at Star City Casino, gambling their lives away. Like he did most nights now.

				Right then she decided to raise the stakes even higher. Rob was sitting in front of the whirling lights of a clanging machine that whisked away his money and rarely gave him a win, but Suze was on a sure bet—if she played her cards right. 

				She did play them cleverly, and that year her cash winnings—
siphoned from the canteen, gym complex, bookshop and various charity and excursion-money envelopes—had amounted to more than twenty thousand dollars. She had even ventured into the boutiques of Double Bay now and then for a spot of shopping, just to see how the other half lived, and had savoured the exquisite thrill of loitering in Cross Street with glossy tote bags sprouting tissue paper swinging from her arm.

				In the year 2009, DPLC was awash with money. Some five million dollars was allocated for new tennis courts, ten million for the refurbishment of the prep school and another twelve million for a new science laboratory. There was so much building activity planned that the college had recently advertised for a director of development. The money came from the state and federal governments, the Darling Old Girls, generous benefactors and, of course, from student fees—$26,000 per annum for day students with an extra $18,300 (including laundry) for boarders. 

				And still Patsy Kelly, who resided in Etheldreda House—
a comely sandstone cottage on site—campaigned tirelessly for increased funding. In an article in the Sydney Morning Herald she was quoted as saying: ‘Don’t mention the “p” word to me! We are not a “private” school. We are an independent school. The independent school is a not-for-profit organisation and any surplus goes back into running the college. There is no financial benefit to third parties. And as for funding, we get the lowest level, per capita, of federal government funding. Given the outstanding quality of the young women we turn out, we deserve quite a lot more!’

				But that year there were financial benefits to third parties—although two of them were utterly unaware of their juicy windfalls. Using the employee codes of teachers who had left the college over the past few years, Suze paid some four hundred and fifty thousand dollars in ghost salaries into her own secret bank account. She’d even created an entirely fictitious part-time staff member for the science department, named him Mr Chips, and collected his wages as well. It had been quite entertaining to send Mr Chips off on regular breaks with generous holiday leave loading.

				It was more money than she needed for the school fees, but Suze had taken the opportunity to give herself a little start in life. She’d always wanted to have her own business and where would she ever get the money to prove she could make a go of something? She was in her forties. It was now or never.

				Of course it hadn’t been a simple matter to arrange all this and keep it from Doug and the new fresh-faced junior accountant in the newly titled finance department. Suze had been meticulous with her deceptions over the years, but they were becoming increasingly onerous and nerve-wracking. Things were changing around Darling Point. With Doug McIntyre’s impending retirement, the college, one of the oldest and most exclusive in Sydney, was about to become acquainted with modern management practices. 

				Suze had known her time haunting the lofty halls and labyrinth of corridors was almost at an end. Jo, her protector and benefactor, had been banished in horrendous circumstances and Suze’s power base had evaporated. She had dodged so many retraining courses and ‘team workshops’ that questions were beginning to be asked. But she knew all the computer passwords and always volunteered to stay back and finish up or come into the office on public holidays. That’s how obliging she was. How dedicated to the old dump. 

				Suze suspected the new deputy head was keen to be rid of her, but couldn’t quite work out how to go about it. So, unlike Jo, Suze laid her plans for her departure carefully. Some of the four hundred and fifty thousand dollars was put aside for the twins’ school fees; some of it went to pay for her father’s funeral and some of it went in notes to Rob for...She didn’t want to know what for. By July last year Suze figured she had enough money left to set herself up in her florist shop, so she announced to the world that she had won three hundred grand in Oz Lotto and handed in her resignation.

				The staff had been astonished at her good fortune and sad to see her go. Suze was leaving! Wonderful Suze from the front office whose door was always open, the scent of burning incense wafting from the admin building and along the path to the library. Eccentric Suze who dressed in fluttering bright skirts, trailed long tie-dyed scarves and smelled of patchouli oil. Cheerful Suze who was so efficient and treated everyone equally. Even if some parents would have liked her to be rather more deferential, considering the amount of money they were shelling out.

				What to buy Mrs Reynolds for a farewell present had been the subject of much discussion in the staffroom. Not that it mattered. For her long and outstanding service Suze had already graciously awarded herself a pair of original watercolours she had located in the art department storage room. They now adorned the wall of her modest lounge room at 13 Middlemount Street. 

				In the end, during a delightful farewell party hosted by Mrs Kelly on the lawns of Etheldreda House, she was presented with an ugly Wedgwood platter. 

				‘How will we find anything ever again without you?’ Patsy Kelly asked in her goodbye speech.

				And Suze hoped they never would find anything. That nothing would ever be unearthed and that the good folk of Darling Point Ladies’ College would forget she ever existed. Only with Jess and Bobby now in Year Eleven, that couldn’t happen just yet. By next November they would leave Darling Point and then Suze too would be free of the place she was coming to despise more with each passing day. 

				Now the money was running out. She’d paid over the odds for the shop rental, then spent too much on fitting it out. She had twenty thousand dollars left, which would pay some of the girls’ fees for next year, and none coming in. So all she could do was pray. And she would beg to any merciful being that might hear her pleas. In front of her homemade shrine to Our Lady of Perpetual Cashflow above the sink in the workroom at the rear of Geraniums Red, Suze lit candles to ask for divine intervention. Perhaps she should petition for a win for Rob at Star City. She reckoned she’d have more luck in asking for the moon. 

				If only she hadn’t met Jo that day and, against all her expectations, been hired for the payroll clerk’s job. If only Jo hadn’t been so kind and trusting and had been able to see the rottenness at the heart of her. If only she could tell Jo all this and find some forgiveness. If only her business could start to turn a profit and mother and daughters could live happily ever after in their bed of roses. If...only.

				With the flowers unloaded from the van, Suze turned the sign on the shop window to Open. She waved to the elderly Italian gentleman shuffling through a cloud of blue-black exhaust fumes on his way to his restaurant across the street. Mr Astrologo lifted his walking stick to her cheerily and Suze sighed, disappointed to see how well he looked. Between an Italian funeral and Indian wedding, Geraniums Red might just claw its way out of the post-Valentine’s-Day slump. 

				‘Die, you old bastard,’ Suze said aloud. ‘Drop dead over your spag bol and I’ll send you on your way to heaven with a million red rosebuds.’ If Suze was going to go to hell—and she told herself she was, over and over again—she might as well say it with flowers.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				‘The girls are waiting in the van. I can take them back with me if you’ve got something on...or...’ Rob’s question stuttered, faltered and died. Suze looked at the big, rumpled lump of him and snorted with derision. What did he imagine she might have on? It was 5 p.m. on a Wednesday night and the only thing waiting for her was a laundry piled with washing, and, if she could commandeer the television, a DVD and a cardboard cask of shiraz. 

				Of course Rob had it all ahead of him. If he could find a pair of clean trousers and a shirt with a collar he could expect a glamorous night in front of a poker machine and the chance of winning a small fortune that might whisk his family off to...Wollongong?

				‘I’ll take them,’ Suze muttered as she heaved her bag over her shoulder and looked about for the keys to the front door of Geraniums Red. ‘They’ve got a recital tomorrow and soccer training on Friday...if you can find the time.’ It was a calculated, bitchy remark. Rob was always on time to take his daughters to soccer and they worshipped their father. It would all have been so easy if he’d neglected that part of his life.

				Rob let the remark pass, as Suze knew he was bound to. As a husband no longer sharing a bed with his wife and unable to pay for the roof over his daughters’ heads, he had to endure every insult that came his way. ‘Uh, sure. That’ll be fine,’ he said as he shuffled over to a pot of cyclamen and bent to sniff the delicate magenta flags. 

				‘Don’t bother, Rob. They don’t smell of anything. They’re just for decoration.’ Just like you, she thought. A man for ‘decorative purposes only’ and, apart from that, entirely useless. Suze had said to Jo on Saturday that she still loved him, but she’d been thinking about that ever since. Her husband had stolen from her, lied and put his children’s future in jeopardy. What would it take for her to finally let him go?

				‘Did you have a good day?’ he ventured. ‘Sell much?’

				Suze’s body became rigid. She would have rather been asked the question by a standover man from a Chinese triad. Would rather have considered her answer with a knife held to her neck. ‘There’s a hundred dollars there on the counter. Take it,’ she spat.

				‘Suze...’ Rob jammed his fists into his pockets and spoke to the ceiling. ‘I’m not going to just piss it up against the wall. I—’

				‘Take it!’ Suze spied her car keys, snatched them from the counter and walked towards the door. 

				‘It’s just that I need petrol money to get me to the meeting tonight.’

				The ‘meeting’. That would be a gathering of the good folk from Gamblers Anonymous, although Suze doubted that’s where he would end up. She turned to see Rob, his arms stretched towards her, palms turned up in a plea for understanding—a plea that, by now, should have fallen on deaf ears.

				She had been understanding and, by turns over the past four years, exasperated, furious, hopeful and despairing. There was hardly an emotion she hadn’t explored and now she was sinking to the depths of grim resignation. Rob would never be free of the grip of his addiction. Suze had visited the GA website where it stated: Over any considerable period of time we get worse, never better.

				The answer, apparently, was to turn one’s life over to a greater power. To pray to God for the strength to overcome. But Rob had no time for anything religious or spiritual. Although he was standing there beseeching her to have mercy—like Jesus Christ himself—his two bare clay feet were firmly on the ground and he would never bend his knees to a Higher Power. Although Suze prayed for him endlessly, she had given up hoping that he ever did the same for either himself or his family. ‘Don’t lie to me, Rob. Lie to yourself all you like, but don’t lie to me anymore. I can’t take it.’

				‘I’m not lying.’ He stepped forward to wrap his arms around his wife. For some reason—sheer exhaustion, Suze supposed—she didn’t object. 

				‘This time I mean it, babe,’ he whispered into her neck. ‘I’ve got a job interview with a construction company, doing gardens for a new development up on the North Shore. I’ll be earning good money. Good enough to move out of Mum’s and set up my own flat. And maybe after I’ve shown you I’m back on track...’

				Suze pulled back and searched his eyes for a spark of...what? Determination? Willpower? Honesty? The only thing she could see there was dumb, hopeless love. And that, she knew, wasn’t enough to get them through.

				‘I have to get going.’ Suze realised she was urgently rattling the front doorknob as if this would convince him it was time to leave. ‘The girls will be wondering—’

				‘Can I come over tonight? After the meeting?’ he asked, standing his ground. ‘How about I bring over Indian takeaway later? I’ll ask Sarita to make that curry with the potato and spinach you love. I’ll get a DVD for the girls and you can have a long bath. Light that gardenia candle...’

				‘Rob—’ 

				‘And in the morning, you can have a “lady’s lie-in”. I’ll get up early with the girls, make breakfast and take them to school. Why don’t you go to the hairdresser? Or for a facial? You deserve it. Come in after lunch. Juanita can mind the shop and I’ll do the deliveries.’

				Suze was a goner. The chance for a facial? A shoulder massage? She hadn’t had one in months. At the thought of it the muscles in her shoulders set up an aching drumbeat.

				‘At seven. On the dot,’ she muttered. ‘Not seven-thirty.’

				‘I promise.’ Rob shuffled past, swiped the notes from the counter and pocketed them.

				‘Actually, don’t order Indian, I’ll cook,’ she said. They both understood this was to save him the humiliation of having no money left to buy the takeaway after he had fed the cash into the pokies. 

				‘I’ll bring champagne then.’ He grinned at her. 

				‘Great!’ said Suze as tears prickled her eyes. There would be no champagne. And it didn’t matter. There was nothing to celebrate. 

				He sauntered out the door, sure that the hundred dollars in his hand was the last money he’d ever ask for. Tonight he’d hit the jackpot and all their worries would be over. 

				Suze stood on the footpath and turned the key in the lock, knowing that one day she would also have to fasten her heart against her husband.

				She looked up to see Bobby and Jess waving excitedly to her from beside the van. In their faces she found a scrap of forgiveness. Enough to keep going for another day, at least. Rob strolled up the street towards the bus stop. He turned, waved, blew her a kiss. Once Suze would have leaped to catch it. Tonight she let it flutter past her. It landed on the road and was run over by a passing truck.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seventeen

				The next day Jo was entering her gate at about 5 p.m. after a leisurely stroll to the corner shop for milk and butter, and was just thinking she could never have done that in Lang Road, Centennial Park, when she saw her front door was wide open. She’d been robbed!

				Her heart thumped in an arrhythmic flurry. This was what happened when you lived in a tiny flat crowded in by high-rise apartments. You could hardly call it a ‘neighbourhood’. Jo had attempted to be ‘neighbourly’. She had nodded and smiled when she met her fellow residents at the letterboxes. Bent to pat small dogs. Offered umbrellas. But in return they’d scratched her car, nicked her newspaper and, now, broken into her unit. It would be teenagers looking for drug money. 

				This would never have happened at Parklea. The security system there was state of the art—cameras with sensors, computerised keypads, alarms. Jo made a quick mental inventory of what might have been taken and was annoyed enough to disregard her personal safety and think she might catch them in the act of riffling through her bedroom drawers.

				She edged her way down the hall, clutching her groceries to her chest, and cautiously peered around the edge of the living-room doorway. Leaning over her kitchen counter with cups of coffee in hand were Tory and Simon. 

				Damn Tory! She was like a ninja. She slipped in and out of the unit at odd hours with an ease and entitlement that was unnerving. Sometimes Jo found a just-used toothbrush lying on her vanity unit and a splatter of dried toothpaste on the mirror. Sometimes it was a washing machine full of damp clothes and an ashtray full of stinking butts by her computer. And now she was bringing Simon with her! 

				Jo stomped across the room to announce her presence, and dumped her shopping on the bench. Tory jumped from her stool, her arms wide for a welcoming hug. Ignoring the invitation, Jo wrenched open the fridge and thrust butter and milk inside. ‘The front door’s wide open. I thought I’d been robbed by drug addicts!’ 

				‘Mum, don’t be retarded. You’re more likely to meet drug addicts at the hairdresser’s in Double Bay,’ Tory growled. She grabbed at a pile of newsprint on the stool next to her. ‘Did you see the Courier this morning?’ She flapped a front page under Jo’s nose. The headline shouted: cocaine arrests up.

				Tory took it back and read: ‘“Cocaine is readily available in Sydney’s east with a ‘hidden user group’ that local police say is hard to identify.” Yeah, right!’ she scoffed. ‘That’s code for: the place is up to its eyeballs in the stuff, but they’re too chicken-shit to name names. Am I right, Simon?’

				Simon was squirming on his stool, looking mightily uncomfortable, and was about to greet Jo when Tory barged ahead of him. ‘Of course, they don’t commit crimes the local cops know about. They exploit Third World countries, cheat the stock market, sell stuff made on these hideous assembly lines in Korea and China and then use the money to buy cocaine and party hard. Not much of a party when your entire family is shot by Colombian drug lords.’

				‘Tory, for God’s sake.’ Jo rolled her eyes to the ceiling. Tory was becoming a walking slogan. Her entire philosophy could be printed on a T-shirt: stop everything NOW!

				‘What?’ she said, her mouth hanging open in a childish challenge.

				‘I might remind you,’ said Jo, ‘that all the cars your father sells are made on assembly lines by workers with families to support and who are grateful for a job. The money he made put a roof over your head and put you through school.’

				Tory reached for her coffee. ‘I never asked him to rip people off. If he gets pre-selection and then he gets elected...Jesus! Imagine that. My father the fucking minister for trashing the planet!’

				Simon slipped from his seat in a brave attempt to run interference. ‘Hi, Jo.’ He offered a sympathetic smile.

				‘Hello, Simon,’ she replied, and then made an exasperated face behind Tory’s back. 

				‘Anyway...’ Tory leaped back into the fray, waving a noxious cigarette. Jo looked about for her mandarin-and-bergamot aromatherapy candle. ‘How are you getting on with the property settlement with Dad? You’ve got to get in there before he wastes it on his election campaign.’ She blew a defiant cloud of smoke. 

				Jo gave up on the candle, slid the courtyard doors open and considered shoving Tory outside too. Her divorce settlement wasn’t something she cared to discuss in front of visitors. ‘Get outside with that filthy cigarette! We’ll talk about this later,’ she said with a meaningful frown.

				‘Oh, don’t worry about Simon,’ Tory said airily. ‘We’ve been talking about the wedding and stuff and then, because he’s a real estate agent, we got on to your property settlement. He’s got plenty of inside info. Tell Mum what you were just saying.’

				Simon was clearly reluctant to be dragged into such an intimate discussion of the family finances. He fiddled with the buttons of his shirt and looked uncertainly at Jo.

				‘Oh, for fuck’s sake! Go on, tell her,’ Tory urged.

				‘Well,’ Simon began cautiously, ‘I was just saying that I’ve seen it plenty of times where a husband tries to sell a house on the quiet without his wife knowing. I was trying to—’

				‘Be careful, Mum! That’s what he’s telling you. Loud and clear. It’s over a year already and the longer you leave it, the harder it gets. I know Dad when it comes to money and—’ 

				Jo’s mobile rang and she lunged for it, relieved that Tory’s lecture and the whole awkward and unwelcome encounter could be put on hold.

				‘Hello, Mrs Blanchard, it’s Michael Brigden speaking. I’m ringing to tell you that Gemma and Yoshi won’t be coming to their meeting with you tomorrow. I think it would be best if you and I met privately.’

				Jo’s stomach back-flipped. ‘Yes of course, absolutely, that would be lovely,’ she stammered.

				‘I wonder if I might meet you here in the city at the bar in the Four Seasons Hotel. There’s a business dinner I’m supposed to attend here later tonight and it would really be convenient. Although I could certainly come to you...’

				‘No, no, that’s fine, absolutely.’

				‘Great. So I’ll see you here at seven in the bar. I look forward to it.’

				And then he hung up, leaving Jo standing panic-stricken with mobile in hand. What had she been thinking? Of course she would have had to face him sometime. But the prospect of explaining herself to Michael Brigden—former champion cricketer, keen yachtsman, managing director of Brigden’s, Sydney’s most venerable auction house, and, more importantly, Didi’s husband—made her feel ill.

				‘I have to go out.’ She dropped her phone and knocked over a coffee cup. 

				‘Mum! Careful!’ Tory admonished. ‘Simon, get a cloth.’

				And at the sight of a man rummaging in her cupboards again, Jo stumbled to the bathroom.

				‘Oooh! Michael Brigden! He’s just a bit gorgeous!’ Suze swooned. ‘Although I hope you’re meeting him somewhere private. Didi’s got spies everywhere in this town.’

				‘Hardly! He’s asked me to meet him here in the bar in the Four Seasons.’ 

				Jo was whispering into her mobile. She couldn’t abide people sitting in public places and yammering into their phones while everyone within hearing range was ear-bashed by their tedious half-a-logues. She already knew that the businessman by the bar was attending a steel piping conference in Bundaberg next week and the one in the chair behind her was lying that he was stuck at the airport in Melbourne and might not make it home for dinner.

				‘Bugger me, Jo! Could it be more public? But then again, that’s probably good. If you were seen somewhere intimate with him, it would be worse.’

				‘Thanks, Suze! You’re being no help here. I just wanted to know if you knew anything else. I can remember Michael Brigden at the odd parent thingo with Didi, but he pretty much stayed in the background.’

				‘Everyone’s in the background when they’re out with Didi. Honestly, imagine being married to her! Bet you he only gets sex on Good Fridays. That’d be the only night of the year she’s not out kissing someone else’s arse.’

				‘Yes, yes, very amusing,’ Jo snapped. ‘But do you know anything else? Can you remember whether he’s particularly religious, or...?’ Jo didn’t know what she was asking.

				‘What can I tell you? I know he adores Gemma. They’ve got two older boys, but she’s their only daughter, so I can’t imagine he’ll be all that pleased with you. I do know that he’s generous with his money. He made a lot of donations to the college—all anonymously, but I knew it was him. Doesn’t give many press interviews. Bit of an enigma, really. He always remembered my name when he came into the office. What he’s doing with a prize tart like Didi is an international mystery.’

				‘Yes, well I might be able to solve that particular mystery in a moment when—’ Jo was inspecting her snakeskin slingbacks as a pair of highly polished black brogues came into view. ‘Bye bye, thanks for calling,’ she sang, and threw the phone into her handbag. Looking up from her armchair, Jo followed a long pair of legs to a trim waist and saw the somewhat amused face of Mr Michael Brigden looking down at her.

				‘A mystery, Mrs Blanchard? Sounds like you’re fond of secrets. Are you marrying people these days as part of some romantic underground resistance movement?’

				Jo was moving her lips, but wasn’t capable of forming an actual word.

				‘Can I buy you a drink? They make a fairly decent martini here and I could certainly do with one.’

				Jo nodded and he headed for the bar, giving her an opportunity to compose herself. She tucked her curls back and brushed a few of Calpurnia’s stray hairs from her cream linen skirt, adjusted her pistachio cashmere cardigan around her shoulders. She hadn’t worn much jewellery—no point in trying to compete with Didi’s dazzling finery—but added some antique gold chain necklaces and filigree drop earrings. She hoped she presented the very model of a modern marriage celebrant. 

				Order restored, Jo could now sneak an appraisal of Michael Brigden. He was wearing the usual uniform of the city executive—she had laid out exactly the same battle dress for her husband year after year—but Michael Brigden didn’t wear his clothes in the same way JJ did. While for JJ the saying ‘clothes maketh the man’ was undeniably true, Michael Brigden looked like he was being held hostage by his and was desperate to escape. The sleeves of his white shirt were rolled up and his tie was loose. Jo entertained a fleeting image of him dressed in cricketing whites with the scarlet of the ball rubbed off in a pink blossom near his crotch. At that moment he turned and gave her a smile, and Jo could feel the warmth from it radiate right across the room to where she sat. A hot flush crept up her neck. What Suze had said was true. He was ‘just a bit gorgeous’. Thick salt-and-pepper hair grazed his collar. He had preserved his athletic physique and was lounging on a bar stool with the relaxed entitlement and confidence of a successful man. It was very appealing...Sexy, even. Jo was horrified to find herself thinking this way. Then he was back with the drinks. 

				‘So, as I said, are you planning to spirit my one-and-only daughter away to Switzerland, Mrs Blanchard?’ He handed over the frosty glass with a bemused expression.

				‘Please, call me Jo.’ Her hand went automatically to her hair.

				‘And I’m Michael.’ He sank back deep in the armchair, stretched out his long legs and crossed his ankles with an ease that was disconcerting. Jo was still perching on the edge of her chair like a twitchy hen.

				‘I’ll tell you frankly—I was sorry to see you leave Darling Point, Jo.’ He was looking directly at her with deep-blue, unblinking eyes and his frank appraisal did nothing to ease Jo’s nerves.

				‘Your enthusiasm, dedication and way with the girls are sadly missed. I hope you won’t mind me saying that I think the time is well past for Patsy Kelly. She’s from another era, sadly, although she’s made a great contribution.’ It was a managing director’s speech. Jo could see him standing at one end of a board table, smiling graciously, as various heads were bloodily decapitated and went bouncing down the stairs.

				‘Yes, well, I—’

				‘And I also hope you don’t mind me saying that your “farewell speech” was one of the most gutsy performances I’ve ever heard of.’ He grinned and leaned forward here and offered his glass for a conspiratorial clink.

				Jo blushed to the roots of her hair. She clinked back.

				‘I’ve dined out on the story, I’m ashamed to say. Which means I probably owe you dinner. So why don’t you let me repay the debt? We can talk at length then. I needed an excuse to get me out of this function, so I’ll just make a few calls.’

				And that’s how Jo found herself in the dimly lit back booth of a little Japanese restaurant in The Rocks with Michael (husband of Didi, best friend of Carol Bloody Holt) Brigden.

				‘So the bride and groom take three sips each from the three sake cups. First is the small cup which represents their ancestors. They give thanks for their protection and nurturing and how they were brought together. The second cup is medium-sized, for their life as a couple and their promise to live and work together. With the third and largest cup they pray their lives will include children and embrace the world.’ Throughout this speech, Jo had demonstrated by taking a sip each time from her own sake cup—nine in all.

				‘Well, that’s—’ Michael began.

				Jo held up her hand. ‘And it’s all done in sacred silence. The act requires reverence and devotion.’ Jo finally set down her empty cup and Michael poured more sake.

				‘There’s also this little verse they have on the wedding invitations, which I love: The Bride and Groom, Sip about one dewdrop, Of the butterfly wine. Isn’t that wonderful?’

				‘Yes it is. It’s charming.’ Michael nodded as he yanked his tie from his neck and crammed it into the pocket of his jacket, which was collapsed on the chair beside him. ‘You obviously love your work,’ he added. 

				Jo was struck by that comment. It was the first time anyone she knew had thought, including her, that being a celebrant might be ‘work’. A proper job.

				‘I do,’ she exclaimed. ‘I really do! There are all these beautiful marriage rituals. The Buddhists exchange white scarves; the Sikhs tie the couple together with saffron scarves; the Jews smash a glass; the Christians break bread; the Zoroastrians do this extraordinary thing with the elements and use rice, rose petals, rose water, sandalwood, coconut and fire—’

				‘The Zaro...who?’ Michael was leaning across the table to catch the sparks of Jo’s enthusiasm.

				‘And that’s just the religions! When you get down to all the world’s cultures, there are thousands upon thousands of symbols, precious objects, poems, music. You can invest anything with meaning, of course, but it all comes down to the celebration of one thing...’

				‘I know you’re going to say “love”.’ 

				‘It’s like the Prophet Mohammed says: “When they love, the angels circle the earth.”’

				Jo couldn’t quite believe she was spouting all this to someone she had only just met. It was so refreshing to be able to say it without Patrick, Suze and Tory making her feel as if she had lost her senses. Yes, she loved her work. She was crazy enough to think that she might have found her true calling.

				‘You say Gemma and Yoshi are in love, but do you think they can make a go of this in the long term?’ Michael asked.

				It was an intimate question from a father and Jo was careful with her answer. She was already coming to the view that she was in no position to judge about love’s mysterious workings. Anyone had the right to make their own mistakes. And, as Father Patrick had pointed out, she was no priest and wasn’t representing a faith or calling on God as a witness. She was precise with her words. 

				‘I know they’re very young, by current standards, but from all those years of teaching I saw that young love can be deeply felt. I was married at twenty-three myself and that lasted...
a long time.’ Jo ducked her head at the mention of her own marriage. She could still only regard her single status at forty-five as a failure.

				Michael gallantly came to her rescue. ‘Well, I’ve been married a long time too. Almost a quarter of a century. Although I have to stop saying that, it’s scaring the hell out of me!’ It was intended as a funny throwaway line, but there was a sharp edge to Michael’s tone that serrated the humour. He threw back his sake and gestured to the waitress for more.

				‘Speaking of which, if Gemma is going to do this—and she only just told me today, so it’s come as something of a shock—I’ll have to convince Didi.’

				At the mention of Didi’s name, Jo looked to the door as if she might be standing there right now, loitering with intent. Jo’s fingers crept to the chair next to her and she felt for her handbag in the event she might have to make a fast exit.

				‘So what else can you tell me about this Yoshi bloke?’ 

				‘I like him. I like him enormously,’ Jo said steadily. ‘He has a Bachelor of Law from the University of Essex in England. He studied environmental law here for two years. He’s twenty-six and working with the Environmental Defender’s Office. I know he’s a good person. And I know he loves Gemma with all his heart. I saw that he’s kind to her. And I’ve always thought that kindness goes a long way in a relationship.’

				‘Seems you know more about my daughter than I do.’ Michael shook his head and seemed to be reprimanding himself for some fatherly failing or other. 

				A sweet-faced girl in a creamy kimono appeared at the table with another round of sake. Jo looked about and saw that there were only a few tables still occupied. Her watch read 9.30 p.m. 

				Michael poured from the steaming bottle and Jo caught herself admiring his strong forearm and steady hand. His face was weathered, no doubt from many hours spent on the decks of yachts, but the lines had composed themselves in an attractive way that told Jo he had spent a lot of his life laughing. She guessed Michael was in his early to mid-fifties, but he radiated the energy of a man much younger. 

				He pushed Jo to talk, devoured everything she offered and seemed greedy for more information. He was listening to her. Really listening. Although Jo thought she had probably been talking about herself for longer than was decent. 

				‘So, tell me about Brigden’s,’ she said. ‘From what I’ve heard it has an amazing history.’ She wanted him to keep speaking. She wanted to sit like this for hours, the hot sake turning her arms and legs pleasurably numb, just listening to the mellow, soothing cadence of his voice. He seemed pleased for the question and equally keen to linger.

				‘Mr James E. Brigden—my great-great-grandfather—started out here in 1870 when Sydney was just a market town. He set himself up on the wharf, just down the street, and auctioned everything from chests of tea and bales of wool to sailing ships. There’s no item too big or too small to be auctioned by Brigden’s. We’ve done the lot. Art collections, houses, wine, furniture, jewellery, boxes of bananas.’ 

				‘Just one family? All those years? What a wonderful tradition. There can’t be too many companies that can boast that.’ 

				‘True. It is something to boast about. Been in the one family for generations. I got hooked on the excitement of the auction room when I was just a kid and still love it. It’s all there—drama, tragedy, ambition. People’s entire lives and family history played out through their possessions. Some auctions are pure theatre.’

				‘I’ve never thought of it like that,’ Jo said.

				‘I’ve seen wives and children in the front row, sobbing as they watch their grandmother’s engagement ring or their grandfather’s war medals sold off. Often because of the stupid ambition and ego of some arrogant...’ Michael stopped here as if the sentence he had been about to utter might be defamatory, which was odd, Jo thought, since his wife’s stock and trade was gossip and slander. 

				‘Do you have anything interesting coming up?’ she asked, to change the subject.

				‘As a matter of fact we’ve just produced a five-hundred-page catalogue of rare antiques and artworks. Brilliant collection of English eighteenth- and nineteenth-century silver, furniture, clocks and paintings. It’s a shame to see it broken up. It took half a century and a king’s ransom to acquire, but it has to be sold to raise the dough for a hundred-million-dollar divorce settlement. The old boy’s devastated.’

				Jo nodded, reminded of her own looming negotiations. Thankfully she and JJ wouldn’t be squaring off over clocks and cutlery. She’d already taken what she valued from Parklea and JJ’s treasures were mostly sporting memorabilia. Rugby jumpers, balls and cricket bats in ugly frames. A hundred million dollars? The sum was astonishing. 

				Michael was encouraged by Jo’s interest to continue. ‘It’s not as genteel as you might think. It can get really ugly. In this instance, you should have seen the fracas when trucks arrived at the valuer’s in Queen Street to try and get his stuff back from the receivers. Six blokes who looked like they’d come from rent-a-thug just walked into the premises and started carting these huge 
George III red-cedar display cabinets across the footpath. The wife turned up, the cops arrived. I thought I was going to get bashed! Me, a humble auctioneer, in the middle of a street brawl!’ He raised his fists, playfully parried and thrust, for Jo’s amusement. 

				‘The bidders are flying in from New York, London and Moscow, and the locals are fired up at the prospect of a bargain. There’ll be a feeding frenzy.’ Then he paused, adopted a more reflective tone. ‘I feel sorry for him. It’s sad when their lives come apart, even if their ivory towers are built on sand.’

				‘But there must be joy too,’ said Jo.

				‘There is.’ He brightened. ‘Every day is fascinating. Full of promise. I’ve turned up a few treasures that mean people will live in comfort for the rest of their lives. But I’m still searching for the Holy Grail. That long-lost Arthur Streeton I discover in a garden shed that’ll make me famous.’ He flashed a winning smile. ‘In the meantime, I’ve got the catalogue with me—can I interest you in a stuffed rhinoceros head for thirty bucks?’

				Jo laughed. ‘No thanks. Do you have much fine art for sale?’

				‘A warehouse full! Some lovely things. Come and see sometime.’ 

				Jo imagined the two of them, hand in hand, gazing at her favourite Streeton paintings—Still Glides the Stream and Shall Forever Glide or Purple Noon’s Transparent Might—when Michael’s phone vibrated and he lunged for the device, switched it off and dropped it on the seat beside him. Jo’s romantic idyll in the art gallery came to an abrupt end. That would be Didi, looking for her husband. Dee-dee. The staccato double Ds reverberated in her head. 

				‘I think I’d better be going,’ she said.

				Michael held up his cup for another toast. ‘Kanpai!’

				Jo responded with one more guilty clink. It was the second toast for the evening and this time she thought it was perhaps the making of a pact.

				‘I’d better meet this Yoshi then, hadn’t I? Dinner? The four of us? I’ve got a cocktail party at the Opera House before the auction on Monday, but after that—maybe sometime next week?’ 

				Michael leaned across the table and this time, if she wasn’t mistaken, Jo found herself the subject of an openly admiring gaze. She squirmed in her seat and lowered her eyes. Her entire body was suffused with a sensation that was unmistakably erotic—and she hadn’t experienced that for a long, long time.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				That night Jo couldn’t sleep. The sake had done its work and she was up at 2 a.m. hunting out headache tablets. She plopped them into a glass and swished the contents. She had been lying awake and thinking about sex. Or, more specifically, about sex with Michael Brigden. Drifting off earlier, a torrid dream of strong hands on her bare breasts and knees parting her naked thighs had woken her on the brink of orgasm. That had caught her by surprise. She hadn’t dreamed anything so graphic for...well, longer than she could recall.

				Sex had been such a cheap commodity at Darling Point. In Friday-afternoon art classes Jo had watched innocent bubbles of girlish longing surface and burst with a fecund, febrile intensity. The girls were often glassy-eyed with erotic imaginings of the coming weekend and Jo had come to understand that these X-rated fantasies were the exclusive playground of young minds and nubile bodies. God knows, they told her so often enough. 

				‘Madonna? She’s sooo gross! How old is she? Imagine if my mum did that!’

				‘Yuck! She thinks she’s sexy! Why doesn’t she just give up?’

				Jo got the message. Women her age could perhaps hope to find a nice, older gent to take them on weekend outings to visit outdoor markets and jazz festivals in vineyards, and when Jo thought about a relationship for herself, the words ‘comfortable’ and ‘easy’ came most readily to mind. As if she was thinking of new soft furnishings for the living room. 

				She’d been unsettled by the look Michael had given her across the table. His lively dark-blue eyes and arched eyebrows seemed to issue an invitation. One that promised to be anything but a charming social diversion.

				She would ring Mr Brigden and cancel next week’s dinner. Bow out gracefully from the whole affair. After all, whether Gemma married Yoshi or not was a matter for the Brigden family and she didn’t have a say in it. 

				The fizzing aspirin was the only sound to be heard in her white-tiled bathroom. Her neighbours in Bondi Junction had at last called it an evening. She padded on cream carpet along the hall, checked and saw the sofa bed in her computer room was empty. Although it was strewn with Tory’s books and clothes, Madam herself could be anywhere—at Centennial Park, asleep across the corridor from JJ and Carol (the thought made her swig her aspirin), at her new boyfriend’s place (what was his name again?), or she might just stumble in the door at any moment.

				Jo just could not worry about her. All her years of teaching and mothering had brought her to the conclusion that humans were born with their personalities already formed. You fed and watered your children, looked after their material welfare and kept them safe from harm, and the rest would follow. Tory was passionate, thinking for herself and experimenting with her independence, and Jo couldn’t ask for more than that.

				Still unable to sleep, she sat at her computer and, opening her emails, saw there was another message from James. 

				Dear Mum,

				I’m in Jerusalem. I visited the Western Wall today. They say you can speak directly to God through the stones. It felt like a holy place and I was filled with the grace of God when I prayed. It felt like I was being welcomed into my own home. 

				Thanks for the money. I’m hoping you can send more. It’s as if I’m on a pilgrimage and following the trail already laid down for me that will lead me to my true destiny.

				I’m flying out to Turkey to visit the Blue Mosque in Istanbul tomorrow. I’ll write again from there.

				I know I haven’t told you enough that I love you, Mum, but I do love you very much.

				James x

				James was in Israel? He’d said he was going to Paris! He would be blown up in a bus or a plane by a suicide bomber! Fizzing acid rose in Jo’s throat. Just when James said he was filled with peace and purpose, she had never felt more anxious about him in her life. 

				The fervent tone of his writing also made Jo uneasy. If, in the end, he did walk a religious path, she hoped it would be as the devout head of a charitable family or maybe as a country minister like her father. Not as some rabid evangelical—a man who was so anxious to meet his maker that the world and everything in it held no pleasure for him.

				Jo dug her fingernails into her thighs and fought to keep her panic in check. After all, there was nothing she could do to protect him armed with a computer keyboard in Bondi Junction. 

				Her boy had said he loved her. Very much. She sent more money, wrote that she loved him too and this time wished him godspeed and protection. Right now, Jo would pray to any god or goddess that would promise to bring her only son safely home.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				It was just after sunrise on Sunday when the Tweedle and Jacobsen clans assembled on the sand at Bondi Beach. It was Jo’s first baby-naming ceremony and she still couldn’t quite believe she’d been entrusted with the task. 

				As a child she had watched her father, the Rev. Albert Brown, get through a few christenings every Sunday at St Luke’s. Her father would dunk a bawling Kevin, Scott or Lisa in the font and then stroll across the backyard to be home in time for the Sunday roast.

				‘How were they this morning, dear?’ Jo’s mother would ask.

				‘Two screamers and a sleeper. Three interfering grandmothers, one torn hymn book and—’

				‘A partridge in a pear tree!’ Margaret sang as she dished up the roast potatoes.

				‘You are a marvel, Maggie! The Lord truly blessed me when he put you in my path.’

				‘And the Devil still has to answer for the day you darkened my door, Albert Brown.’ Margaret would laugh and pour the gravy.

				Jo had spent her childhood in the Blue Mountains in the 1970s, but to tell it was like something out of Anthony Trollope’s Framley Parsonage from the Chronicles of Barsetshire,  written a century before. 

				Her mother, Margaret Elsie Wicks (Maggie, Meg or Margie to her friends), was born in Cheshire, England. She had herself attended boarding school and that went some way to explaining why Jo had been packed off to DPLC at just eleven years of age. Jo’s captaincy of the Darling Point hockey team (St Anne’s ‘Heavenly Eleven’) had been a crowning achievement her mother had written home about. 

				Jo’s earliest memories were perfectly preserved like the boiled eggs in aspic her mother made when Jo was feeling ‘poorly’. Snow on the pitched roof of the bluestone rectory in winter; hollyhocks and bluebells in the garden in spring; home-sewn pinnies and hand-knitted twin-sets; toad in the hole or Cheshire pork and apple pie for Saturday suppers with jam roly-poly for ‘afters’. 

				Bedknobs and Broomsticks—that was the first movie her mother had taken her to see. ‘Lovely woman, that Angela Lansbury. And still going strong, Lord love her!’ She was Margaret’s favourite actress and mentioned in dispatches only last week when Jo had telephoned and acquiesced to another visit home soon and a weekend of being ‘fattened up’.

				Time moved on, however, and you couldn’t just roll out a production-line Church of England christening these days. As the websites, the books, the magazine articles and your friends all emphasised: ‘You deserve everything to be perfect! Your day should be UNIQUE and full of MEANING!’ This affirmed you as both a sensitive spiritual being and a creative individualist. 

				This morning Jo was a hundred years away from St Luke’s in Leura. She was in bare feet on the golden sands of Bondi Beach and about to conduct a ceremony to name Aphrodite Honey-Gold. It was a name a stripper might choose for a stage act, but questionable for a tiny bald person with unfortunate sticky-out ears. 

				The baby was in her mother’s arms, snuggled in a white voile wrap, sleeping and blissfully unaware of what life had in store for a girl named after the handmaiden of the ancient Greek goddess of love, beauty and sexual rapture. Aphrodite might be able to carry it off if she was living on the shores of the Aegean, but the kids at Bondi Public School would most likely miss the mythological reference. This little girl’s fate was to be shouted to as ‘Afro’, ‘Ditty’ or worse. 

				As for the middle name Honey-Gold? Jo remembered the hilarity at Darling Point that had greeted the names of Bob Geldof’s daughters—Little Pixie, Fifi Trixibelle and Peaches Honeyblossom. When Jo was a kid in the Blue Mountains they were the names a farmer would have given a herd of dairy cows.

				When Jo had met with Fiona and Clive Jacobsen in her courtyard, baby Aphrodite had been tucked in her capsule and slept the afternoon away under the passionfruit vine while her parents communicated their strong desire to have a baby-naming ceremony that would be ‘an expression of their unique beliefs’. Their beliefs weren’t that unique—they both wanted to piss off their parents.

				If weddings were a battleground for mothers and daughters, then christenings were Ground Zero. It had been made clear to Jo from the outset that she had been hired in the face of stern opposition from both the maternal and paternal grandparents. It wasn’t a particularly enticing prospect. Jo remembered Fiona’s mother from Darling Point days. Patti Tweedle was a fire-breathing dragon who had regularly barged into Jo’s office with reports of girls she had observed fraternising with the Sydney Boys High School ‘louts’ in Oxford Street. 

				‘Loitering and lollygagging and caring not a fig for minimum standards of public decency,’ was Patti’s startling complaint, as if Darling Point was a convent not a college. It hadn’t surprised Jo that her daughter Fiona now wanted to do things her own way. Jo remembered Fiona well from a decade ago when she’d come to class with pink hair and face glitter. 

				On Bondi Beach, the sun had risen and immediately disappeared behind a bank of low, grey cloud. There was a fair wind blowing and a promising swell rolling in and Jo hoped that the embroidered cloth on her little table, weighted down with her mobile phone and car keys, would stay put. The Bondi lifesavers were drilling further up the sand and dozens of people were jogging or strolling past with surfboards.

				Despite the imminent threat of a rain squall moving in and sweeping the sand, it was an appropriate spot for the naming of Aphrodite. Although Jo did entertain the notion that if this little Venus were to be painted by Botticelli, she wouldn’t be rising majestically from the sea, but instead surfing to shore using her scalloped shell as a boogie board. 

				The older guests were utterly affronted and appalled. Not only because they were in full Sunday-morning church attire and were now being sandblasted, but also by the jiggling of the tanned, bare flesh of the sun-worshippers going about their morning devotions.

				Jo fought to suppress a smile as she watched Patti Tweedle become hopelessly bogged in the sand in her heels. The old biddy refused point-blank to take them off and walk in stockinged feet, and sure enough, she soon toppled backwards and was planted fair on her large lavender raw-silk-covered bottom. From where she was, Jo could hear Patti’s grunts of exertion as she was hauled upright by at least five grown men. She gamely struggled on, muttering oaths of divine retribution under her breath.

				With everyone finally present and baby Aphrodite awake, bright-eyed and taking it all in, Jo began the ceremony by reciting the poem Fiona and Clive had composed. She projected her voice over the rhythmic roar of the ocean.

				‘Aphrodite foam-born,

				Open the arms of these lovers,

				To receive the gift of a child.’

				The ritual, devised by the baby’s parents, used roses. White for eternal love, yellow for faithfulness, pink for friendship and red for passion. There were salutations to the four winds and the elements. Jo spoke of the wishes the baby’s parents held for her and then Fiona’s young nieces jumped squealing over the foam at the water’s edge to fling blooms and petals from wicker baskets into the ocean. 

				Then Jo spoke the words she had written. ‘Aphrodite, you embody all our hopes and joys. You are the expression of our longing for immortality. Through you, Fiona and Clive will live on into the future and through them, you will understand what the world was like before you came. 

				‘The chance of you being born in this time and in this place is, we are told, incalculable. However, we have been waiting for you and you for us. Nothing was surer than that you would be born to your parents. There is nothing more natural and expected than seeing you in your mother’s arms with your father watching over you here today.

				‘In your coming we are reassured of our own place in the limitless universe. That we matter. That every day we make the impossible come true in the face of overwhelming odds.’ 

				Then Fiona and Clive recited the famous words from The Prophet by Kahlil Gibran: ‘You may house their bodies but not their souls, for their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow, which you cannot visit, even in your dreams.’

				Next, an engraved silver chalice filled with honey mead was passed from hand to hand for the guests to sip from. The baby was adorned with gold. Tiny bangles were clasped around her chubby wrists and a heart-shaped locket fastened around her neck. There were more words and blessings from the spiritual guides to the child (no mention of godparents this fine, pagan morning) and, finally, her father and mother splashed drops of seawater on the baby’s forehead and she was duly declared to have been named. It was odd, but Jo now looked at the baby and thought Aphrodite Honey-Gold suited her perfectly. 

				Then the sun broke through the clouds. The Pacific Ocean tumbled and crashed with a pulsing energy that set every nerve-ending in Jo’s body alive with effervescence. Her first outing as a celebrant had gone perfectly.

				The ceremony ended with shouts of glee as some of the younger boys hared off to chase an elderly aunt’s straw hat that had been blown off her head and was now bowling down the beach like a floral frisbee. A mighty cheer went up from onlookers as the sodden mess of straw and silk was eventually rescued from the briny by a trio of Bondi lifesavers. 

				The more elderly members of the family turned and trudged up the beach in disgust. Jo watched with a sinking heart as they ploughed manfully through the sand back to their cars. She really did feel sympathy for assorted dicky knees and dodgy hips. If Fiona and Clive had wanted to annoy their parents, it was definitely Mission Accomplished. Jo hoped the christening breakfast at Patti Tweedle’s Vaucluse mansion wouldn’t be a trial.

				‘Thank you so much for everything you did for us this morning, Jo. We adored the whole thing. It was better than we could have imagined!’ Fiona was clutching a champagne flute and bubbling with excitement.

				‘Goldie loved it too,’ said her husband Clive. Jo thanked them for their kind words and thought that at least there was one question answered. The name ‘Aphrodite’ had already been abandoned and the child was barely three months old. Jo hoped that the baby’s fuzz of white-blonde hair wouldn’t turn to mouse brown by the time she was a toddler, just as Tory’s had done.

				Jo was thrilled with the compliments. She now understood why her father was always in such a reflective mood for Sunday lunch after his roster of christenings and why he had often paused over his plate of roast lamb and looked at her and her older brother Phillip through misty eyes. She’d heard all the usual platitudes from celebrants who said they were ‘honoured’ and ‘privileged’ to take part in such celebrations, but Jo just couldn’t find the words to adequately express the experience she’d just had. She was just...happy. Human-Hallmark-greeting-card happy. No doubt Father Patrick would have a multisyllabic word like ‘transcendental’ or ‘transelemental’ to explain the simple joy that Jo had just experienced standing with her toes in the foam. 

				By midday about fifty people were in attendance at the christening breakfast feast and more guests were arriving by the minute to accept champagne from a waiter in the lobby of Patti and Birdie Tweedle’s tumbling old pile.

				The main reception room was stuffed with chintz-covered sofas and armchairs in shades of pink and yellow and lined with shelves littered with china knick-knacks. It wasn’t Jo’s style, but she did covet the view. From the middle of the room her eye was waltzed across Sydney Harbour to the bridge. It was a dizzying dance. The blue of the water was framed by tubs of citrus trees. The divine aroma of gardenias wafted in on the breeze. The graceful sails of the Opera House and the sturdy spine of the Harbour Bridge arched over the water and the best vantage point from which to see this holy trinity—harbour, bridge and Opera House—was just where Jo was standing. She wished she could take flight like a sea eagle. She could now understand the deep satisfaction one must feel in holding a ticket to the delightful daily performance of myriad yachts and ferries crisscrossing from headland to wharf, pier and jetty, and back again. Jo looked to the west from the dress circle and sighed with the wonder of it all.

				Some of her favourite Australian painters—Brett Whiteley, John Olsen and Lloyd Rees—had been captivated by the very same scene and had rendered it by moonlight, in storm and under the bleaching blare of summer sun. They’d been seduced by the light, colour and texture of the sumptuous panorama and today Jo was too. From this spot, she would be utterly content to have her own endlessly fascinating conversation with her paints and brushes, until the day she died. 

				Balancing an almond biscuit on the rim of her saucer, teacup in hand, Jo attempted to circulate. She was met by the hostile stares of various family elders and studiously ignored by Rev Pottharst, who shuffled past her, flanked by great-aunts tempting him with a plate of egg-and-lettuce sandwiches. She could only imagine he’d been invited along as some sort of rebuke to her and her heathen enterprise. 

				Jo turned away and stepped onto the white stone terrace where the younger members of the Tweedle–Jacobsen clan had gathered in the sun with glasses of fruit punch and platters of sweet pastries. ‘Mrs Blanchard!’ The cry went up as she approached. Jo recognised at least five girls from Darling Point. 

				‘We miss you soooooo much!’ 

				The young ladies crowded around her and it was almost as if Jo was on a school excursion again. Only this time they weren’t visiting a gallery or museum, they were on a tour of the Tweedle Family Estate. Jo’s arms were taken and she was steered down a flight of stairs to the edge of the swimming pool. Rows of snow-white ceramic mermaid statues stood on lifeguard duty over aquamarine waters and a startling sunken golden mosaic of King Neptune. Jo could see any number of Hollywood film stars at home here, but, thankfully, her imagination stopped short of seeing Birdie Tweedle sunbaking in his budgie smugglers. Every square inch of the place trumpeted money and exclusivity and Jo reflected that it was the sort of setting she’d often found herself in when she was married to 
JJ Blanchard.

				The girls chattered like a flock of rainbow lorikeets.

				‘What are you doing now?’

				‘Are you coming back to school?’

				‘Things aren’t the same since you left.’

				‘Say you’ll come back! Pul-eeeze!’

				Jo laughed as she disentangled herself. She could put names to all the girls: Sarah Turnbull, Lily Rockman, Ivy McIntyre-Jones, Rachel Waterhouse and Clementine Hughes. They were just a year older than when Jo had last seen them. Although in their finery this morning—beaded frocks, kitten heels, lip gloss, highlighted and blow-dried hair—they looked almost grown-up. As immaculately tended as their mothers. A couple, she recalled, had come with notes excusing them from class to attend hairdressing appointments and manicures.

				Jo was taken back to that lunch when she had asked Suze if she would be remembered. This gathering went part-way to answering that. The girls all declared that they missed her dreadfully in that way fifteen-year-old girls had of being passionate and emphatic about everything. 

				She sat with them in the garden and heard all the school gossip. The new deputy head was the former science mistress, Mrs Maisie James. In a moment of menopausal madness Maisie had incinerated the head prefect’s straw hat over a Bunsen burner. Jo had wondered how Maisie was coping with her sudden and unexpected promotion. Not too well, apparently. She did not meet with approval.

				‘She suuuucks!’

				‘Soooo utterly hideous!’

				The particular cadence of the girls’ speech reminded Jo that they were their mothers’ daughters and would inherit the same life of cosseted privilege. Jo had told herself she was ministering to the daughters of the wealthy by introducing them to notions of social justice and equality. If only she had stuck it out and made it to headmistress...Then what? It was all a delusion. There was no point in thinking about it. 

				After almost an hour of animated chatter and giggles with the young ladies, Jo was finally able to take her leave. A round of desperate farewells, hugs and kisses ensued, then she headed upstairs to collect her handbag. She was stopped mid-flight by the sound of cut-glass voices tinkling like a chandelier on the terrace.

				‘Well, of course Patti and Birdie are absolutely devastated. They say they’re going to kidnap the child and do the whole thing properly!’ 

				‘I don’t think they can without its parents, can they?’

				‘And they should get her renamed at the same time. Honestly! Aphrodite Honey-Gold? Vile!’

				‘They call her Goldie now. Like the actress.’

				‘And did you hear all that New Age rubbish? Jo Blanchard should know better. I can’t believe she was this close to being headmistress.’

				‘Someone’s got to stop the silly bitch, or we’ll all end up at some hideous pagan wedding before we know it.’

				‘Do you take Clemmie to be your lawfully wedded...witch!’

				‘Hahahaha!’

				‘She’s not still here, is she?’

				‘No. She left to crawl back to her hole in Bondi Junction.’

				‘Living in a tacky little unit, I heard.’

				‘You should have seen the way she did Parklea. Or, in fact, didn’t do it. Not a shred of style or class. Not the sort of place you’d want to entertain in. In a fit. Poor JJ. I’ve had the decorators in for weeks.’

				Jo was transfixed by the overheard conversation. When she regained the use of her legs she edged back down the stairs, scurried across perfectly manicured grass and hid behind massive hydrangea bushes in regal purple bloom. 

				Her handbag with car keys inside was in the cloakroom by the entrance to the front door. If she could just get to it without being seen. There had to be another way into the house. 

				The open door to the swimming-pool cabana looked like a good bet. Jo darted over the vivid green sward and slipped inside. She adjusted her eyes to the gloom and was momentarily disoriented by hallucinogenic tropical-print wallpaper. The décor was all revolting faux Hawaiian—bamboo furniture and bright-green shag pile, lampshades printed with bananas. Jo finally found what she was looking for. In the middle of the pineapple plantation on the rear wall she detected a door she suspected led to a flight of internal stairs. 

				Instead, it opened on to another room with a pool table and jukebox. This one sported purple walls and furry beanbags in neon colours. Yikes! If you looked up ‘bad taste’ in the dictionary, you’d find a picture of Patti Tweedle in an orange hibiscus-print hostess frock and matching turban!

				Jo located another door and, thankfully, stairs. She bolted up the darkened tunnel and was soon stepping across the cream carpet of the main floor. Down the other end of the hall, towards the main living areas, was the door to the cloakroom. She could grab her bag, make a quick left turn and be through the marble-floored vestibule, out the front door and to the safety of her car. She took a moment to settle herself. She straightened her jacket, impulsively felt for stray curls and walked purposefully down the hall. 

				A door opened just behind her. Jo turned to see a young man in a waiter’s apron hurry back the other way into the shadows, and after him came...Didi. How long had she been in the house? 

				Didi had her head thrown back and was sniffing loudly, pinching at her nostrils. No prizes for guessing what the two of them had been up to in that room. Snorting cocaine. Jo was hardly shocked. Just as Tory had said, mountains of the stuff fuelled the high-octane social events in this part of town. 

				Still, it was startling to think that Didi was already into it on a Sunday afternoon at a luncheon to celebrate baby-naming. She was really going to the dogs. A tiny fuchsia satin frock more suited to cocktails than a christening was hanging off her scrawny frame. Her mid-length blonde hair was newly flattened and flipped and her cheeks were oddly puffy, as if she was hiding two walnuts. Her freshly glossed lips were two shiny pink saveloys.

				Didi tugged at her hem and adjusted her bra straps and Jo suspected that sex with the hired help had also been on offer. Then Didi spotted her. If she was alarmed at being caught out, she didn’t show it. 

				‘Leaving us already?’ Didi smirked and sniffed again. 

				‘Hello, Didi. Yes, I’m afraid I have to get away. It was quite an early start and I have to—’

				‘If only you would fuck off.’ 

				‘I beg your pardon?’

				‘We all know what you’re up to with your pathetic website and the way you’re trying to use your Darling Point connections to keep your foot in the door with the right people.’ Didi extended an emaciated arm roped with purplish veins and braced herself against the intricate plasterwork of an archway. 

				‘We don’t want to hear about your brand of New Age voodoo,’ she said. ‘You’ve been trying to peddle your pathetic left-wing ideas for years and we’re finally rid of you. So please, get the message and go to hell!’

				Didi pushed past Jo and tripped down the hallway on spindly heels. As she turned the corner she threw up her arms in a greeting that was pure vaudeville.

				‘Karin! Darling! How divine to see you. Don’t you just look faaabulous!’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty

				‘Those utter, utter slags!’ Suze held her hand to the front of her faded pink kimono and poured another glass of white wine for herself.

				‘I think I’d better have tea,’ said Jo. One drink had calmed her nerves, but any more and she wouldn’t be able to drive home...to her hole. Her tacky hole. She flicked the switch on the jug and helped herself to milk and sugar. She knew her way around Suze’s small kitchen almost as well as she did her own.

				‘The right people! What a fucking joke!’ Suze exploded again. ‘It’s only about money. That’s all. If JJ didn’t have any, Carol wouldn’t have looked at him twice.’

				‘I was married to him for twenty-two years, Suze,’ Jo reminded her.

				‘Yeah, but you took him on when he was a poor student, don’t forget.’ Suze stopped to attend to Jo’s feelings and 
then was off on her favourite topic—bagging out the parents at DPLC.

				‘I saw enough of their personal finances to know that most of them are mortgaged to the hilt. It was the ones with the biggest cars and the flashiest diamonds we had to threaten with legal action to get them to cough up the fees.

				‘Anyway, half the rocks they wear are those fake cubic zirconia things. And did I tell you about the time the Kingstons announced they were going to Paris for the week and I had to track them down because Rebecca got peritonitis? There they were in bloody Brisbane! Filthy liars!’

				Suze’s loud-mouthed outrage was the perfect antidote to the morning’s events. Carol Holt had been standing on that terrace. She was the one who had made the ‘witch’ joke. Jo would have recognised that cackle anywhere. And the nasty stuff about Parklea? Jo hardly knew how she had managed to drive from Vaucluse to Suze’s place. Her legs were quaking with...rage? Embarrassment? She didn’t know which. 

				As for the accusation that she had been ‘peddling her pathetic left-wing ideas’ at Darling Point, it was the first time Jo had heard the accusation out of Didi’s mouth. Of course it had been Didi who’d hand-fed the gossip columnists in the aftermath of the Mother and Daughter Day ‘incident’. Jo had seen herself written up as ‘controversial’ (read: trouble-maker), ‘colourful’ (read: mentally unbalanced) and an ‘Eastern Suburbs outsider’ (she’d lived there thirty years, how long would it take?). It was all unfair and totally unnecessary. So now she was being painted as some lefty infiltrator. Interesting. Jo had never fit in with the wealthy Eastern Suburbs society set, but then, she hadn’t ever had to. Her position at the college came with many A-list entitlements but also excused her from the exertions of climbing the social ladder. Jo had quite happily occupied her comfortable middle rung. She knew her place.

				As JJ’s wealth grew, he had taken his position at the top table for charity balls, golf days, polo tournaments and Parliament House dinners. However, at most of these glamorous affairs, Jo found herself standing in dark corners or at marble bathroom sinks in the ladies’ loo, talking with other wives who couldn’t quite understand how they’d got there either. The women all avoided life’s bigger questions by talking endlessly about their children. Many an evening was passed with mothers fretting over which university their daughters would attend. Jo didn’t have the heart to tell them that some of their little chicks were hoping to snag a rock-star boyfriend and spend the rest of their days in the back of a tour bus with their legs in the air.

				‘New Age voodoo? What does that mean?’ The scrape of Suze’s chair on the wooden floor brought Jo back to the kitchen table. ‘You’d think they’d rather be in confession with Father Patrick! Liars and hypocrites. Every damned one of them.’

				Suze’s fury was showing no signs of abating, although Jo was wearying of the diatribe by now and keen to get home and contemplate the whole shambles of the day in peace and solitude.

				‘I’ll bet Didi was screwing that bloke in the bathroom. She goes commando. Did you know?’

				‘What?’

				‘That’s what they call it, “going commando”. Tarting around with no knickers on.’

				‘No.’

				‘She bloody does! She sits there with her stick-insect legs wide open and flashes. We had some interior decorators doing up Etheldreda who’d worked on her joint and they told me.’

				‘No!’

				‘Yep. I remember telling you over lunch.’

				Jo could only think that she didn’t remember the details because she’d attempted to shoosh Suze from broadcasting them around the staffroom.

				‘She tried it on with the sports master once at the inter-schools netball tournament. Made some off joke about inflatable balls or something and then grabbed his dick.’

				‘Suze!’

				‘Wake up, Jo! Everyone knows she’s screwing around behind Michael’s back. He must know, surely. Poor bastard. If you want him, you should go for it. No-one would blame you. They might even send flowers to your funeral—after Didi axe-murders you.’

				‘I am not “going for” Michael Brigden. I told you before.’ Jo had heard enough. Suze was on the way to being drunk and the talk would only become more salacious. Jo wasn’t in the mood.

				‘But you like him, I can tell. And you are going to have dinner with him next week.’

				Jo flushed again and cursed the genetic hand-me-down that flooded her veins with adrenalin and sent the blood rushing to her cheeks. ‘It was going to be with Gemma and her boyfriend too. Anyway, I’ve changed my mind on that. It’s all too complicated.’

				‘Probably a good idea,’ said Suze as she reached for the bottle again. ‘I wouldn’t want Didi after my arse. God knows what she’s capable of.’

				Suze was drinking more than was good for her lately, and when she drank she became sour and belligerent. Jo had no experience of handling drunks. Again, it occurred to her that their friendship was something that had flourished at Darling Point, but outside that humid hothouse might wilt and die. 

				Jo had her car keys in hand and was walking to the front door when she stopped and stared at a pair of watercolours on the lounge-room wall. Both scenes were from Watsons Bay—near Laings Point, if she wasn’t mistaken. One view was over a low stone wall with stone steps leading down to the edge of the harbour with a vista off to Middle Head in the north. The other appeared to have been painted from a spot halfway down those same stone steps, but looked to the west back towards the wharves of the city. They were both delightful works, skilfully executed and, judging by their style and the scenes they depicted, both very old. Perhaps even from the 1880s, when there was an enthusiasm for plein-air painting and artist camps flourished on the harbour shores. 

				‘Oh, these are lovely prints, Suze. Where did you get them? I’ve seen them before.’

				‘Oh, those?’ Suze affected a vague reply, although her mind was desperately scrabbling for a story that would make sense. ‘I had them copied from a couple of paintings I found at Darling Point in an attic. Aren’t they great? I think the originals are now in Patsy Kelly’s place.’

				‘That’s where I’ve seen them. At the college. Although not for years and years. Maybe not since I was a boarder. They’re excellent reproductions.’ Jo peered more closely. ‘Where’d you get them done?’

				‘Can’t remember.’ Suze plonked her bottle of white wine on her coffee table loudly, hoping this might distract Jo. She should have remembered to stash the stolen pictures in the garage before Jo arrived. ‘So, I’ll call you...’ She walked carefully to the front door, the floor heaving under her feet. 

				Jo looked and looked again, stood this way and that to catch the light. ‘Suze, these are originals. I’m sure of it.’

				‘Really?’ Suze was suddenly very sober. ‘That can’t be right.’

				‘Maybe you got them mixed up and Patsy ended up with the copies. Quick way to tell. Let me see the back.’

				‘Oh, I can’t be bothered doing it now...’

				‘No, it’s fine. I’ll get one down.’ And before Suze could stop her, Jo had stood on tiptoe, taken one painting off the wall and turned it over. ‘Aha! Like I said. It’s the original—age spots, perished backing tape and all. And there’s some writing...’ 

				‘What?’ Suze hiccupped. Had Jo caught her out? What was written on the back? Stolen by S. Reynolds? She slumped on the couch, ready to spill her guts about everything. But that was her thinking through the alcohol. She had to stay alert. Rob and the girls were due home any moment.

				‘“E. Walpole 1885.” Oh my good God!’ Jo turned the frame to the front, then the back again. ‘This is amazing! You remember I loved studying the history of DPLC—there was so much great art that was collected over the years in that place—well, I think that these paintings are by none other than Eunice Walpole, the first headmistress!’

				‘And...?’ Suze was unsure of the significance of this. 

				‘I could never find out what happened to Eunice when she suddenly left the college just three years after she started there. And as far as I knew, neither did her sister Augusta. She sailed from Cape Town to find what happened to Eunice and ended up being headmistress for the next forty years.’ 

				In the next moment, Jo had taken the second watercolour off the wall. ‘Same again,’ she said. ‘E. Walpole, but this one’s from 1887! And that means...’ Jo was joining the dots in her understanding.

				‘What?’ Suze asked.

				‘These paintings prove two things—that Eunice was alive and well after she left Darling Point, and, more than that, Augusta was still in touch with her, even five years after she’d come from South Africa! Although I can’t remember that she ever made it known. Well, well, well...This is so exciting, Suze. To think you’ve had these paintings on your wall! Which, by the way, also means Patsy Kelly is showing off a couple of fakes.’

				‘So what? All the people who look at them are fake too,’ Suze slurred, knowing full well there were a couple of blank spaces on the wall in Patsy Kelly’s old cottage where Jo imagined the reproductions might be. 

				‘You’ll have to take them back. They’re probably not worth that much to anyone, except the college,’ Jo was ecstatic with her find and eager to cart them away. ‘In fact, why don’t I take them with me and I’ll give Hannah McGinty a ring. She’s art mistress there now. She’ll swap them over and maybe let me get into the library. I’ll have another look through the records and try to piece the whole story together. I’ll bring the prints straight back.’

				‘No!’ Suze leaped from the couch with startling agility. 
‘I just...It’s that...The girls have got one of their classmates coming over this week and I’d like just something in this whole dump to look a little bit impressive.’

				Jo was stopped in her tracks. She couldn’t quite fathom Suze’s logic. ‘You’re crazy! Your place is adorable. It’s “shabby chic”. People pay thousands to have someone come in and do over their houses to look like this.’

				‘More like a landfill site, if you ask me.’ Suze flapped her hands at piles of washing sitting on every available surface, as if she could magic them away. 

				‘You don’t have to impress anyone, my darling. Especially the women of Darling Point.’

				‘But do you mind if I hang on to them, just for now?’ Suze pleaded. ‘The girls love them so much.’ She had no idea what she might do before Jo collected them. Stage a robbery and have them stolen? Get them copied, then break into Etheldreda and hang them on the wall? She should never have started on a life of crime. She just didn’t have the brains for it. She could never predict the end of mystery novels. Even The Da Vinci Code had had her stumped for weeks.

				‘Well, sure,’ said Jo. ‘If you really want them here. I’ll ring Hannah next week. Just don’t be tempted to call Antiques Roadshow in the meantime, okay? Or I’ll have to ring the fraud squad.’

				There was a clatter of boots on the front porch and Jess and Bobby fell in the door.

				‘We smashed ’em!’ Bobby cheered.

				‘Five–nil!’ Jess pumped the air with her fist.

				The girls came to Jo for a kiss and a hug, then headed for the kitchen to raid the refrigerator, the biscuit barrel and the fruit bowl. They slouched off to the bedroom with their provisions. Jo watched with approval. In their daggy soccer uniforms, free of make-up and their hair in ponytails, they looked like fifteen-year-old girls should. Jo thought back to the sophisticated mini-adults chirping on Patti Tweedle’s terrace and hoped that the Reynolds girls would be teenagers for a few more years yet. She also hoped they couldn’t see that their mother was inebriated at 3 p.m. on a Sunday.

				The next head around the front door was Rob’s. Despite promising herself that she wouldn’t be judgmental, Jo’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.

				Rob caught the look. He pulled off his baseball cap and ran his hands through his hair. ‘Hi, Jo,’ he said, and kissed her cheek. ‘How’s the marriage-celebrant lurk going?’

				‘Fine, thanks, Rob.’ She managed a thin smile.

				‘You should see the girls on the pitch. They’re bloody good! It’s the grand final for us this year.’

				‘Well done.’ 

				‘I’d better get going back to Mum’s,’ he said. ‘I think there’s a chance of a job on tomorrow. Bit of bathroom tiling on a mate’s house-build, so...’

				That was probably a lie, thought Jo. He waved to her and then loitered outside on the front porch. Suze fetched her purse and Jo watched her through the gap in the calico blinds handing over some cash and then passionately kissing Rob goodbye.

				When Suze closed the door behind him, Jo opened her mouth to protest.

				‘I know, I know. Don’t say anything.’ Suze snatched up her glass of wine and stumbled to the kitchen. ‘Just...don’t...
say...anything.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-one

				It was around 6 p.m. on Wednesday and the rain was coming down hard on the tin roof at 13 Middlemount Street, Rosebery. It would have been an unlucky number for a house if Suze still believed in such a thing as luck. But she was well past that, even if her husband wasn’t. Jo wanted her to keep believing, but it was as if the strings on a bunch of balloons she was holding were being severed one by one, and were floating up, off and away. One day bits of perished rubber would fall into the ocean and choke a turtle.

				Standing in front of her full-length mirror, Suze appraised her outfit and gave it a derisory snort. Hardly an ‘outfit’. More like a retro-fit of a years-old paisley peasant skirt and slightly too-tight blouse. She slumped on the bed to do the straps on her sandals and once more considered staying home. She’d spend tonight with Rob and the girls in front of the television. But on hearing their laughter from the front room, she knew she was too angry to be in the same room as him. She’d end up arguing and ruin everyone’s evening. There was nothing for it but to throw on some jewellery, tie her hair up and finish her make-up.

				There was a knock and Rob’s face appeared around the bedroom door. ‘Just doing some pancakes with lemon and ice-cream. You want some?’

				‘I can’t. I’m due at this art auction and I’m late.’ Suze stabbed at her mouth with a lip pencil. Rob stepped into the bedroom then retied the strings of the floral apron he was wearing over his T-shirt and jeans. Suze felt a pang of love at the sight of him. He had never once complained about living in a house full of females. When the girls were small she’d loved watching his big, broad hands fastening tiny pink buttons and gently plaiting long blonde hair.

				‘Why don’t you stay home, babe?’ he said. ‘It’s a freezing night. We can’t afford anything at their bloody art auction anyway.’ 

				‘I’m well aware we don’t have any money, Rob. I’m helping sell raffle tickets. I’m expected.’

				‘Hope you buy some. With your luck—’

				‘I’ve had my share of luck in this life,’ Suze snapped. ‘We both have. Now it’s just all damned hard work. And it’s about time you realised that.’ She snatched her handbag from the dressing table and stepped towards the door. 

				Then he was in front of her, barring the way, his face twisted in an angry sneer and bright colour flooding into his rough, tanned cheeks. ‘I’m trying! Fucking hell, can’t you see that?’ 

				Suze attempted to walk around him but he covered her move and was still right there in her face. She could smell alcohol on his breath—that would be the rest of her wine he’d swilled. ‘Don’t, Rob. I’ve heard all this before. I have to go.’

				‘You started it with all your private-school shit,’ he said. ‘Wanting stuff we never had a hope in hell of affording. You never once stopped and thought what it was like for me!’

				‘Of course I have. You’ve told me over and over.’ 

				‘Those arseholes on their stupid frigging golf days handing me their business cards.’ Rob pranced around the room flapping his wrists. ‘We’re redoing the garden at the beach house, matey. Can you bring around a rubbish skip? Of course we’ll expect a discount. Wink wink.’

				‘Stop it!’ 

				‘Because that’s what they think of people like you and me, Suze. We’re just hired help to those pricks at Darling Point. We cart away their shit so they don’t have to smell it anymore. And if you think the girls are going to have a better life because they know people with money, you’re fucking kidding yourself.’

				Suze was urgently rattling a doorknob again. Just like she’d done in Geraniums Red. As if it was a bell that would convince him to start running. ‘Rob! Get out! I’m going.’

				But Rob wasn’t going anywhere; he was determined to have his say. His voice was raised to that pitch of resentful outrage that made Suze want to punch him. ‘You tell me,’ he demanded, ‘what’s the difference between me playing the pokies and those smug arseholes playing the stock market? At least I’m not sending poor bastards down mines in Africa to bring up diamonds for their skinny-bitch wives and then fucking around behind their backs.’

				Suze found her voice. The measured, menacing tone that she knew scared the hell out of him. ‘You went behind my back. You sent me down the mines for year after year in that crappy little office and I thought we were doing it for the same reason—to give the girls a chance in life. To give them something better than we had.’

				Her aim was true. Rob hung his head, wounded. ‘I always thought what we had was pretty good. Good enough for our parents. Good enough for you to marry me and have the girls.’

				Suze opened her mouth to take back something she’d said. She took half a step towards him and then stopped as he raised his head and went in for one last, nasty bite. ‘It was always good enough until you met that uptight bitch Jo Blanchard and her lying, low-life husband. He’ll cheat her out of everything she’s owed. You’ve said it a hundred times.’

				Suze backed away until she hit the wall behind her. Rob could take her self-respect, her faith and hope, but he wouldn’t steal from her one of her most cherished possessions—her friendship with Jo. The thought that Jo might turn her sympathetic eyes from her was more than Suze could bear. She lunged at him again. Bit back harder. ‘You don’t know anything about Jo. The difference is, you’ve already stolen from your own family. From your daughters. From your wife. You shared a bed with me, got up and looked all of us in the eye over breakfast and still went on with it! At least Jo’s husband had the decency to steal from people he’s never met to make his money. Now get the hell out of my room!’ 

				The insult crushed the life out of him, as Suze knew it would. She’d rehearsed this line in her head and had wondered if she would ever find the courage to utter it. Rob couldn’t find an answer. He slunk out the door and hurried down the hallway. 

				As Suze stood on the footpath and put the key in the lock to the door of her van she felt as if she was, at last, uncoupling herself from Rob’s fate. As she’d so often thought of doing. Strange that it was on an ordinary Wednesday night, and on the same old street, that she felt she had finally reclaimed the key that Rob Reynolds had held in his broad palm for almost two decades. 

				The college art gallery was jammed with guests and the noise was at full, ear-splitting volume. Ears were bent to mouths and lips to lobes to catch animated conversation. Suze eased her way through the fragrant crush, thankful no-one seemed particularly eager to engage her. At every turn she saw faces she recognised. Although many of them looked even younger than the last time she’d seen them—brows frozen, expressionless eyebrows hoiked to the heavens, lips plumped to bursting. 

				She was still rattled by her argument with Rob and grateful to have a book of raffle tickets to hide behind, although she was used to being invisible as a former member of staff. Suze edged her way to a darkened alcove and surveyed the scene from behind a pillar. She could see that the presence of the menfolk was thrilling for the women of Darling Point. They had risen to the occasion, their powdered cleavages on display like baskets of fresh, soft damper rolls in a humid bakehouse. Their husbands denied themselves little, judging by their paunchy waistlines. They reached for another one of those ridiculously tiny hamburgers and chuckled to see their wives waving them away in horror, instead satisfying their gnawing hunger with weeny sips of champagne. 

				Suze snaffled one of the mini steak sandwiches that were going begging on a polished sideboard and took another glass. Unlike the ladies present, she wouldn’t wait in the hope that the next tray might offer asparagus on parmesan wafers or white-fish ceviche in an endive leaf and then indulge in an elegant no-carb, guilt-free treat.

				The men were clumped in front of the art for auction, primed by their wives to do the bidding on the big-ticket items. Not one, but two Brett Whiteleys, a large Margaret Olley oil and a selection of works by Charles Blackman had them doing their sums. Although not as urgently as they might have done at one of those innumerable A-list charity nights they complained they were press-ganged to attend where a Russian aluminium magnate might be lurking in the back of the room with pockets as deep as the Black Sea. 

				Tonight they were much more relaxed and comfortable. Suze knew they would spend big, keen to show off in front of fellow parents, even as they rationalised they were here for a common purpose. Their daughters all shared the same classrooms and they all shared the same aspirations for them. Having kids, they agreed, was a great leveller. At least the money raised tonight would go straight back to the college, where they were sure it would be spent well—on themselves. They paused to appreciate the merlot they were drinking, forty dollars a bottle. Suze had ordered it often enough and knew it was a particularly celebrated vintage, chosen by a famous vigneron from the Hunter Valley whose daughter was a day girl in Year Ten. 

				The younger women were a-twitter over a motley collection of props from the movie Moulin Rouge! Hand-painted panels depicting cancan dancers, advertising hoardings for a tattoo parlour and a trompe l’oeil of a Moroccan courtyard—complete with an almost-naked black dancer—were up for sale. This stuff was even more coveted. After all, it had been in an actual movie starring Nicole Kidman, who was regarded as an equal. An Eastern Suburbs habitué. She’d attended North Sydney Girls High School, but, it was understood, that was back in the days before public education had gone completely downhill.

				Suze downed her glass of champagne, took another and plunged into the middle of a circle of women nearby. ‘Raffle tickets, ladies?’ Suze was having more trouble unloading her book of tickets than she’d anticipated. The problem seemed to be with the prize. 

				‘Pearls? Oh God no! The fakes are so good now, there’s no point in having real ones.’ A tall woman with a perfect, even tan the colour of a roasted cashew nut attempted to wave her away. 

				However, Suze had now come up with a sales patter that she figured would work. ‘Carol Holt donated the pearls. She’s over there, wearing them.’ She pointed.

				‘Well, if Carol donated them...’

				‘It’s a double strand of freshwater pearls the late senator brought back from India for her. They once belonged to the Maharani of Jaipur. Vogue said the Maharani was one of the ten most beautiful women in the world. You’ve probably seen that famous picture of her with Jackie Kennedy?’ Suze had simply made up most of this. In fact she had no idea where the bloody necklace had come from. She really was becoming an expert liar. 

				‘Twenty dollars a ticket did you say? If I give you a fifty, can I have three?’

				All the funds raised from the night were to go to the building of a new recording studio for the college. At DPLC there was no such thing as an untalented child. With the best teachers and the best facilities, all of them could shine. Perhaps they might enjoy a career as dazzling as that of Darling Old Girl and internationally renowned soprano Narissa Carlton-Hughes? Earlier in the evening she’d warbled some tune from an opera Suze hadn’t recognised, although the crowd had nursed their champagne glasses and rocked with eyes closed, nodding their approval. Of course they were opera lovers, one and all. That was from Madama Butterfly, wasn’t it? No...Carmen. Whatever, it was divine! The applause had been resounding. 

				Opera, art, champagne and the beau monde of Sydney society all twinkling under the glorious vaulting ceiling of the first-floor reception room at the top of the grand staircase—was there anywhere else they’d rather be?

				Suze had the urge to run. To slap, slap her way down the stairs in her flat sandals, skid across the black and white marble tiles and then flee down the white crushed-quartz driveway and into space. Rob was right. They had no place being here! How had she ever imagined they could get away with it? The only thing to do about her rising panic was to drown it. She took another glass of champagne—her fourth—and headed for the display of student art at the back of the room. 

				The multimedia installation entitled Rosebery Dreaming was made up of multiple ceramic sculptures, ink drawings on fine parchment and printed, hand-dyed linen panels. The accompanying catalogue credited it as the work of Roberta Reynolds. Suze was overcome with pride to see her daughter’s name in print. 

				Through eyes swimming with tears she read a paragraph from former student Marigold Wong, who was now exhibiting in Tribeca, New York:

				The art department at Darling Point was where my passion was nurtured. Almost all my classmates from senior class are now practising in the arts as architects, designers, curators or artists. And the best thing? No matter what media we wanted to investigate—ceramics, pottery, video, painting, fabric making, or even chipping away at enormous slabs of Italian marble—we had the chance to dream and explore. Thank you, thank you, my darling, darlingest, Darling Point.

				No mention of Josephine Blanchard, Suze noted. Jo had been Marigold’s mentor for years.

				Suze recalled the early days, when Bobby had come home from the local primary school with a Mother’s Day offering—cut-out bits of coloured paper stuck with Clag on a polystyrene potato-wedge container. The tatty thing was supposed to be used as a jewellery box. If Bobby had gone to the local high school, Suze imagined she would still be presented with sticky collages made of clippings from fashion magazines. No kiln for firing ceramics there. No slabs of Italian marble. Maybe Bobby wouldn’t have had the chance to discover her rare talent. If she did indeed become a professional artist, she would be the first in both Suze’s and Rob’s family. They were all blue-collar workers. That was the best they’d ever managed. 

				And Jess was doing so well with her clarinet that her teacher said she might make it into the conservatorium, even the Sydney Symphony. That dream alone had to be worth the price of admission. She had to believe what Jo had said. That one day it would all be worth it. Even if she never had the money to buy jewels to put in that box, it had to be worth it.

				Suze noticed a trio of women admiring Bobby’s installation. ‘That’s my daughter’s work,’ she said proudly. 

				‘Pardon?’ The tallest, blondest and thinnest of the women peered down at Suze over the rim of her champagne flute. She was a Year Seven mother, Suze guessed. New to the college. There was certainly no flicker of recognition from her. 

				‘My daughter made this,’ Suze repeated and indicated the installation. The woman paused to take in the apparition in front of her—from the flaking red toenail polish to the buttons of the lacy blouse that had popped open to reveal a grey and fraying bra.

				‘You have a daughter here?’ the woman inquired again, incredulous. Suze nodded.

				‘Well, good for you, sweetie!’ A thin arm reached out and a sinewy hand clutched at Suze’s upper arm. ‘It’s good to know that people like you understand how important all this is. I can only imagine it’s been such a sacrifice for you. Truly, well done, you!’ And then she turned away. Suze now knew what it felt like to be a bed-ridden patient visited by a lesser member of the Royal Family.

				Gulping at her champagne, Suze turned, lurched and barged into the buttons of a Savile Row suit. Hunter Valley merlot slopped on the front of her blouse. It was James Johnathon Blanchard, who produced a large handkerchief from his trouser pocket, reached towards Suze’s unfortunately dripping cleavage and then, recognising her, thought better of it. ‘Suzanne! Shit. What are you doing here?’ he growled.

				Looking up into his florid face—upper lip beaded with sweat and pale-blue eyes narrowed with contempt—Suze could see it all. It was JJ’s driving ambition that had brought two entire families down around his fat, arrogant head. He was solely responsible. For everything. All he touched was corrupted and defiled.

				‘Hello, JJ.’ She could hear her own slurred words and that she’d just addressed him as ‘Zsa Zsa’. She mustered what particles of composure she could. ‘My girls are in Year Eleven, so it’s probably me who should be asking you that question. How’s the weather in old Shanghai, matey?’

				‘What? You’re pissed.’ He was stepping away from her when Suze grabbed a fistful of finest wool-and-cashmere-blend sleeve. 

				‘I thought that’s where you spent most of your time these days, with the new missus. You really are a total arsehole. Why don’t you just pay Jo what you owe her?’ 

				JJ paused, then leaned forward to whisper in Suze’s ear: ‘And why don’t you mind your own business, you fat, ugly bitch.’ 

				Suze cackled. She screeched with laughter. She would have fallen over with hilarity if she didn’t have the urgent need to stand on tiptoes and whisper in JJ’s hairy earhole: ‘I’d tell you to go fuck yourself, but I don’t have to, now you’ve got old lady Holt to pull your tiny dick.’ He drew back from her. They stared at each other in a bloated thought-bubble of mutual loathing until it was punctured by razor-sharp consonants. 

				‘Tsk, tsk! We can’t have secrets here this evening! What, exactly, are you two characters up to?’ 

				Suze and JJ exhaled and deflated. They arranged civilised smiles and stood back to accommodate a tiny woman encrusted in black sequins and topped with a helmet of shiny, silver hair. She was, Suze knew immediately, Mrs Jennifer-Alison Strong, BA Hons MA MBA AM, chair of the DPLC Council of Governors and board member of Western Mining, Telstra, Nestlé and Coles Group Limited. Suze could recite this biography in the same way kindergarten children could parrot ‘Baa, Baa, Black Sheep’.

				‘Mr Blanchard! So good of you to come.’ Mrs Strong fixed JJ with beady eyes and a toothy smile that Suze estimated could only warm the heart of a white pointer shark. ‘We’re all looking to you to lead the bidding. Perhaps an exquisite Charles Blackman painting or etching would be the perfect thing for your new office at Parliament House?’

				JJ nodded deferentially. ‘Good evening, Mrs Strong. Wonderful to see you. Many thanks for your vote of confidence, but I’m not sure that any politician these days should be tempted to use the line: “Would you like to come up and see my etchings?”’ He offered an equally toothsome grin.

				‘Oooh! Hadn’t thought of it that way.’ Jennifer-Alison hooted appreciatively. ‘But, yes. Of course. Quite right!’ She then dispensed JJ with brusque efficiency. ‘Now do excuse us, Mr Blanchard. I must have a private word with Mrs Reynolds.’ 

				Mrs Strong took Suze’s elbow in a vice-like grip and they set off. The crowd instantly parted before them, intrigued to see this unusual pairing. They gawped as if they were watching a tugboat towing the Queen Mary through Sydney Heads. Even though the champagne haze was turning everything in front of her into a sickening swill, Suze understood that for some privileged people, this must be the way they always saw the world—as a stately progress from the prow of a mighty ship.

				When they had apparently reached their destination—and Suze was confused to see it was a deserted spot near an exit sign and not the captain’s table—Jennifer-Alison said sternly: ‘Now, Mrs Reynolds, the downstairs ladies’ conveniences need toilet paper. Please see to it immediately.’ 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-two

				‘You can never underestimate what people will do for money,’ said Father Patrick as he handed a platter of ham sandwiches to Jo. She unwrapped sheets of plastic cling film and set the platter on the faded and cracked bench. ‘I’ve seen otherwise good people turn into irrational morons when they get the sniff of a few bucks. They come to church on Sunday and then spend the rest of the week lying and cheating and swindling their nearest and dearest. I should be way past being amazed, but I’m not.’

				‘That’s a good thing,’ said Jo. ‘It means you’re not getting cynical.’

				‘Oh, don’t mistake what I’m saying. I’m bloody cynical alright. It’s just that Jesus isn’t. That’s one more challenge he’s given me.’ Patrick acknowledged his Lord, who was nailed to a wooden crucifix on the wall above a hand-crafted spice rack. The small icon had been given the responsibility of ministering in the heavenly outpost of the kitchen in the hall at the rear of St Bernadette’s, Woollahra. ‘There’s a quote I like: “Irony differentiates. Cynicism never does.”’

				‘Meaning?’ asked Jo as she hunted through a drawer for teaspoons.

				‘That it’s ironic that the poor bastards here today are probably the least cynical people I know. Oddly enough, most of ’em are hopeless romantics. They believe that tomorrow can be better. Meanwhile, all the cynics living in the swanky houses up and down the street outside think that things can only get worse. They act out of fear. As if they’re facing some terrible catastrophe. The blokes who are here for lunch are in the middle of a catastrophe. They’re on a first-name basis with it.’ He winked at Jo, stepped around her in the tiny kitchen and flicked the switch of an ancient urn. ‘Let’s just say, I find it an interesting perspective.’ 

				‘So how many are we expecting?’ Jo surveyed the offerings of sandwiches, pastries and fruit piled on plastic platters.

				‘About thirty in today, Father,’ a plump sixty-something woman in a smart plum-coloured suit announced from the doorway. She bustled into the cramped space, tying a floral apron over a bosom that expanded as if to suck in all the available oxygen. ‘Excuse me, dear,’ she said briskly.

				Patrick placed his hand in the small of Jo’s back and steered her towards the door. ‘The committee’s on deck,’ he whispered in her ear. ‘Time for us to nick off.’

				‘I’m opening up now! Elaine! Mugs! Sugar! Milk!’ the woman bellowed as she slid back the plywood panels in front of the bench. 

				The first customer was revealed: a hunched figure who seemed to be entirely constructed from matted grey hair and bits of cardboard, like a pre-schooler’s project.

				Jo followed Patrick through the hall past a straggling queue of equally nondescript humans. She saw them out of the corner of her eye as a shabby, shuffling centipede, pungent with the odour of cigarettes, alcohol and stale sweat. 

				‘Look at this lot,’ he muttered. ‘ You don’t need to go to Karl Marx for an explanation. Jesus knew all about it before capitalism was even invented: “For whoever has, to him more shall be given; and whoever does not have, even what he has shall be taken away from him.” That’s how it works these days.’

				‘You and Jesus—bloody communists, the pair of you,’ Jo shot back. 

				‘Yeah. Who’d have thought a carpenter in ancient Nazareth could have predicted the American bank bail-out?’ Patrick took a yellowing plastic chair from a stack and dragged it across the wooden floor. Jo followed his cue and sat next to him.

				‘I’d tell them off for smoking, but I’m dying for a durrie myself,’ said Patrick cheerfully. When he had taken the first drag of his cigarette and exhaled with satisfaction, he pointed to the matron in plum at the kitchen hatch who was now expertly taking orders and piling plates with food.

				‘See her?’ he said. ‘Husband’s in the Bathurst lock-up. Doing five years for corporate fraud. Her offsider? Son’s in Berrima for drug manufacture and trafficking. Fifteen years. They amaze me, these women. Lesser types would be curled up in the foetal position. But here they are helping out. God bless ’em.’

				‘She looks familiar.’ Jo indicated the shorter, slim woman and caught the glint of large diamonds on her fingers as she handed over steaming mugs of milky tea.

				‘Wouldn’t be surprised. The son went to Shore School. Father used to be a big wheel in the Old Boys’ Union. Mining exec. He would have been one of JJ’s mates. With the kid in the clink he’s a ruin now. Took retirement at sixty and went fishing. Poor, sad bastard.’

				Like Patrick, Jo should have been way past being amazed at the daily scandals of the wealthy, but she wasn’t. What parent, no matter how much money they had, could ever predict what their offspring might be capable of? A brief image of James taking mint tea in the caves of Tora Bora with Osama bin Laden flashed through her mind.

				‘Is there anything you don’t know about the people around here?’ she asked him.

				‘Plenty. But like you, what I haven’t seen, or haven’t been told, I can guess.’

				Jo picked at bits of fluff on the thighs of her black trousers. ‘That’s the one thing I can’t forgive myself for,’ said Jo. ‘I should have seen what was happening with Rob and Suze and I had no idea. If I’d just asked a few questions I would have found out about the poker machines and everything. I’ve been bloody stupid, really. Obsessed with my own pathetic worries.’

				‘Don’t blame yourself. You know I see all this on a daily basis—the complete and utter foolishness of humanity at large. But the person who appals me the most is my sister Sheila. She’s angling to get Mum into a home so she can get her claws on the house. I only found out last week.’

				‘No!’ exclaimed Jo.

				‘Yep. Somehow we can deal with the mortal sins of the whole human race—rape, murder and genocide—better than we can with the venial sins of our own flesh and blood or our best friends. It’s the old viper-in-the-nest routine. Isaiah 11:8: “The nursing child will play near a cobra’s hole, and the weaned child will put his hand on the viper’s den.”’

				‘You are a font of wisdom this afternoon, Father Gilmartin. So what am I to take from this one?’

				‘Well, I take it to mean that being good or innocent is no protection. Chances are you’ll still get bitten. And as much as you and I like to think we’ve been around the block, we’re still naive.’

				‘Suze says that trusting people can bring out the worst in them, but I hope I never become that cynical.’ 

				‘Couldn’t agree more. Just make sure you carry a big stick and know how to apply a tourniquet.’

				They sat for a while in silence and watched as the queue rapidly diminished. The women in the kitchen worked together with practised efficiency. At that moment Jo missed the mothers of Darling Point, especially the older ladies who worked on the committees. They were often great-aunts or grandmothers of the no-nonsense variety who never hesitated to pitch in. She’d often thought that if they were given the job of running the nation, the country would be as neat as a pin and free of graffiti, the road toll would be zero and all the trains would run on time...or be expelled. She could just see the Darling Old Girls giving the federal Cabinet the rounds of the kitchen and sorting out various political crises in short order, with plenty of time left for afternoon tea.

				The women of Darling Point were very sure in their purpose and place in the world. As one of them had explained after cornering Jo at a speech night: ‘When we all get together, there’s this sense of continuity and history. We are standard bearers for values and ideals which matter and are important. There’s a tradition of decency we have established here and we will not see it undermined.’ Jo had understood, although just who had handed them this flag for everyone else to march behind was unclear. It seemed that money purchased moral certainty, along with everything else.

				Jo had come to see that, in the end, what everyone was most concerned with was the survival of the old school itself. It was a boat at anchor in a sea of uncertainty. The institution of DPLC had lived on for a century while the names of the teachers and students there had long since faded. She may have wanted to change the world from that corner of privilege on the first floor at Darling Point, but she would have stood there at the window, mistress of all she surveyed—from the rose garden to the chapel and beyond to the harbour landing—and inevitably have come to the same conclusion. The cedar-panelled walls, the cathedral ceilings, the vast English walnut desk and leather chair would have seduced her. Jo had seen it so many times in so many private schools. The office of headmistress or headmaster inevitably became the captain’s quarters of a mighty ship with only one mission: Sail On! Repel All Boarders!

				‘I met Michael Brigden the other night,’ she said casually, as if she’d run into him at a 7-Eleven.

				‘Did you now? Very decent and generous bloke. I’ve got a lot of time for him,’ said Patrick. ‘And...?’ Of course he knew that if she’d brought up the encounter there was more to say.

				‘His daughter Gemma wants me to perform her wedding, but she hasn’t told her mother.’

				‘Uh-huh.’

				‘I don’t know whether I should or not. I imagine Didi wouldn’t approve.’

				‘And what does he think?’

				‘He’s not against it. He respects his daughter’s wishes, but he wants more information.’

				‘Hmmm.’

				‘So should I meet him again? I’m worried about doing it behind Didi’s back.’ Jo was hoping that Patrick would say she should. She longed for any excuse to see Michael again.

				Patrick turned to her then, placed a hand on her thigh and sought her eyes. ‘Let me tell you something, Jo. Despite what people imagine these days, weddings are not actually all about them. They’re about joining two families as much as anything else. They’re about partnerships and how people operate in a community, and the church only muscled in on the act fairly late in the piece. 

				‘Ask yourself how successful this partnership can be if it’s set up in the face of opposition from the mother. She’s one of the principal stakeholders in the whole enterprise. I know what you think of Didi. I’m well aware she’s your enemy and, considering what went down, that’s entirely understandable. But you have to search your heart. If you have any ulterior motives...Even a shred of—’

				‘I don’t!’ Jo declared as the words ‘liar, liar, liar’ clanged in her ears.

				‘Good.’ Patrick removed his hand and settled back in his seat. ‘I know you’ll do the right thing. It’s in your DNA, you can’t help yourself.’

				Jo dismissed that pronouncement. She was just about to take another self-punishing tour of her failings when she was jolted by the appearance of a familiar shaggy-blond head through the door. She sat up and stared. It was Rob. Was it? Yes. It was Rob Reynolds. Here in a soup kitchen? 

				She tugged at Patrick’s sleeve and whispered: ‘That’s Rob Reynolds. Suze’s husband. What’s he doing here?’

				‘Doesn’t seem to be lining up for lunch, by the looks of things,’ Patrick said from the corner of his mouth.

				Jo began wringing her hands. ‘Oh, this is terrible. I have to go and say something. Give him some money or...’ Jo started to stand and Patrick tugged at the back of her jacket.

				‘Whoa! Steady on. Don’t. I’ll have a talk to him and find out the lie of the land. You just make yourself scarce. He’d be ashamed to see you, so go out the side door.’

				Jo ducked behind a plywood puppet stage and stepped over a straw-filled manger cradling a plastic baby Jesus. She found the rear exit and headed for the car park.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-three

				It was almost midnight when Jo looked in her bathroom mirror and promised herself she would not sleep with Michael Brigden. No matter how much she wanted to—and the low, steady beat of desire drumming through her veins was an indication that she really, really wanted to—she would not let it happen. 

				Michael was in her living room right now, nursing a glass of dessert wine he’d unearthed at a bottle shop in Woollahra, not far from the restaurant where they’d had dinner with Gemma and Yoshi. 

				The night had been an eye-opener for Jo. They had all met at 7 p.m. in the front bar of the Bellevue Hotel, Paddington, for a pre-dinner drink and then settled in at a corner table in the famous dining room out the back. Jo couldn’t remember enjoying a meal more. Fried soft-shell crab with chilli aioli; baked trout stuffed with asparagus and almonds; strawberry frangipane tart accompanied by a divine Billecart-Salmon brut rosé champagne and a Margaret River sauvignon blanc. Bliss!

				It had been a luxury to dress up and put herself out on show after a year of choosing to eat at dingy cafés and curry houses where no-one would recognise her, but it was sitting next to Michael Brigden that had given Jo the most pleasure. How easily she’d gone back on her resolve not to see him again. His secretary had simply rung her with the time and place and from that moment she’d thought about nothing for the whole day but what she’d wear.

				Despite reminding herself over and over in the taxi on the way to the hotel that she was being invited along as a hired professional—a civil celebrant, nothing more nor less—as soon as she was standing next to Michael, Jo had let her mind wander to the intensely personal. She’d watched his every move and couldn’t help but compare him to her (almost) ex-husband. 

				There was the way Michael had entered the dining room and spoken to the staff. He was patient and considerate, waiting until he was directed to the table. JJ’s usual modus operandi would see him barge past the maître d’ to the setting he liked best and, in between sitting down and receiving the menu, barking orders on the lighting, music and air-conditioning to suit his taste. At any dining establishment they went to, he would spy at least three people whom he calculated needed to upgrade their luxury vehicles and would abandon her in order to close the deals. Over the years, Jo had spent many tedious hours rereading menus and inspecting artworks and decorating fixtures in some of Sydney’s finest restaurants. Every now and then she would be summoned by JJ to an adjoining table to give an on-the-spot report card to startled parents. If the reports weren’t varnished until they reflected parental ambitions, if the child was not pronounced a future Nobel Prize winner, head of state or Olympic medallist, Jo knew she would have to answer to JJ. No wonder she’d begun to dread dinners out with him. They were more like after-hours business meetings with up-market catering and mood lighting.

				By way of contrast, this evening it had been made plainly and politely clear to the few people who had stopped by the table to speak with Mr M.E. Brigden, managing director of Brigden Auctioneers, that this was a private occasion and any discussion of business or lingering social chit-chat would be extremely bad form. 

				Most people in the room got the message—although many of them were itching to ask the auctioneer for a tableside appraisal of a ring they were wearing or advice on a houseful of furniture they were about to inherit from an ageing parent. Trust Mrs Lucy Challis (former DPLC parent) to breach protocol. She was one of those Darling Point dames who barged their way through velvet ropes, blithely ignorant of the social niceties when it suited them. Especially when there was a juicy morsel of gossip to be pecked at and flown back to the nest. Jo knew Mrs Challis had been keeping a crow’s watch on her for at least an hour before she and her husband finished their meal and stopped by the table on their way out. 

				‘Michael! What a lovely surprise,’ she squawked. Michael stood and she leaned to air-kiss his cheeks. Peck. Peck. 
Michael returned the gesture with nods towards earlobes sagging under the weight of hefty diamond-and-ruby clips.

				‘Lucy,’ he said smoothly. ‘Don’t you look terrific! And Charles, good to see you.’ A hearty handshake followed that seemed to knock Charles—in his seventies and brimming with vintage bordeaux—almost off his roost.

				‘And where’s our darling Didi this evening?’ Lucy inquired. She deliberately stood between Jo and Michael, which was utterly rude, although Jo was rewarded with the amusing view of a price tag hanging from the collar of her XXL black moiré Max Mara jacket.

				‘Didi’s not with us tonight,’ said Michael, offering no further explanation for her absence. ‘This is my daughter Gemma, and a business associate of mine, Mr Yoshinari Saito from Kyoto, and behind you is Mrs Jo Blanchard, whom I’m sure you know.’

				Finally there was a crisp nod in Jo’s direction from over Mrs Challis’s shoulder.

				‘Mrs Blanchard.’ Charles was swaying, eyes almost closed. Jo guessed he was desperate to find the conveniences to relieve his ageing prostate. 

				Jo nodded back and immediately thought of the Challis daughters. Two softly spoken and kind-hearted girls who had wanted to go into nursing. Their mother had sat in front of Jo’s desk and made teary pleas for some sort of revision of the girl’s exam results to give them the kind of marks that could see them at university studying brain surgery. But there was nothing to be done. Jo also recalled Charles donning his glasses and inspecting the photographs on her wall of the gymnastics teams for longer than seemed decent.

				‘Mrs Blanchard is helping Yoshi with his English studies while he’s here visiting. I’ll be certain to pass on your regards to Didi. Again, nice to see you both. Good evening.’ 

				Jo saw Lucy stop to have a word at another table and Jo noted that this time two pairs of bird-black eyes flicked in her direction. So, that was that. The news of Jo’s dinner with Michael would be relayed to Didi by the time her ladyship was halfway through tomorrow morning’s Pilates class.

				But what did it matter, Jo shrugged. There was no sexual impropriety here. And as for the matter of the secret wedding—who knew about it? Jo’s stomach turned over as she thought of the two people she had told—Suze, who dearly loved a chat (especially after a bottle of chardy), and Tory, who was probably sitting at the dining table in Parklea at this very moment, telling Carol Bloody Holt every clandestine detail. Jo checked her mobile phone to see whether Tory had returned one of her many unanswered calls. Nothing.

				‘Don’t worry.’ Michael had squeezed Jo’s hand under the table. The touch of his warm skin on hers sent a shocking shiver up her bare arm. ‘It’ll be as I said. Gemma is here as my partner at a business meeting with Yoshi. You’re here to help translate.’ Michael beamed at her. ‘You do speak Japanese, don’t you?’

				‘Kanpai!’ exclaimed Jo, raising her glass of wine. There was laughter and a round of musical clinking. She had toasted Michael three times since she’d met him. What could that mean? The first was a celebration of a meeting of like minds. The second the making of a pact. And the third? Perhaps it was the sealing of a conspiracy. Jo set down her glass and tried not to think about it.

				Gemma had exchanged many grateful looks with Jo over the table as Michael and Yoshi chatted, discussed, agreed and seemed to get on well. Michael discreetly nodded his approval of the young man to Jo. She nodded back, but it was a decidedly odd situation to be in as an outsider. Jo reasoned that she was just doing her job. This was what civil celebrants did, didn’t they? Became trusted confidantes of the family? And lifelong enemies of the mother of the bride?

				The longer Jo sat at the table, the more she fidgeted and looked over her shoulder. It was as if Michael had read her mind when he waved away coffee and suggested they have an early night.

				He insisted on driving Jo home in his brand-new silver Jaguar XK coupé 5.0-litre V8. A good two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of vehicle, if Jo wasn’t mistaken. A JJ Blanchard sticker adorned the back window. When Michael parked in Woollahra and insisted on a visit to the wine merchant, what was Jo to do? Excuse herself from the pristine blond leather seat where she had been ordered to stay and listen to the remastered Beatles album he had left blasting on the sound system for her private enjoyment? 

				It was ironic that ‘Norwegian Wood’ was playing when he returned, pleased with his rare find and keen to drink it with her. Jo had been complicit, at once terrified and thrilled by the excuse to take him home. But surely he wouldn’t crawl off and sleep in the bath.

				She couldn’t find anything to say as she turned the key in the front door, crossed through the dark room and flicked on the table lamps. It was still silent between them as they observed the ritual of finding glasses and pouring the wine.

				Jo had given thanks on finding blue cheese, a scrap of quince paste and a few dried muscatel grapes in her fridge. When she turned with the plate, she almost dropped it with surprise to see Michael stretched out on her sofa. He must have seen Jo’s eyes widen. He quickly sat up.

				‘Oh, sorry! Sorry. I’m making myself at home again, aren’t I? It’s a bad habit of mine. I’ve been told, believe me. My wife...’ The topic had to be raised and he’d given her the cue.

				‘Yes, your wife,’ Jo had said as she set the plate down and then found an armchair opposite.

				‘It’s a good question,’ he’d said. ‘Well, it will sound very convenient I suppose, but we’ve been discussing a divorce. It’s more than the usual “married young, kids grown”. We used to make a good team. She’s very smart, has amazing energy and she’s a good mother. A terrific mother. But after the kids left home she started her own PR business. She’s been brilliantly successful. I knew she would be. But you know that show-business and society crowd she runs with now? I just don’t like them. I’ve never felt comfortable with all that. 

				‘I’d rather be poking around a museum or a gallery or out in the middle of the harbour on the yacht. I know there are a couple of auctioneers around town who are fixtures on the party circuit and I’m told that’s good for business. Didi says it is. But it’s not what makes me happy, and now that I’m in my fifties, I want to do what makes me happy. Like drink this bottle of wine...with you.’ 

				Jo had nodded. Willing herself to keep calm. 

				‘You will love this,’ he’d enthused as he handed a glass to Jo. ‘It’s Australian. De Bortoli Noble One, 2003. Although some say it’s not quite up to the 2001 vintage. You couldn’t tell it from a French sauternes. Look at the colour.’ Michael held his glass up to the light of a Tiffany table lamp. He squinted, trying to find an angle that wasn’t back-lit by the azure wing of a dragonfly.

				‘Take a sip and tell me what you taste. Let your senses take you away. Being an art teacher, I’m sure you know how to do that.’

				Jo had sipped. Closed her eyes. She sank back into the armchair as an almost indescribable sweetness infused long-lost corners of her mind. ‘Peaches,’ she hummed lazily, as if she was a bee with its head in a blossom, ‘and honey.’

				‘What else?’

				‘A burnt, sugary yellow. Orange marmalade, butterscotch, crêpe suzette with apricot jam.’

				‘Very good. More?’

				If anyone could seduce her into saying more it was Michael Brigden. Jo had wanted to tell him everything. 

				‘If this wine were a painting...’ She took another sip and rolled the fat, luscious syrup around her tongue. ‘It would be Margaret Preston’s Implement Blue. I don’t know if you know it? It’s a still life of teacups, a milk jug and sugar bowl. All blue, white, grey and stark. Geometric. Then there’s this glass, on the left, with a lemon in it.’ Jo was sitting forward in her chair by then with her glass held up before her. She too was watching the mellow lamplight refracted through the liquid. ‘The lemon is the only thing in the composition which isn’t man-made, and your eye is drawn to it. It reminds us that beyond everything we can manufacture, nature will always triumph with something as humble as a lemon. Hard to explain exactly.’

				‘You’re doing beautifully.’

				By now everything in the room had fallen away and Jo was in love. With herself. With her life. With her glass of wine. With just being alive. She wanted to go on with it. 

				‘But the fruit isn’t all bright, new, lemony lemon. It’s rendered in infinite shades. I always think of it as a late-summer sunset captured in the most unlikely place—on a tea tray, or as it is in our glasses, right now.’

				Michael was silent. Jo took this to mean she had overplayed her hand and revealed herself to be some kind of weirdo, arty bag lady. The kind of lonely woman she sometimes spotted in galleries staring at a painting for hours on end. The kind of woman she imagined she would be one day. 

				She was raving. She must be drunk. She excused herself from the room.

				That’s how Jo found herself staring at her reflection in her bathroom mirror. She splashed cool water on her neck where the skin was now blooming rosy red. It was impossible to douse that unfortunate rash that crept up her neck whenever her passions were aroused. 

				Tonight she couldn’t take cover behind collars or buttons. 
She was wearing a low-cut velvet little black dress Suze had talked her into buying, and there was nowhere to hide. She attempted to reposition the mounds of her breasts, which seemed to have crept higher up her rib cage and were threatening to spill over the black velvet rim. Her fingers were trembling.

				Jo leaned over the basin, cooled her forehead on the mirror and breathed deeply. She had to get back. Michael would be inspecting the art on her walls, assaying her side tables and reading the spines of her books, trying to complete his portrait of her. Jo was anxious he might detect some flaw in her character that might see him gone by the time she returned to the room. The daffodil needlepoint cushions and Tiffany lamps decorated with dragonflies would tell him she was a single woman who didn’t have to accommodate the tastes of a man. But then, he knew that already. Did he also know that she hadn’t had sex with anyone but her husband for the past twenty-two years? Did he understand that the thought of sharing a bed with him was filling her with utter dread—and feverish excitement?

				Jo ran her hands over her body, tugged at her plain black bra again and smoothed her skirt over her sensible matching knickers. She considered for a moment hunting through one of the cardboard boxes at the bottom of her wardrobe to find a set of lacy undies from years ago.

				‘Stop it,’ she reprimanded her reflection. ‘Go back into that room and send him home. He’s not yours to think about.’ And then a small rebellious voice added: ‘Not yet.’

				Jo only had to think of the hurt JJ’s affair with Carol Holt had caused for her to put the brakes on the fantasy. And no matter how little she cared for Didi, there would never be any justification for her doing the same. To anyone. What a fine, moral woman she was! If only more women could conduct themselves the way she did.

				She walked back to the main room with a renewed sense of purpose. Michael would finish his drink and she would show him the door.

				She found him, as she’d expected, leafing through one of her heavy coffee-table art books. His jacket, tie and shoes were lying in a heap on the floor and Jo imagined his shirt and trousers added to the pile.

				‘So which is your favourite gallery?’ 

				Art was a topic Jo never tired of. Michael had found a gap in her defences.

				‘The Museo del Prado in Madrid.’ Jo took up her wine glass and carefully sat two chairs away from him this time.

				‘Mine too.’

				He arranged himself on the sofa once more. Calpurnia appeared around the corner and, sly opportunist that she was, leaped on his feet. Jo rose at once to wave her away.

				‘Calpurnia! Shoo! Go on.’

				‘No, no, she’s fine. Leave her. She’s comfortable. So am I. Calpurnia. After the cook in To Kill a Mockingbird?’

				‘That’s right.’ Jo wasn’t surprised he recognised the reference. 

				‘It’s one of my favourite novels,’ he said.

				They made a matching pair lying on the couch—Michael and Calpurnia. Both of them had a lazy, feline ease in their surroundings. A sense of entitlement and independence. An innate belief that the world had been fashioned purely for their enjoyment. They just had to wait and all would be delivered on a platter. It was an attitude to life that Jo had a sneaking admiration for.

				Michael sipped his wine. ‘The Velázquez portraits are my favourites in the Prado. His paintings of Philip’s royal court are magnificent, but it’s those little portraits of the jesters and the dwarves I love the best. They have this quiet dignity about them, don’t you think?’

				Jo was, again, astonished to hear her own opinions come from someone else’s mouth. She couldn’t recall when this had ever happened to her in her whole life.

				Michael continued, speaking to the ceiling: ‘He’s telling us that, despite all the money and power upstairs, he finds more truth about life from the misfits below deck.’ 

				Jo nodded as if in a trance. She remembered standing in front of those portraits and almost weeping.

				‘And, then, just around the corner, the lunacy of Hieronymus Bosch—The Garden of Earthly Delights! And Bruegel’s Triumph of Death, let’s drink to that too!’ 

				Jo didn’t raise her glass this time. She was sliding into a place beyond her control and was unable to put her arms out to brace herself from the fall.

				‘I’d love to be there right now,’ he said dreamily. ‘Sitting under a starry sky in the Plaza Mayor with a jug of sangria and a paella...no...a plate of sesame-anise torta de aciete. It would go perfectly with this wine. Have you travelled much?’ He was sitting up now with his elbows on his knees, his fingers tracing patterns on his glass and looking intently at Jo.

				‘Well,’ she began. ‘Not as much as—’

				‘You look like a portrait by Modigliani. Did you know that? The paintings he made of his lover, Jeanne. Your almond eyes. Long, perfect face. Your graceful limbs. You just seem to always arrange yourself in a classical pose.’

				Jo could not move an inch. She was pinned by the soft low tones of his voice and couldn’t look away.

				‘You think that your curls ruin the picture. I’ve been watching you all night trying to tuck them back, but for me they just add this wonderful...liveliness to what most people might mistake for a portrait of a woman in control. You’ll never tame them, you know. You’ll try, but they’ll always give you away.’

				Michael set down his glass, stood, walked to where Jo was sitting and stretched his hands out to her. She placed her hands in his and let him raise her to her feet. His arms slid around her waist. 

				‘You’re lovely, Jo,’ he whispered in her ear. And the round sound of her name in his mouth was already an aching ‘oh’. She hadn’t heard her name uttered like that for such a long time. ‘I’ve been watching you for years.’ He reached for a thick strand of her hair and formed the curl around his thumb. 
‘I always wondered if there was ever going to be a way to snatch a kiss from you behind the shelter sheds.’

				‘Behind the shelter sheds is out of bounds.’ Jo held up an admonishing finger. He captured it with his lips and tongue and sucked hard and Jo let him. 

				SLAM!

				The bang of the front door startled them both. 

				‘Hey, Mum! You up?’

				Jo and Michael instantly resumed their positions—on the couch and in the armchair—as if they had indeed been sprung behind the shelter sheds. Michael scrabbled for his shoes. The languid mustiness of the room evaporated. Jo, even from where she was, could smell Tory’s signature odour of stale cigarettes and alcohol.

				Her dishevelled head appeared. ‘Ooh, crap. Sorry!’ she slurred.

				‘Tory. Hello, darling. This is Michael Brigden.’ 

				‘Oh yeah. Gemma’s dad.’ Tory thrust a hand at him then withdrew it. ‘Nah, don’t get up, I’ll come down.’ She slumped on top of Michael and licked his cheek.

				‘Tory!’

				‘What?’

				‘Stop it!’

				‘What? What’d I do?’ 

				Michael was shrugging on his jacket, halfway to the front door when Jo caught up with him.

				‘I’m so sorry. I...’ Jo, flustered, angry and embarrassed, couldn’t find any words to cover the situation. 

				‘You’re forgetting I’ve raised three kids. It’s no problem.’ He was adjusting his tie and Jo could see by the amber light emanating from the lounge room that it was still off-kilter. She resisted the urge to straighten it for him. 

				‘It’s probably for the best that you go anyway,’ she whispered. 

				‘Yes. For the best.’

				Then he took Jo’s face in his hands and kissed her. 

				Later, in bed alone, when she thought back on that moment, it put her in mind of Gustav Klimt’s The Kiss. She was kneeling on flowers. Her curling fingers, toes and rapturous face were the only things to be seen. The rest of her was lost in a sumptuous swirl of gold.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-four

				It was Friday night, the eve of Simon and Kim’s wedding, and Jo was sure she was more nervous than the groom and the...er...other groom could possibly be. 

				That morning she had gone on her walk, as usual. But if she’d been hoping to lose herself in the nothingness of physical activity, the expedition had been an abject failure. Her limbs were heavy, sapped of energy, and she had been desperately thirsty. She’d ended up just sitting on a bench in Rushcutters Bay in the shade of a fig tree, draining her water bottle and watching the usual army of personal trainers gleefully berating their paying customers. Their spirit was willing but their flesh was weak. And, she thought, that was the perfect aphorism for her exploits from the night before. 

				She had straggled to the roadside and hailed the bus back to Bondi Junction, huddling in a rear seat and cursing her irresolute nature. The glare of the morning revealed nothing much more than a sordid act. All the strides made over the past year to get her life back on track had been swept away by just one kiss. 

				Of course he’d say his marriage was over. But he and Didi still lived as husband and wife. Jo had never kissed another man in the years she was still married to her husband. Hadn’t ever put herself in a situation where it could happen. That was the covenant she’d entered into in the church in front of her father and had always honoured. Her husband had broken that promise and that was for his own conscience to deal with, but it had devastated her. And while Michael Brigden was the sort of man she’d fantasised about but had never believed existed, he would have to be banished to the realms of fantasy as long as he was still married. 

				And to Didi Brigden! Jo was nauseated to think that she might find herself in the newspaper again. Didi would find out. She would. Nothing was surer. She wanted Michael. More, perhaps, than anything she’d ever wanted, but that was because she’d love to be in love again. And that was no excuse. Was she some kind of martyr who was destined to care for everyone around her and not have happiness for herself? Her thoughts lurched back and forth, matching the shuddering stops and starts of the bus. 

				At her gate Jo had been greeted by a chirpy delivery boy who presented her with two elaborate gold boxes—one long and rectangular and the other small and square. Once inside her door, Jo lifted the lid on the first to find long-stemmed roses in shades of deep yellow to pinky red. In the other was a pretty little blue and white glass vase. And a note. After Renoir—and after you...M.

				Jo knew the painting by Pierre-Auguste Renoir. Bouquet of Roses in a Blue Vase. A gorgeous composition exploding with sunny energy in which the floral arrangement sat on a windowsill, framed with lattice, and beyond it glowed the vibrant colours of a summer sky. 

				The gift was perhaps the most romantic she’d ever received. But as she arranged the flowers in the vase, she knew it was too much. Overwhelming. Much too much. Too soon. That’s what married men did. Rushed a woman off her feet, as if they had no time to lose. As if it would be a fleeting pleasure they would have to give up when they were 
found out. 

				Jo placed the arrangement on her kitchen windowsill. It was hardly an apartment in Paris, but there was a lattice on the back fence of her courtyard covered with passionfruit vine and the effect was complete. It should have been a deeply pleasurable sight, but the divine fragrance of the roses wafting through the kitchen was unsettling. It was as if Michael Brigden already knew everything about her. 

				All morning she had found herself drifting to the window to admire the blooms and bending to smell them. It was midday by the time she found some resolve, took the vase and set it on the sideboard in the hallway, out of sight and temptation.

				Tory had vanished, leaving her cereal bowl crusted with dried muesli and milk in the sink. In the spare room her detritus—
make-up, hair gel, scarves and jewellery—littered the desk. She’d ruined Jo’s night and the chance to sleep with Michael. Or had she, in fact, saved her from some future catastrophic heartbreak? Jo’s phone rang and it was, predictably, Suze, wanting a full post-mortem.

				‘So, did you go to bed with him?’ Jo could hear the excitement in her voice, desperate for all the details.

				‘No.’ She wouldn’t tell Suze that they’d kissed. They’d shared a lot of information over the years, but now, it was an instinctive feeling, Jo thought there were some things Suze didn’t need to know. Just as Suze had kept the details of Rob’s gambling addiction from her.

				‘Oh,’ Suze was let down. ‘You’re not lying, are you? He must have flirted with you at least. Or maybe he’s gay? Got some impotence problem? Wouldn’t be surprised. Having sex with Didi would be enough to put you off women for life. Stupid bitch.’

				Jo knew her instinct not to tell was right. Suze was developing an unhealthy obsession with the DPLC women. It seemed the longer she was away from the place, the more she loathed it and everyone in it.

				‘No. I told you. It was dinner and that’s all. Gemma was there.’ 

				‘That’s a bugger,’ Suze sighed. ‘He’d be perfect for you.’

				‘Except that he’s married.’

				‘Oh, that!’ Suze snorted. ‘Don’t let a little thing like that bother you. It didn’t bother Carol.’

				The mention of her name was the next jangling note. Suze never let an opportunity to mention Carol’s name slip by. Jo was just crawling out of that painful abyss and Suze was constantly dragging her back down. ‘Misery loves company’, that was the phrase that came to mind, and these days Suze’s mood was always black.

				As the day wore on, Jo was glad for the distraction of Simon and Kim’s wedding the next morning. By 3 p.m. all thoughts of the night before had scattered as she concentrated on the task at hand. There was a rehearsal in the gardens that afternoon. The commitment ceremony would be her first and so she was touched when she was coming back from the gardens and received a call from Patrick to say that he and Suze wanted to take her to dinner to celebrate. 

				So, here they were, sitting in a Thai restaurant on Oxford Street. Jo wearily dragged her mind back to the table. There was so much to think about. She was nervous about the ceremony and becoming more wretched by the minute. Despite her best efforts, her thoughts kept turning to Michael. During the past few hours she’d been so restless and fidgety she’d taught herself to make a swan out of her paper serviette. 

				‘Very attractive,’ Father Patrick observed. ‘If your efforts as a celebrant fall flat you’ll always be able to get a job with the caterers.’

				Suze laughed with relief. She had been doing her best all evening—soothing, flattering and joking with Jo until she was fair worn out. Nothing was working. Finally she gave up and turned her attention to eating Jo’s share of the green fish curry and nasi goreng and drinking the best part of a bottle of sauvignon blanc.

				Patrick and Suze embarked on a conversation about wedding disasters, which Jo was finding completely unfunny, but no amount of her pleading could stop them.

				‘My favourite,’ Patrick chortled, ‘was a bride in a dress that was so vast—honestly, you should have seen it! An absolute man-made mountain of white tulle. She looked like she’d climbed Everest. She had to turn sideways to get through the church door and then, literally, be pushed down the aisle by the bridesmaids.’

				Suze was giggling her head off, almost falling off her chair. Jo began folding another paper swan.

				‘By the time she got to the altar she’d collected every floral arrangement off the side of the pews, three hats and the hairpiece off old Uncle Harry. It was like the haul of a drift net on a Taiwanese fishing boat!’

				Suze almost slid under the table with the hilarity of it all. It was getting late, Jo noted. They really should be going. 

				‘I used to hear some amazing stories at Darling Point,’ said Suze. ‘There was this one wedding at St Anne’s where the first wife and the second wife had a fight over who was going to sit in the front row next to the father of the bride. One of them whacked the other with the Easter candle.’ 

				‘Bloody hell! And who drew the inside barrier?’ This question from the punting priest.

				‘Oh, the second wife of course! If a bloke’s got any sense it’s the second wife who always has pole position...if you’ll pardon the pun!’

				Then they both fell about. Jo found this anecdote even less amusing, and somewhat insensitive, considering her personal situation with JJ and Carol, although they couldn’t have known about her looming disaster with the Brigdens. ‘I’ve paid the bill,’ she announced. ‘Let’s go.’

				It was a warm night in Sydney and Jo, standing on the footpath, was glad for the fresh air. Oxford Street was the usual lively night-time scene of people spilling out of restaurants and back into bars. It was always a fascinating spot for people-watching if you could find a quiet corner out of the fray. 

				Rainbow flags, hung from the upper storeys of gay nightclubs, fluttered prettily. Handsome boys strolled by, arms snaked around each other’s waists as they called to friends at outdoor tables. Now and then they would stop, kiss and hug.

				Jo congratulated herself on being able to watch this spectacle with almost motherly indulgence. Meeting Simon and Kim had been a revelation. She had challenged her prejudices and won through. However, it had been painful to see their disappointment at the afternoon’s wedding rehearsal. Simon hadn’t expected his parents to be there in the gardens, but was distressed that his only sister hadn’t bothered to show. Kim’s mother had come along, but insisted that she would take no part in the vows and would stand at the back behind the other guests.

				Jo was now even more determined to make their ceremony one to be remembered. And to make it memorable, she still had a lot of revision to do on the order of the day. She had to get home. Where were Patrick and Suze? Jo crossed to a darkened alcove on the other side of the restaurant door and peered back inside through the glass.

				Behind her, there was a thundering of heavy boots down wooden stairs. Jo turned to see the looming forms of two men about to fall on top of her. She jumped back and saw them pull themselves up, one step from the bottom, and embrace in an erotic clinch in the shadows. By the illumination of the streetlight Jo could make out grinding hips and hands fumbling for zips on jeans. As she turned her face away with embarrassment, she heard a voice heavy with sarcasm.

				‘Whoops! Member of the Thought Police on sentry duty! Back to my place, quick, before the bitch alerts the media. Come on.’

				They tumbled past Jo onto the footpath and in a moment were piling into a cab that had pulled up at the lights. One of them leaned out the window to yell: ‘We’re going home to fuck each other, Mother. Have a wank on us! Waahoo!’

				The lights changed to green, the cab sped away and the last thing Jo saw was a face looking back at her from the rear window. It was, unmistakably, Kim.

				‘There’s nothing you can do about it,’ said Suze. ‘How many times and how many ways can I say it? This is real life. It’s what you asked for. It was never going to be all hearts and flowers and “Wind Beneath My Wings”...So, there you go.’ 

				Jo was still in shock. She was sitting on the edge of her sofa with a cup of tea, untouched, and hadn’t even noticed that Patrick was smoking inside the house as he paced restlessly and that Suze was sneaking the odd puff or two. 

				‘Are you sure it was him? Really sure?’ Patrick asked again.

				‘Yes! It was him.’ Jo was emphatic. ‘He may have been drunk or on drugs, but I wasn’t.’

				‘It could be a momentary lapse in judgment,’ Patrick continued, ‘or it could be something more serious, but I’m not sure what you can do...’

				‘Stuff-all!’ Suze waved him away. ‘Surely it’s up to them to work it out. Do you think that if you asked that question—“Will you be in love with this person for the rest of your life?”—that you would be marrying anyone? Look at the divorce statistics! Honestly, why spoil everyone’s bloody day?’

				Patrick spun on his heel to face her. His cheeks were flushed pink with passion and his ‘Irish’ was up, as Jo’s mother used to say about her Catholic friends. Jo hoped Suze knew what she was letting herself in for.

				‘You see, that’s what makes me so pissed off about this whole “celebrant” business,’ he said tersely, ‘the idea that it’s all about “the day”. The idea that marriage is some privatised notion and couples can “do it their way”. How can any couple imagine that they’ve been the first ones to discover commitment? There are sacred rituals laid down for this. They’ve been there for hundreds of years!

				‘At least when I marry people I’m a representative of a community, a witness of the church, and there are certain moralities to be observed and upheld—even if it does spoil everyone’s “day”. I couldn’t give a toss if there are three hundred heart-shaped salmon mousses melting in the marquee!’ 

				Jo knew that Father Patrick was exaggerating somewhat. In all the years she’d known him, she’d never heard him say he’d refused to marry someone on their actual wedding day.

				‘Have you ever done it though, Patrick?’ Jo asked in a small voice. ‘Fronted the groom before the wedding, one on one?’

				‘I once wrote on a pre-nuptial inquiry that I didn’t believe the couple had the “maturity to assume the responsibility of marriage”. I was later proved correct when it was revealed the groom was knocking off the bridesmaid,’ he said with some satisfaction.

				It wasn’t exactly what Jo had asked and she pressed her point. ‘But did you ever take him, or her, aside and ask whether they were having sexual relations with someone else?’

				Patrick had to admit that he hadn’t been quite that up-front. ‘In the end I have to ask myself “What’s my script?”, I suppose,’ he sighed. ‘I’m not here to baptise inauthenticity. But, equally, I’m not here to convict people on gossip. There are still laws of evidence to be observed. It would be a very hard thing to face someone.’

				There was a loud and very unladylike snuffle from the direction of the sofa. ‘Nicely dodged, Father! What he’s saying, Jo, is you’ve been hired for a commitment ceremony and that’s your job. No more and no less.’

				Suze swiped at the bottle of wine on the coffee table and, thankfully, missed. So that was that then. Jo would have to front up tomorrow morning and marry Simon and Kim, knowing it was a charade. So much for her first effort as a credible witness! She had believed, with all her heart, that Simon and Kim were candidates for love everlasting. But then, so many of her moral absolutes were being challenged. She sometimes felt like she was up to her neck in quicksand and the more she struggled, the faster she sank.

				‘Maybe it was a momentary lapse in judgment.’ Jo was grasping at a low-hanging branch that she might use to haul herself out of the sludge. ‘You know, like a bloke who has a fumble with a stripper on his buck’s night.’ 

				There was no comment from Suze. She was slumped back against the sofa, eyes closed, breathing heavily. Calpurnia had seen her chance and was snoozing on her head.

				‘Yeah, let’s hope it was.’ Patrick took up his coat to leave. ‘It’s an incredibly brave thing to commit to one person for the rest of your life. A lot of people can’t handle it.’

				He was speaking from a place of some authority. He’d committed his entire life to, not a living person, but a concept. At forty-five years old, he was at the highest point of the arc in a leap of faith. Patrick always asked her if she thought he was foolish. Jo didn’t think she’d ever met anyone quite as courageous.

				‘That’s what you have to impress upon them during the vows.’ He was stuffing his cigarettes and lighter into his pocket. ‘And then just be there for them afterwards and support them in their decision.’ 

				Jo nodded; that’s what she would have to do, although it wasn’t the way she wanted to start out as a marriage celebrant. It didn’t seem right to start a love story with ‘Once upon a time’ when she wasn’t sure about a ‘happily ever after’. Maybe, like Suze said, this job wasn’t suited to hopeless romantics. And even less to people who didn’t respect the sanctity of marriage. Until last night she’d thought she was qualified.

				Jo was just thinking that she should confess all to Patrick about her kiss with Michael when he threw his arms around her. ‘Well, I’m off! See you, Jojo. Good luck! Remember, girl, Catholic weddings might be bloody dull, but we’re good on the after-sales service.’

				‘Pity you don’t give lifetime warranties,’ Jo said with a rueful smile.

				After seeing Patrick out, Jo turned to Suze, flat out and snoring on the sofa. She would never know about Jo’s night with Michael and it wasn’t actually necessary, since Jo had now decided it was to be one kiss, nothing more. She shooed Calpurnia away, threw a blanket over the inert form and trudged off to bed with her cold cup of tea.

				When she turned on the light in her bedroom, Jo saw her velvet dress from the night before stuffed in the washing basket. If there had been a spray of blood up the wall, it couldn’t have been more incriminating. Jo had just spent a year contemplating how devastating a crime of passion could be—sometimes as heart-breaking as an actual murder. She hadn’t been a willing victim. She hadn’t ‘asked for it’ and neither, despite what Suze said, had Didi. 

				But just one kiss? Why was she berating herself? 

				Because in her imagination Michael was lying in her bed, naked, waiting for her.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-five

				It was barely daylight when Jo was disturbed by sounds coming from the kitchen. That was one thing she missed about Centennial Park—the old double-brick thick walls. She could hear the currawongs calling and was immediately reminded of the heinous crime against her grapevine. She found Suze with her head in the fridge.

				‘Shit, Jo! You scared the life out of me!’

				‘Coffee?’ Jo was awake now and with all that she had to do today, there was no chance she would get more rest. She’d only managed about three hours’ sleep.

				‘Nup.’ Suze slurped from a carton of orange juice. ‘I’ve got to go hunting chantilly rosebuds and white hyacinths at the flower market. Twenty-four boutonnières, or should that be corsages! It’ll take me hours and Simon’s coming to get them at nine. I’ve got to drive the girls to netball and I feel like crap. Gotta fly. Love you!’

				Suze raced out the door. Jo stood on the front step and waved as Suze’s battered mini-van roared up the empty street. 

				‘Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight. Red sky at morning, shepherd’s warning.’ Jo recited the lines to herself as the first rosy ribbons of dawn threaded their way through the houses in the valley below. Grey clouds were bundled high on the horizon, their edges stitched with purple. Damn! It looked like rain. Training as an amateur weather forecaster seemed to be another part of her new job. She had spent hours checking the weather maps for cold fronts and rainfall patterns. She hoped it would be a fine day but, if it wasn’t, Simon had a Plan B in mind. If it was wet, they’d head straight for Pavilion on the Park, where they were having the reception, and conduct the ceremony there.

				No doubt the chefs were already at work on the wedding feast—rolling pastry, simmering sauces, dipping strawberries in chocolate. There were stacks of perfectly starched tablecloths to be draped; crockery, cutlery and glassware to be polished; place cards to be set. Suze would soon be tying flowers with white satin ribbons. And if the centrepiece of this whole elaborate performance was a faithless man? Jo could only hope that Simon had a Plan B for that, too.

				A chilly wind was blowing up. Hugging her white silk robe around her, Jo walked inside to fix herself a wake-up coffee. She’d earlier resolved to drink only tea this morning, but, because she’d hardly slept, reasoned she now needed a strong shot of caffeine. But before she’d downed even half the cup her nerves were taut and pinging. 

				Mentally walking herself through the morning’s schedule would calm her. She opened the Simon and Kim folder and ran her fingers down the multicoloured tabs: Arrival. Photos. Seating/Table. Music. Sound System. Order of Ceremony. Vows. Props. Signing of Register. Reception. Gifts.

				It was no more onerous than what Jo had done hundreds of times as deputy head at Darling Point. She’d organised speech nights, summer fairs, graduation balls, sports days and many a Mother and Daughter Day before that memorable Last Hurrah, but she couldn’t remember ever being this nervous. 

				A quick look in the mirror confirmed that curls had sprung up around her face like a hundred question marks and she had no answer for any of them. She kept coming back to the matter of Kim. Should she confront him, despite what Patrick and Suze had said? When, where, how? Jo had been good at grilling the teenage girls who sat in front of her desk. But that was about missing berets and contraband iPods. Was she brave enough for this encounter? 

				There was one task Jo could manage. She could press the outfit she’d splurged on. A new powder-blue linen Armani suit. She had never bought anything so expensive in her life. But when she’d looked in her wardrobe last week, seven dowdy suits in drab shades of navy, brown and grey were hanging like bats in a cave. She’d never had a powder-blue suit before. It was a perfectly joyous, yet serene, shade for a wedding.

				The ritual of setting up the ironing board in the kitchen, filling the iron, finding her Crabtree & Evelyn Lavender Water and smoothing the garment flat on the board was soothing. Just a small crease on the lapel to iron out. Jo had also been inspired to hunt out a scarf she had bought in Venice years ago. It was cream silk, finely pleated in the Fortuny style and trimmed with tiny amber beads.

				When she had left JJ, Jo had taken all her boxes with her and going through them now was like an archaeological dig. Somewhere down there, all kinds of fashionable treasures were waiting to be exhumed. She kept opening them to find silly lacy bras, impossibly high heels, oversized earrings and ridiculously short skirts. Some of the accessories were only suitable for a bad-taste party—furry handbags, jumbo tartan coats with massive jewelled buttons, spider-web-patterned tights. She’d even found a wiglet or two!

				But along with the musty garments, Jo had also unearthed a person she had all but forgotten. A confident, sexy show-off who had somehow been consigned to the fossil record. Perhaps her new incarnation as a single woman would help her find even more she’d lost along the way. That’s how she had resolved to think about the kiss with Michael. As an initiation into her new life. The roses were still blooming in the vase, but as they wilted, so would her memories of him. She hadn’t answered any of his calls or text messages, although she knew she’d have to. But not today.

				Jo gripped the iron and pressed it to the front of her jacket. Her phone beeped with a message. Jo reached for it and saw Michael’s number. Again. He’d been trying to reach her for two days. She paused a moment, considering whether to read it, pressed ‘delete’ and dropped it back on the counter. She was jolted by a nasty sizzle and the horrifying smell of burnt linen. 

				‘Oh, no!’ she moaned. Holding the jacket up Jo saw a hole, right through to the lining. A thousand-dollar suit absolutely ruined. 

				Brrring, brrring!

				This time it was the landline that rang. Jo turned to grab the handset, became tangled on the iron’s electrical cord and pulled it down on the inside of her wrist. A painful sizzle this time.

				‘Ow! Ow!’ The tip of the iron had burned a red triangle into her flesh. Jo put her mouth to the welt and snatched up the receiver.

				‘Josephine! What the hell do you think you’re playing at?’ It was JJ. He was calling from the Bentley judging from the hollow tone of the line. No doubt he was off to his Saturday-morning golf game. 

				‘And good morning to you too.’

				‘Don’t be sarcastic. It doesn’t suit you.’

				‘What can I do for you? I’m busy.’

				‘Tory was over here last night and she told me all about this crap with James. You’ve put him up to it, haven’t you? You and your Bible-bashing Catholic mate. Do you have any idea how much that course in London cost?’

				‘I did not do any such—’

				‘Don’t lie to me, Jo! It’s bullshit! Do you want him wandering around the world’s churches with bloody terrorists on the loose? Tory tells me he’s in fucking Israel. He’ll be wandering around the Gaza Strip with Hamas next—like the idiot he is—and if he gets blown up, it’ll be your fault! “Serving Christ.” Does he imagine it was Christ Almighty who paid for those years at Canonbury?’

				In a way it was. JJ always liked to think he had some divine authority over all their lives.

				‘What can I do about it, JJ? Apart from going over there and dragging him home? He’s twenty, he’s an adult.’ 

				‘An adult? Ha! That’s a friggin’ joke!’

				Jo could almost hear the veins in JJ’s neck engorging as the blood pumped ever more urgently. She could see his fists gripping the wheel of the Bentley. Pity any hapless ducks out for a stroll near the golf course this morning.

				‘I order you not to send him any money!’ he roared. ‘Then we’ll see how much of an adult he is. If you think I’m going to give you what I’ve got just so you can send it to him to piss up against a wall, you can think again!’

				Now Jo’s blood pressure was rising. ‘You can’t “order” me! And anything you think you have, remember half of it’s mine. I can’t believe the first time you ring me and mention the settlement, you’re trying to blackmail me.’

				‘You’ve never had the first idea about money. You should be grateful that you haven’t got your hands on any yet. You’d only give it to some mangy fucking cat charity!’

				Jo slammed down the phone. It was silent for just a moment before it began to ring again. She pounced on the handset, threw it in the kitchen tidy and marched towards the spare room. Damn Tory and her big mouth! If she couldn’t resist telling her father about James, no doubt she had blabbed about Gemma Brigden as well. Surely she hadn’t said anything about Michael’s midnight visit? 

				Where was that girl, anyway? Her bed hadn’t been slept in. Tory had taken on the job as the photographer! It was already 8.30 and Jo wanted to leave for the gardens in an hour. That would give her plenty of time to set up before Simon and Kim arrived to greet their guests at eleven. She hadn’t even given Tory the directions. 

				Jo tried frantically to work out what Tory did know. She knew the ceremony was in the Botanic Gardens, but did she know where, exactly? She had to be there early to catch Simon and Kim’s arrival. Jo’s stomach was tumble-turning as she found her mobile and dialled Tory’s number. 

				‘The mobile phone you are calling is switched off or unattended.’ 

				Her wrist throbbed painfully and Jo saw the burn had already blistered. It was bigger than she’d realised and would need a bandage. Brilliant! No dress, no photographer and an ugly bandage on her wrist. And then she was reminded of what would be the worst nightmare of all...no Kim. 

				Sitting at the bar in Pavilion on the Park, Jo checked her mobile and saw that it was almost 10.15 a.m. She’d forgotten her wristwatch again. She was losing her mind. Observing the staff bustling about the room setting up tables, she did the unthinkable. Reached behind the counter, poured a neat vodka and swallowed it. 

				It wasn’t more than a minute before the alcohol hit her empty stomach, burred the edge off the sharp pain in her wrist and turned down the volume of the anxious voice in her head. 

				The dark clouds she’d seen at dawn had by now been blown out to sea somewhere off South Head and, while it wasn’t exactly a perfect morning, there was barely a breeze. Jo had set up her table on the grass near a Moreton Bay fig and covered it with an antique embroidered cloth. She’d sewn weights into the hem so that on windy days it would be secure. The baby-naming on Bondi Beach had given her that idea.

				She was nursing a photograph album in her lap—a wedding gift from Father Patrick’s mother years ago. It was covered with exquisite handmade paper and inscribed on the cover in gilded calligraphy was a verse from Shakespeare:

				Doubt that the stars are fire;

				Doubt that the earth doth move;

				Doubt truth to be a liar,

				But never doubt I love.

				Jo had slipped her scripts inside and it was perfect for the task at hand. She inspected her outfit...again. Her old chocolate-brown jersey wool suit had been press-ganged into service and happily rejuvenated by her Fortuny scarf. Her faithful tan snakeskin sling-backs looked the part. All in order.

				It was now 10.20 a.m. She was torn between downing another vodka and ringing Tory’s mobile to hear the same frustrating pre-recorded message. The glass front doors swung open. Tory was here! Instead, a double bass was wheeled into the room, followed by a set of drums and a PA system.

				Jo tried once more to settle her mind. She reread her celebrant notes: It is most important to take a quiet moment to contemplate the occasion and focus on personal performance. The celebrant should be relaxed and confident at all times, ready to guide all participants through the day in an easygoing yet authoritative manner.

				In her present state of mind she’d be flat out guiding paper boats down a gutter in a rainstorm. There was a tap on her shoulder and Jo almost fell off the bar stool with fright. She turned to see Kim.

				‘Oh, my goodness!’ she gasped.

				‘Sorry, sorry! Obviously I’m not the only one who’s nervous.’ He raked his fingers through his hair. ‘So, how do I look? You know, for a condemned man?’

				Hardly ‘condemned’. He was a fantasy groom snipped from the pages of a glossy bridal magazine. Blonder-than-blond cropped hair sparkling with gel, teeth unnaturally white and tanned skin still glistening with almond-scented moisturiser. He was immaculate in a sharp black suit, white shirt and white satin tie and, sure enough, his lapel was decorated with a chantilly rosebud and white hyacinth. 

				‘You look wonderful!’ Jo could have cried with relief. Kim was here in the gardens, on time and ready to be married! He called for a champagne and Jo could see that his hands, supple with cream and nails manicured, were shaking.

				‘My God! I don’t think I’ve ever felt this much adrenalin in my body. Not even standing on the starting line for a marathon—although I am, in a way, I guess.’ He managed a nervous grin. ‘I’ll admit that for the past two weeks, with Simon stressing out over every tiny detail and being a nightmare to live with, there were times I wanted to just run away or do something stupid...’ 

				Was it Jo’s imagination or had this little speech been prepared especially for her? Kim fixed his eyes on her with an intensity she couldn’t quite meet. She fingered the amber beads on her scarf.

				‘But I just kept thinking how much I want to spend my life with him. I can’t describe what this day means to us. Thank you so much for being here.’

				Of course, it was at this point Jo could have asked: ‘So who was that man I saw you with in Oxford Street last night?’ But she now knew what Father Patrick had been talking about: ‘What’s my script?’ As she watched the waiters tying aprons and setting the last ice buckets in place, the band patching leads through the mixing desk and tuning instruments, she knew it would be a very brave or rude person indeed who would put such a question. She was probably mistaken, she reasoned, although she knew in her heart she wasn’t. But even if she had seen him in the back of that cab, so what? Maybe it had stopped at the next set of traffic lights, just beyond where she could see, and let Kim out. Evidence. That’s what Patrick had said she needed. And, in the end, who was she to judge?

				‘I’ll be there for you and Simon,’ Jo said, patting his knee. ‘The wedding is just one day. I’d like to be there to support you in your decision to be a couple.’

				Kim’s champagne arrived. He fished out a strawberry with his fingers. ‘Be there to pick up the pieces when it doesn’t work out? That’s a bit cynical, isn’t it?’ He eyed her coolly. ‘But, then again, you wouldn’t be the first straight to think gay people can’t make a go of a long-term relationship.’

				Jo opened her mouth to explain. It wasn’t what she—

				‘Don’t move! That’s perfect!’ Tory burst through the doors and Jo froze. A rabbit caught in the flashbulbs.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-six

				Jo stood back to admire the reproduction of a Margaret Preston painting that was now hanging on her wall. Pink gum blossoms and leaves in a sage-green vase. Simon had chosen the picture as a gift and it perfectly complemented the art already displayed. There was his eye for detail again. The same discernment that had made his commitment ceremony such a success. ‘A triumph’, ‘gorgeous’, ‘really moving and funny’ and ‘just sublime’ were the reviews. Jo still felt a tingle of pleasure when she thought back.

				It had been Simon’s idea how the ritual should go, but Jo had added the details that really made it work. Twenty-four friends, both men and women, had met in the gardens. After champagne and music from a classical trio, they formed a circle on the grass. A sudden sun shower had sent them scurrying under the fig tree for cover, but barely a minute later the clouds had parted to reveal...a rainbow! The gorgeous serendipity of it! Its appearance had been greeted with applause as if it was all part of the show. It tied up nature’s gift-wrapping of sunshine refracting through wet glistening grass with a radiant bow. The circle they had made lit up with an almost unnatural brilliance and was indeed a sacred space. 

				The two gold rings were passed from hand to hand in opposite directions. As each person took a ring, they warmed it between their palms and offered a personal blessing. Simon’s friends spoke about him. Kim’s friends told stories of him. The offerings were droll anecdotes and sweet memories from the past. The mention of dear friends who had passed away from HIV/AIDS brought everyone to tears, including Jo. 

				Finally, the couple held the rings blessed by friendship in their hands. Kim’s sister Helen then stepped into the middle of the circle and read ‘Love’s Philosophy’ by Percy Bysshe Shelley, a verse Jo had suggested by one of her favourite poets.

				The fountains mingle with the river,

				And the rivers with the ocean;

				The winds of heaven mix forever, 

				With a sweet emotion.

				Nothing in the world is single, 

				All things by a law divine,

				In one another’s being mingle: 

				Why not I with thine?

				Simon and Kim exchanged the rings, swore eternal love and sealed their pact with kisses. Jo had declared the circle to be unbreakable, no matter what life had in mind to unmake it. And to wild cheers, it was done. Simon and Kim were a couple. Kim had seemed genuinely moved and Jo decided to write off his transgression in the street as pre-wedding nerves. Simon was deliriously happy.

				Jo couldn’t see how the ceremony could have been any more beautiful and heartfelt, or meant any more to anyone, even if it had been conducted in St Peter’s in Rome in front of the Pope, although she couldn’t expect Father Patrick would agree. As for her own performance? She’d taken too long to settle everyone down and hadn’t been able to control a couple of the younger children as well as she would have liked. And she wished she hadn’t cried. The point was to be able to say things that were heartfelt, but not get caught up in the emotion. Her opening words had gone on a minute too long and...well, she had plenty to work on before her next outing.

				Tory seemed to have had the event covered. She’d darted here and there during the ceremony, snapping furiously.

				For the whole afternoon and evening, Jo had felt exhilarated. There had been a powerful force at work there in those gardens that had reduced everyone to tears. Some elemental force that she was only dimly aware of, and still didn’t understand. She was on the right track, though, she was sure of it.

				Jo had been thinking about all this today, and then found herself sorting through one of her boxes of keepsakes on a nostalgic expedition to hunt out her own wedding album. She was sitting on the floor, an open cardboard carton in front of her, when she turned to see Tory at the end of the hall. 

				‘Looking for your old rubber diaphragm, Mum?’

				Jo thrust her hot head deep into the box. ‘Piss off,’ was her muffled response. Then Tory was sitting beside her on the floor and wrapping her arms around Jo’s shoulders.

				‘I haven’t had the chance to tell you how great you were yesterday. You just came in and then stood back at exactly the right time. I couldn’t write it down on a piece of paper what you did, but it was like you knew what everyone was thinking and then when something needed to be said, you said it. I was proud of you, Mum. You were amazing.’

				Jo’s spirits soared and she kissed Tory’s cheek. ‘Thank you, my darling. Do you know, I think that is the most wonderful thing you’ve ever said to me.’

				‘Although you have to get yourself a new outfit. You’re not a daggy old deputy headmistress anymore. Brown! Could you have chosen anything more hideously boring?’

				There had to be a sting in the tail. Jo smacked Tory over the head with a folder of her old yellowing study papers from uni days.

				‘Yeow! Get off!’ Tory squealed. ‘And we haven’t had a chance to have a chat about your sex life.’

				‘Nothing happened with Michael, Tory,’ Jo warned her. 
‘I hope you remember that. Even if you were drunk.’

				‘Okay, I believe you. Only because Didi would kill you. Anyway, there’re any amount of blokes who’d want to shag you. You’re cute as. Apart from your weird hair. Just get ’em to take a number and keep the noise down. I’m making popcorn, want some?’

				Jo watched Tory go and shook her head, dumbstruck. She’d expected to be given the third degree on Michael’s late-night visit and...nothing. Jo continued with her excavations and finally unearthed a wedding album bound in white imitation leather and embossed with golden bells. A truly ugly-looking thing.

				The photographs were just plain embarrassing. A tribute to bad eighties fashion. That decade, Princess Di had walked down the aisle, and Jo’s country bridesmaids were sporting the same flouncy catastrophes in a particularly toxic shade of green. The dresses had huge leg-of-mutton sleeves as big as the girls’ heads. Disappearing under metres of blindingly white taffeta, Jo looked like a mighty galleon under full sail. Her curly hair was fluffed out in full heavy-metal rock-star glory and her head-gear—a revolting beaded bridle with a fake pearl drop on the forehead—would surely never come back into fashion. Most cringe-making of all, she was wearing fingerless lace gloves and clutching a bunch of baby’s breath. Yikes! 

				Jo found herself laughing out loud at some of the poses. The shot of her and JJ standing on a bridge in a garden throwing bread to the ducks was a classic of the genre. JJ could just be seen behind Jo’s dress, which was being buffeted by the wind. She looked to be in danger of taking off at any moment like a hot-air balloon. In one corner of the foreground on the lawn two ducks were mating vigorously.

				Jo allowed herself to daydream about how she would do it if she were ever to be married again. She would wear a narrow floor-length ivory silk skirt with a neat little silver sequinned jacket. She would have her hair up and carry a simple posy of red roses. The ceremony would be on a Friday night at 6 p.m. and then the bride and groom would host an elegant cocktail party. She might even ask Tory to be a bridesmaid, just for the pleasure of seeing her in a dress. 

				The front door slammed, announcing that her bridesmaid had left the building.

				‘Well, that’ll never happen,’ Jo said aloud. And then she wondered what she meant. That Tory would never wear a dress, or that she would never remarry? Both prospects seemed utterly remote.

				It was then that her mobile rang and, without thinking, she answered it.

				‘Hello, Jo speaking.’

				‘Jo,’ Michael croaked. ‘Don’t hang up.’

				There was a pause. Not a silence, because that would have suggested the absence of something—an empty, dead space where time stood still. Instead, the moment was pulsing with possibility. Neither dared breathe for a good long moment.

				It was Jo who found her courage first. She’d been thinking about weddings and suddenly saw a white iced cake topped with a toy bride and groom. She took a knife and plunged it into thick, sweet icing, and hit the bottom of the silver platter with a tinny ring. That meant bad luck. The fates had denied her a wish. 

				‘I can’t see you again, Michael. You know I want to. But affairs with married men are what young women have. Not grown women...or at least, not women who’ve never experienced the deep satisfaction of being a happy wife and all that brings. I have, for almost half my life. And I’m still an “ex-wife”. I’m trying to be single, but I’m not yet. And you’re not single either. So that has to be the end of it.’

				This time it was a silence. An arid and pathetic expanse in which everyone recognised there was nothing to be done, so just turned away and went about their usual business. Michael knew that.

				‘I’ve talked with Gemma,’ he said. ‘She’s determined to go ahead with it. She’s an adult, anyway, and can do things any way she likes. She hasn’t told her mother yet, but...I know you’ll do your best for her. So, I imagine that—’

				‘Perhaps it’s not meant to be, if her mother doesn’t approve, but I’ll meet with Gemma and let you know how she means to proceed,’ Jo said formally, putting him out of his misery.

				‘Many thanks. Much appreciated.’

				Jo methodically went about repacking her box of artefacts and, along with the old album, in went Michael Brigden. She imagined him carefully stored between sheets of acid-free paper. He would be a memory she might turn to in years to come and wonder whatever became of him. 

				And then she sobbed and the paper got wet and ruined everything. 

				It was early afternoon when her mobile rang again. Jo carefully inspected the number and, seeing it was Hannah McGinty, took the call. They exchanged pleasantries and then got down to business.

				‘I just can’t fathom what’s going on, Jo. I’ve looked at our art register, I can see the works you’re talking about, but they’re not in storage. There’re no copies on Kelly’s walls. I told the old witch I needed to find them for insurance purposes, so she let me in to have a look. I even checked her bedroom. That was gruesome.’ Hannah shuddered audibly. ‘She’s surrounded by these lovely antiques and she’s got a revolting Afghan rug on her bed. Anyway, they’re not there and after describing them to her, I’m sure she’s never seen them.’

				‘Are you positive?’

				‘Never seen them in her life. And you know the old biddy’s sharp as a tack.’ So was Hannah. She didn’t have a great eye for beauty, but took enormous pride in her cataloguing. She loved her systems and labels. 

				‘Suze says she found them in an attic.’

				‘No way.’ Hannah was emphatic. ‘There’s no art in any attic here. I found everything a couple of years ago. Lots of bits and pieces, but I’ve finally got everything sorted now. And if Suze took them from storage, she never signed them out. This has upset me, to tell you the truth. I’ve never lost track of an artwork, in all the time I’ve been here.’ 

				‘You’ve got the artist and the year recorded?’

				‘They haven’t been on display for ages, according to my records—honestly, there’s so much stuff stored here, we’d need another whole building for all of it but yes, as you said, two watercolour-and-pencil harbour scenes. Eighteen by twelve, 
E. Walpole, 1885, 1887.’

				‘You realise that’s Eunice, the first headmistress?’

				‘No! Really? Well, you know I never kept up on all that history stuff.’ 

				But Jo had. She’d loved knowing who had walked the halls over the past century and all the stories of the remarkable families connected with the college. She could have kicked herself for not realising the significance of those paintings while she was there.

				Suze should have known it would come to this. Sarita read then reread the invoice and sucked air across the small, evenly matched pearls of her bottom teeth. ‘I am afraid this will not do.’

				‘But...’ Suze began.

				‘It is too much money, Suzanne. Much too much. The guests will be eating seeds instead of samosas, like small birds pecking at scraps. No-one can eat flowers and, in the end, it is the full belly that will truly warm the heart.’

				The transactions between them had never amounted to more than fifty dollars and now Sarita was inspecting a bill for almost a hundred times that. She wasn’t happy. Meanwhile, Suze knew that just a few postcodes down the road, the price could be twice as much. She had spent hours the night before, calculating, discounting and cutting corners, and she couldn’t see how she could possibly do the wedding flowers for less. Any cheaper and it would be extortion. This tiny Indian woman must have been trained by the infamous Bandit Queen from Uttar Pradesh. 

				Sarita flung her emerald-green sari shawl across one slim, brown shoulder and looked Suze in the eye. ‘It has been very kind of you to consider our celebration and I am sure that you have done your best. My husband said we women should do the flowers and now I am coming to see his point of view. He is not often correct, but this time...’ She handed Suze the invoice. 
‘I am so sorry you have wasted your efforts.’

				‘Maybe...’ Suze made a half-hearted attempt to persuade and then gave up. ‘Maybe it’s for the best,’ she shrugged. 
‘I can’t even imagine who I’d get to help me make the...that canopy thing.’

				‘The mandapam? Yes, I was thinking the same. Who can we turn to? We certainly cannot rely on our menfolk.’ Sarita negotiated her way through buckets of tall greenery on her way out. 

				Suze snatched the wretched invoice from the front counter of Geraniums Red. She would burn it over a candle at her homemade shrine and watch the five thousand dollars for the gas, electricity and water bills and the fees for the twins’ camp go up in smoke. Maybe Geraniums Red should be thrown onto the bonfire as well for insurance purposes. A can of spray adhesive and a match would set the place alight, but it was full of flowers, leaves and buckets of water. How long would they take toburn? 

				The bell over the front door rang and Suze was surprised, and relieved, to see Jo. She could do with the distraction from her woes. ‘Jo! How great! Come in.’

				Jo turned the Open sign to Closed. That was ominous. What could this be about?

				Jo found a stool in silence. When she was seated with her handbag in her lap acting as some sort of air bag, she came directly to the point. ‘The paintings. You lied to me.’

				Suze was caught out. She’d calculated that she had a few more days to invent a plausible story, but had so far come up with nothing. She would have to throw herself on the mercy of the court. She stepped out from behind the counter, and addressed a spot on the floor in front of Jo’s feet. ‘I did. I stole them. I’m sorry. It was utterly stupid.’

				Even though Jo had been determined to get the truth from Suze, the confession was startling. ‘Why? Why did you take them? Are they still on your wall or have you sold them...or what?’

				‘I never took them to sell,’ Suze protested. ‘You said yourself they’re probably not even worth that much anyway.’

				‘Maybe not to anyone else, but to the college they’re irreplaceable. Why did you take them?’

				Suze folded her arms across her bosom. ‘Did you see the hideous Wedgwood platter they gave me?’ 

				Jo heard a petulant child talking. It was ridiculous. ‘Suze! That’s pathetic.’

				‘I know, I know. I just felt like they owed me...something.’

				The college didn’t owe her anything, Jo thought. She’d had a great job there and everyone had been endlessly kind to her. It was rubbish. Suze had a chip on her shoulder the size of Fort Denison in the middle of the harbour. 

				‘You’ll have to take them back.’ 

				‘I know. I will.’

				‘But the bigger issue is that you lied to me and I thought I knew you better than that. I’ve always trusted you. I thought you trusted me too.’ Suze must have been able to hear the hurt in her voice.

				‘I do. Of course I do. I just had some sort of brain snap, that’s all.’ Suze shrugged. 

				That shrug, it was what Jo might expect from some adolescent girl, not a grown woman. ‘Is this what you were talking about the other day when you said that only seeing the good in people brings out the worst in them?’

				Tears. That was the only way out of the confrontation, so Suze began to cry. At first it was a humble sniffle, but then great sobs heaved up from her chest. ‘I’ve had a shit of a morning,’ she blubbered as she leaned back against the counter for support and wiped her nose on her apron. ‘I’m going broke! Everything’s going wrong. And I just don’t know where to start, or maybe I should just finish...I don’t know anymore.’

				Jo fished in her handbag. She had stopped by her bank on the way there. She knew Suze had taken those paintings. That could only mean she was in distress. It was like Patrick said, people did dumb things when they were worried about money. ‘I had a think about it and maybe ten thousand was too much, but this is five thousand and in cash.’ Jo held up a wad of notes, hoping the sight of them would prove to be irresistible. Maybe she wanted Suze to take the money because she was guilty of lying too. She hadn’t told her about Michael. She’d kept that secret and they’d never had secrets from each other before. ‘Just take the damned money,’ she said. ‘You have to take it.’ 

				Five thousand dollars. Exactly the amount Suze was going to charge Sarita. Thank you, Ganesha, Lord of Obstacles! He’d heard her prayers. Suze dried her eyes, reached out and took the cash. ‘I’ll pay you back. I’m probably just being a drama queen. Thank you, darling.’ She stepped forward for a kiss and a hug and then stood back, her hands on Jo’s shoulders. ‘You’ve always been so straight with me and I’m really sorry. So ’fess up—you are a bit obsessed with Michael Brigden, aren’t you?’

				Jo’s hot cheeks semaphored her answer.

				‘Yeah, I knew it. We know each other too well, don’t we?’ 

				Jo couldn’t help feeling that she’d been snared. Gone to free her best friend from the ropes and found herself entangled, and she didn’t know that she liked it much.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-seven

				On Woolloomooloo Wharf the outdoor dining tables were bathed in sunshine as Jo walked by. The scorching summer temperatures and atrocious humidity that had driven dripping customers inside for air-conditioned comfort had dissipated. Today waiters busied themselves with placing chairs and soon enough the tables positioned outdoors under umbrellas would be occupied by a mix of media types, celebrities and ladies who lunched—all attracted by the chance to dress up, stroll and perform in front of an appreciative audience. The uneven boards of the old wharf were a hazard for heels and the clientele literally tripped up the promenade, lured by the smell of old salt and new money. 

				Sydneysiders were well acquainted with the grainy black-and-white images of these daytime meetings of assorted rogues that turned up in the newspapers and, far from being envious, they aspired to book a table on Woolloomooloo Wharf one day. They would have ‘arrived’ then, sitting three tables along from their favourite radio shock jock and eating the same Pacific Rim cuisine that apparently required every dish—from entrée to dessert—to feature chilli, noodles and some variety of pungent leaf. 

				Jo found the doorway to the wharf building and the flight of stairs she was looking for, ascended, and at the top landing turned along a dim wooden gangway. The oily boards still held the earthy smell of sheep lanolin from the days when bales of wool were loaded from here onto sailing ships. She pushed open the door of Bligh & Bridge and was assaulted by the bright and blinding view of the harbour that stretched across the length of one wall. 

				It was the practical joke that Sydney never seemed to tire of. The unprepossessing exterior, the dingy staircase, narrow hallway and door that led to...ta-dah! A scene of such overwhelming beauty that it left the viewer breathless. Bludgeoning an unsuspecting victim with the blunt instrument of a spectacular harbour view was one of the deep and abiding pleasures of the residents. In most of the nation’s capitals the residents could only look out on dun-brown, lazy rivers. That’s why they hated Sydneysiders.

				Jo inspected the opposite wall in the reception area of Bligh & Bridge and attempted to form an impression of Linda Priestley, Senior Associate and Accredited Specialist in Family Law. Numerous framed certificates attested to her extraordinary success. She’d been admitted to practice in the Supreme Court of New South Wales and the High Court of Australia. 

				However, positioned alongside these were assorted photographs more prized than documents from venerable institutions. Here was Ms Priestley hurtling, triumphant, across the finish line at the City to Surf; here she was again kayaking furiously around Cockatoo Island; and that was also her on deck as a member of an all-female crew in the Sydney to Hobart yacht race, engulfed by a ferocious white wave and still cheering, pumping her fist in the air. Obviously she wanted the world to know she was a winner. Jo had a suspicion she knew her.

				A petite young woman in an immaculate scarlet jacket, tiny skirt and vertiginous black patent heels bounced across a sculpted cream carpet that rippled with the light reflected from the water. She thrust her hand at Jo. ‘Mrs Blanchard! Yep. It’s me! Linda Hunter. Graduating class of 2000. Married one of the Priestley boys from Riverview. Crap at art, but bloody good at water polo!’ 

				‘Linda Hunter!’ Jo beamed. ‘My goodness! Aren’t you doing famously?’ 

				‘Persevering and prevailing. You look amazing, Mrs Blanchard. You haven’t aged a bit. Still running?’

				‘More a walk these days,’ Jo demurred.

				‘What an inspiration you were. I once bet you were going to make us jog through the National Gallery when we went to see that Dobell exhibition in Year Nine. It’s brilliant to see you again. Come on in.’

				Linda’s office was a sleek black-and-platinum reflective prism. An arctic-white yacht outside the window seemed to be moored to her translucent plexiglass desk. Jo recoiled from the piercing light. With an electric hum a scrim was lowered that rendered the space in a more soothing aspect.

				‘Sorry, that’s better,’ said Linda. ‘Sometimes I forget the old Sydney Harbour razzle-dazzle is a bit hard on the retinas.’

				She escorted Jo to a perfectly flat black leather seat edged with a rigid chrome railing that had all the comfort of a park bench. It was fashionable and modern, Jo supposed, but did nothing to make her feel at ease.

				‘I really did love being at Darling Point. Great days,’ said Linda wistfully as she leaned back in a black leather and chrome chair. ‘My favourite place was under the stained-glass window in the library. I’d curl up in that big old brown leather chair and in winter the sun would shine through on my face. It was like being inside a beautiful leadlight lantern.’ Linda tapped her crimson nails on the desk as if calling her wayward memories to attention. ‘Is that chair still there?’

				‘Last time I looked,’ Jo said, although she had to wonder why, if an old battered chair had been such a comfort, Linda had decided to furnish her office with ugly shop fittings.

				‘I don’t get to as many of the college functions as I’d like to,’ said Linda as she reached for notepad and pen. Jo had a feeling that a chapter meeting of the Darling Old Girls was now in session. ‘Although we do have a sort of “ex officio” group and keep in touch. Some very useful contacts in the DOGs.’

				‘The dogs.’ Jo remembered that this was the insult the Canonbury boys used to hurl at the DPLC girls back in the days when Jo was a boarder. She’d always hated it. ‘You don’t call yourselves “dogs”, do you?’ she asked with some distaste.

				‘Oh, sure!’ Linda chortled. ‘Some are St Bernards—you know, mums with puppies who don’t mind the odd brandy. Some are dingoes.’

				‘Pardon?’ 

				‘As in: “A dingo took my husband”!’

				Jo had to laugh. She now had a name for Carol: The Dingo Holt. Perfect.

				‘Then there are the yappers—they’re in the media. The poodles. You can imagine who they are. They’re the pampered ladies with the jewelled collars and clipped toenails. And I’m a foxie. One of the businesswomen. A fox terrier. Love the chase, love digging around in burrows and dragging blinking bunnies into the daylight. And then—’ Linda smiled through glossy, blood-red lips ‘—savaging the buggers.’ 

				Jo blinked at Linda’s obvious relish of her dirty work.

				‘So,’ she leaned across the desk and spoke in a conspiratorial tone, ‘you’ve come to exactly the right place. We women will prevail. We’re here to help each other. That’s what I learned at Darling Point. So, how may I help you, Mrs Blanchard?’

				Ms Priestley jotted notes with a silver fountain pen. As Jo told her story she couldn’t take her eyes off the huge onyx dress ring Linda wore on one hand and the massive marquise-cut diamond on the other. 

				‘You’ve been separated for a year,’ Linda noted. ‘So first, let’s get the divorce underway. All we need is his signature. That can happen as early as next week if you like. And while all that’s happening we should get started on identifying the property pool so we can make the settlement. Have you spoken to him about it?’

				Jo was embarrassed to say she hadn’t, except for one bullying phone call from JJ when she’d hung up on him.

				‘That’s probably good. Most wives don’t have the balls for a face-to-face agreement. Luckily, I have balls for rent.’ She grinned. ‘Do you think he’s going to come quietly?’

				Jo hesitated. She’d never liked the expression ‘having balls’ applied to women; ‘courage’, ‘tenacity’, ‘nerve’, ‘audacity’ or even ‘guts’ was what women had. Did she have any of these? She wasn’t sure. Even if she did, the notion that JJ would meekly acquiesce to being led anywhere was far-fetched. 

				‘I’ll take that as a “no”.’ Linda scurried ahead. ‘Well, even if he thinks he can get away with hiding assets from you, it’s extremely difficult these days. If he doesn’t come clean we can ask for an examination order and get in a forensic accountant who’ll ferret out the truth. They’re fairly pricey, but they’re worth it. Or there are also private investigators...’

				‘I’m not sure I want to—’

				‘Drag him through the courts? You won’t have to, I promise. Only a handful of cases ever end up in court and if he doesn’t come clean he’ll end up in contempt and lose a lot more. And he won’t want that, not with his profile. I see he’s running for pre-selection in Double Bay.’

				That news was hard to miss. After parking her car this morning and then walking to the offices of Bligh & Bridge, Jo had spotted the Wentworth Courier abandoned on various outdoor café tables. JJ’s picture graced the front page and she’d stopped to read the story. 

				The pre-selection panel that would choose the candidate 
for next year’s election was to be appointed in spring, its 
make-up based on the membership of each of the local branches. There were twenty-two such Liberal Party branches in the Double Bay electorate, the nation’s wealthiest and most celebrity-infested, according to the newspaper. The more members the branch registered, the more say it had in who would stand for next year’s election and then, in this part of town, surely win the seat and be on their way to the nation’s capital.

				There were the usual allegations of ‘branch-stacking’—the time-honoured political practice of bulking up the membership just before the vote. According to accusations from his two rivals, JJ Blanchard, who was staging his battle from the redoubtable Centennial branch, had signed up everyone who lived in the entire Eastern Suburbs who’d ever bought a car, driven a car, or just knew someone who did. Not that anyone had any illegalities to report. ‘But it’s just not cricket,’ one anonymous source was reported to have said.

				JJ’s response was predictably indignant: ‘All of the people that have joined the Centennial branch live in the area. All of them have paid their own membership fees, the vast majority are married couples and have been successful in life. Good, upstanding people. These are the very type of people that the Liberal Party should give its right arm to have as members. They’re the backbone of the community.’ Jo could imagine his shirt buttons about to pop with the affront. ‘I’m entitled to recruit support from wherever I choose.’ 

				‘Excellent.’ Linda arched one elegant eyebrow after Jo had relayed the information. ‘We should be able to sort this out in no time.’

				Ms Priestley stepped out from behind her translucent desk to take Jo’s hand. This time she shook it and didn’t let go. ‘If you don’t mind me giving you some personal advice, Mrs Blanchard?’ Linda stepped closer. ‘Keep your emotions out of this. Even if he’s the best bloke in the world. Even if you left him or were glad to see him go. Even if he’s at death’s door. Don’t let your emotions get in the way. The emotion will be a lot worse when ten years down the track you’re living in a dump and the Dingo’s sitting pretty, believe me. Go after him. Get as much as you possibly can. Everything you’re entitled to.’

				‘Yes, I’m starting to see that’s the best attitude,’ Jo agreed. She would have to toughen up.

				‘I heard what happened when you left Darling Point.’

				Jo looked away, mortified.

				‘And I don’t blame you! But this time, you have to act with your head, not your heart.’

				Jo nodded again; she could see that too. 

				‘One more thing,’ said Linda. ‘Do you have a dream? When you see yourself in five years, what are you doing?’

				Jo thought of the time when she was happiest. ‘I suppose I’m sitting painting Sydney Harbour,’ she replied. 

				‘Well, let’s get you a lovely terrace. The biggest, most gorgeous terrace we can. And while you’re sitting there painting, you can think about what you want to do next in life.’

				It was barely twenty minutes after Jo got back home and was sitting on her couch with Calpurnia on her lap and wondering what it was, precisely, that she wanted to do next, that there was a knock at her front door.

				It was Suze. She was standing with her best and brightest smile on and peering over a gigantic bunch of purple hydrangeas. Jo’s favourites.

				‘They mean “Thank you for understanding” in the language of flowers,’ said Suze. ‘And I’ve also got a bunch of stephanotis and some snapdragons in the car which pretty much means “Gracious lady, can we have sex now, please?”, but I didn’t want to confuse you.’ She lowered the bunch to reveal her face. Expectant, clearly hoping for the salvation of a laugh.

				Good line, thought Jo. But she couldn’t respond in the way Suze wanted her to. She had stolen those paintings and then lied about it. A bunch of flowers could hardly make up for that. Jo had had time to think about giving her that cash and wondered if she wasn’t so much generous as gullible. And how did one tell the difference, exactly? 

				Suze pushed the flowers towards Jo and then bent to retrieve the package against the wall. ‘It’s the paintings. I don’t think I’ve really told you how sorry I am and how idiotic I feel. It was so out of character for me to do something like that. And I also wanted to thank you for the loan. You don’t know how much it means. Can I come in?’

				Jo relented. Suze had come to her doorstep with gifts of gratitude. What more could she ask? She felt a guilty jab in the ribs for even doubting her friend was sincere in her apology. ‘Sure,’ she said. As Suze followed her down the hall, Jo asked: ‘Have you got time for a tea or coffee?’ 

				‘All the time in the world; business is really slow early in the week. Give me an excuse not to go back this afternoon. Got wine in the fridge?’ 

				Jo had just poured Suze a glass when her phone rang. ‘It’s Linda Priestley here, Mrs Blanchard. I hope you don’t mind me interrupting you. I took the liberty of doing a preliminary search, free of charge, for services rendered at Darling Point, as it were. I thought there’s something you might be interested to see. How are you placed for a drive to Watsons Bay this gorgeous afternoon?’

				Jo hung up and said to Suze: ‘I have to go out. I have to drive to Watsons Bay to...’ and in the same instant could have kicked herself.

				‘To...?’

				‘To see a house.’

				‘Brilliant! Fab day for a drive. Haven’t been there forever. Can I come too?’ 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-eight

				Suze threw her huge handbag onto the floor of Jo’s Mercedes and squeezed herself into the passenger seat. She squirmed and fidgeted, wrangling with the seatbelt, untangling it from her long beads and trailing scarf. ‘Jeez, Jo. Why haven’t you got one of those armour-plated monster trucks they all drive?’

				Now Jo laughed. The DPLC car park was a cul-de-sac in their shared history and something they’d often joked about. The tiny ladies of Darling Point had an ongoing love affair with gigantic, expensive lumps of gleaming metal. They were like small, blonde toddlers who’d somehow found the keys to M1A1 Abrams tanks. Jo and Suze suspected some of them had to bring throw cushions to sit on just so their lollipop heads could see over the steering wheel.

				Morning and night, as Suze observed, it was always a ‘shit-fight’. Fiona in the Toyota LandCruiser screeched at Caroline in the Range Rover. Prue in the Porsche Cayenne threatened Deborah in the Volvo XC90. Council rangers skulked around the perimeter of the herd, culling the weak and exasperated. 

				They were all frazzled and hassled and strung-out and stressed. They all had places to be. People to see and...
‘WHAT’S YOUR DAMNED PROBLEM? I NEED TO PARK HERE...NOW!’ 

				Then, weirdly, as soon as their tinted electric windows were lowered or they climbed down from behind the wheels of their lumbering gas-guzzlers, the mothers were all perfectly civil. They greeted each other with extravagant air kisses and milled about as if a cocktail and a tray of canapés might be on offer. 

				‘Fiiiii! You’re back! Missed you. How was Whistler, darling?’

				‘Don’t talk about it! The whole of bloody Vaucluse was there! Might as well have taken a run up to the chalet at Perisher.’ 

				‘Tell me again. What are we going to see, exactly, and why?’ asked Suze as Jo expertly zipped in and out of the traffic on Old South Head Road. 

				‘I’m not entirely sure. I have an address. Apparently it’s one of JJ’s properties. Which means it’s half mine, although he never mentioned it. Linda sounded excited, so I’m keen to check it out. As for why? It’s all part of getting everything sorted before the settlement.’

				Suze considered the extraordinary concept of being unaware that she was half-owner of a house in the millionaire’s row of Watsons Bay. Right now she had a small stake in a two-bedroom wooden dump in an industrial suburb and a lease on a dilapidated shop in the suburb next door. The bank and the landlord owned most of her life and maybe soon would take the lot. Did Jo appreciate what a charmed life she led?

				Jo swung her car into Cliff Street, Watsons Bay. One side of the road offered a view back across the glittering waters towards Tinsel Town and the other the trail to Sydney’s most notorious suicide spot, The Gap.

				For a moment Suze contemplated standing on the weathered sandstone ledge and then leaping into the roaring Pacific Ocean eighty metres below. It would be a quick solution to her problems. 

				‘They say drowning is a peaceful way to die.’ She gave voice to her thoughts.

				‘It might be,’ replied Jo, ‘if you’re in the bath at home. But jumping off there, you wouldn’t even make the water. You’d hit the rocks and break every bone in your body. It would be an awful way to go.’

				‘They reckon fifty people a year jump from The Gap. They come from all over Australia apparently.’

				‘It’s horrifying,’ said Jo. ‘The council’s got a plan for high fences, cameras and telephones. The sooner it’s done, the better.’ Jo had been to one funeral for a DPLC staff member who had committed suicide. Instead of expressions of sorrow there had been only anger, bewilderment and a deep sense of failure. She’d never forgotten that terrible day. 

				‘But if a person’s determined...’ Suze thought aloud.

				Behind the almost dreamy musing, Jo caught a dark and disturbing shadow. She was sure Suze meant for her to catch it. ‘You don’t ever think about suicide, do you?’ 

				‘Everyone does sometimes, don’t they?’

				A tourist bus, the blue Bondi Explorer hop-on, hop-off, made a sudden U-turn in front of Jo and almost sideswiped her car.

				‘Look out!’ Jo shouted. ‘Bloody idiot! He didn’t even see me.’

				‘Now we know why they all drive those army tanks.’ Suze lowered her window. ‘Arsehole!’ she yelled, but by then Jo had driven into a narrow street and the hurled insult whizzed past the head of an elderly woman watering her front garden.

				‘Thanks, Suze. You’re really being a great help.’

				Jo nosed her car into a tiny parking space on the steep, narrow slope of Pacific Street. The dwellings were a mismatched jumble. Some were quaint wooden cottages dating from the late 1700s when Watsons Bay had been settled, first by the mariners steering ships through the Heads into Sydney Harbour and then as a fishermen’s village to serve the burgeoning colony; others were interlopers from decades of haphazard development. It was a corner of the Eastern Suburbs she’d always found intriguing. 

				Suze was still extricating herself from the front seat of the car as Jo attempted to peer over the high rendered-brick wall that was the front of number thirty-four. Two quaint dormer windows jutted from the second-storey pitched grey corrugated-iron roof. 

				‘I love it here.’ Suze was by her side. ‘I’d give anything to live here.’

				‘It looks like the front yard goes right down to the harbour.’ Jo peered through a small gap in the wooden paling gate. 

				Suze pointed to a sign hanging beside the garage roller door. ‘My God! Look at this. It’s a development approval notice. The place is going to be demolished, it says, for the development of four luxury townhouses.’ 

				‘What?’ said Jo as she stepped back and surveyed the street. Did she have the right number? She looked again at the piece of paper in her hand. Number thirty-four. That’s what Linda had told her. That’s what she’d written. She noticed a familiar figure locking the gate of the property over the road. It was Simon Riley, newly married real estate agent.

				‘Jo! What are you doing here?’ he called and skipped across the street. This afternoon he was gleaming with the patina of Eastern Suburbs success in an elegantly cut charcoal suit and peacock-blue silk tie. 

				‘I should ask you the same question,’ said Jo. ‘Why aren’t you off on your honeymoon?’

				He waved away Jo’s inquiry. ‘Huh! Don’t mention it. Kim says they’re for heteros and bogans. I’m still working on him. 
I think I’ll eventually get him there if I just call it a “holiday” and not a “honeymoon”.’ He grimaced. ‘Anyway, we’ve both got a lot of work on. I don’t usually look after this part of town—I’m mostly in Bondi and Coogee—but we’ve got someone off sick, so I’m helping out. It’s fine.’

				Jo thought he wasn’t perhaps as sanguine as he made out. They’d spent some hours discussing honeymoon destinations and Simon had been keen to head off to Tahiti and one of those romantic thatched huts over the water. She hoped it wasn’t a sign of some deeper disagreement with Kim and couldn’t help wondering again if she’d done the right thing in not telling Simon about the incident on Oxford Street. But she pushed the thought away; she knew she would never have summoned the courage.

				Jo made the introductions to Suze and caught a sideways glance and raised eyebrows that said something like: ‘Ooh, he’s cute, what a waste!’ Jo hoped she wouldn’t say it out loud.

				Then Simon turned his attention to the graceful roofline of number thirty-four. ‘Wonderful, isn’t it? It’ll be a tragedy to see it demolished. Just like Villa Porto Rosa. That was an extraordinary place.’ He pointed up the street to an expanse of green shadecloth stretched across a cavernous construction site. It was an ugly bandage on a gaping wound. ‘This house is a landmark here. I just can’t understand what sort of person would want to knock it down. It was on the market for a while. I heard there were bids of ten million plus before it was suddenly taken off. It was on the market one minute and then slated for redevelopment the next. Everyone around here’s just starting to realise what’s happened. Too late, I think.’

				Ten million dollars? That couldn’t possibly be right. Jo must have misheard. ‘Pardon?’ she said.

				‘I know, prices around Watsons Bay are extraordinary. Going gangbusters. “The Cape” is a fabulous place. Built in 1888. It was last on the market back in 2006 and it went for seven mill then.’

				‘My husband owns this place,’ said Jo.

				‘He does? Really?’ Simon was, Jo could see, stunned. Perhaps he was remembering his warning about husbands who sold houses behind their wives’ backs. 

				‘It was bought through a company name,’ he said. ‘So I didn’t...so...well, this is a weird coincidence because I think I’ve still got the keys in my glovebox. I did an inspection here this morning when the tenants moved out. Hang on, I’ll be back in a sec.’

				Standing on the sandstone terrace, Jo could understand that the lovely old weatherboard home and its unique position made it worth ten million dollars. The terrace was shaded by an elderly flame tree and when she turned and looked across the vast expanse of lawn behind her, the house—immaculately presented in yellow with navy blue and white trim—presided over all with a warm and inviting presence. 

				The first-floor balcony was edged with sturdy white wooden palings threaded with a vibrant orange-flowering vine. Quaint benches were settled back into sandstone ridges under trees. Some were leafy perennials and others already dropping autumn leaves to reveal gnarled branches. A handsome wrought-iron fountain was set in a paved courtyard surrounded by agapanthus sounding the first purple trumpets of the season. It was easy to imagine elegant women in long gowns, wide-brimmed hats and lace gloves taking tea on warm afternoons or gathering at dusk under lanterns strung above pathways. It was idyllic. 

				The view to the city skyline was astonishing. The harbour was ribboned with the white foamy wakes of myriad craft. The billowing sails of yachts flitted across the water. Pearly wings of butterflies. Jo sighed with the wonder of it all. She imagined exactly where she would set her easel. That’s why Linda must have sent her here. But if it was going to be demolished...?

				‘I had no idea something like this even existed,’ marvelled Suze. ‘All up and down the harbour there are these massive split-level joints with pools and huge garages, elevators, all glass and concrete, while this...’ She threw her arms wide and spun on her heels.

				‘I know,’ nodded Simon. ‘It’s unique. This place has so much history. It’s a reminder of what Watsons Bay used to be. The old colonial Marine Biological Station’s just over the road. That was built in 1881. Timber place, just like this, and it’s protected by the Sydney Harbour Federation Trust. This house should be too, in my opinion.’

				Luxury cruisers bobbed, metal lanyards clinking on masts with the lazy movement of the tide. The arch of the Harbour Bridge was just visible above a bushy headland on the northern shore. 

				And then Jo spotted a small flight of blond sandstone steps that led down to the rocks above the water. She paused. Let go of her handbag, which dumped itself at her feet on the stone flagging. 

				‘Oh, my goodness!’ 

				She flew to the top of the steps, bounded down them, looked to the north and then the west. The aspect was familiar. She ran up the stairs to where Simon and Suze stood. 

				‘Suze, you’re going to think I’m mad, but I think here on this terrace is exactly the spot where Eunice Walpole painted those pictures.’ 

				Suze wriggled with embarrassment to hear them mentioned, but was soon off and clambering down the steps herself. ‘No!’ she exclaimed. ‘These exact steps? Are you sure?’

				‘Yes, yes, they’re in the paintings! I remember counting them. Eight steps down to the rocks.’ Jo was pointing one way then the other. ‘One scene from here, where I am. One from halfway down, where you are. The date fits too. And there’s the name: The Cape. Remember? The Walpole sisters were both from Cape Town. You don’t think they could have built this place, or owned it, or...’ Jo fell into silence, pondering the likelihood of various scenarios.

				Suze gathered her long skirt and climbed back up to the terrace, her rubber thongs flapping. ‘You’ve always wanted to solve that mystery,’ she puffed.

				‘I’ll take the paintings back and see Hannah,’ said Jo. ‘She’s said I can have a look through the college records. But what if it’s true? What if Eunice did paint those pictures here, or even own this house?’

				‘Then you have to have it,’ said Suze immediately. ‘It’s bizarre you never knew JJ owned it. It was meant for you. I can feel it.’ 

				Jo silently agreed. One of the reasons she had found it so hard to leave DPLC was that the history of the place anchored her somehow. And here—it was odd—she had the same feeling of belonging.

				‘Except it has a demolition order on it and it’s been approved for redevelopment,’ Simon reminded them. ‘And that means—’

				‘What do you think the townhouses will go for?’ Suze interrupted. It was the question Jo wanted to ask, but dreaded the answer.

				‘Well, it’s a massive block—twelve hundred square metres and a twenty-metre harbour frontage. If the proposal is for just four luxury townhouses, I imagine they could go for eight to ten million each.’ 

				‘That’d be...forty million dollars!’ Suze gasped. ‘Forty million,’ she repeated. The thought of that much money was simply...stunning.

				‘You say it isn’t heritage-listed or protected?’ said Jo, who hadn’t registered the sum of money they were talking about.

				‘No. For the same reason so much other stuff isn’t,’ said Simon. ‘We rely on volunteers to protect our heritage. And around here, the residents are pretty battle-weary by now. They mounted a mighty battle for Villa Porto Rosa and lost.’

				‘But forty...million...dollars?!’ Suze exhaled slowly. ‘There’s no fighting that.’ She turned to Jo. ‘Okay, let’s say you have to share it with JJ in the settlement—that’s still twenty million!’

				Jo, mesmerised by the spell of the place, was struggling to understand what Suze was saying. Did she mean it should be demolished? 

				For her part, Suze couldn’t believe she was having a conversation that involved numbers in the stratospheric eight figures. Maybe when she was looking at the books for DPLC...But right now, she calculated, Jo was worth the entire college bank account. She thought of her own predicament. Her mind, the same well-oiled mechanism that had driven her for the past few years, began whirring with probabilities, possibilities, schemes, outcomes. If Jo had twenty million dollars...Maybe she could confess everything and Jo would bail her out? If Jo managed to keep the place, would there be any money left for her? 

				That was just selfish thinking and stupid. Jo would never speak to her again if she found out about her thievery. Whatever Jo did, Suze had no say in it, but she knew what she’d do. Take the money and run. She was dumbfounded by Jo’s silence. Only someone who had lost touch with reality could think about this for more than a nanosecond. Knock the old dump down! The odds of winning this much money were probably thirty million to one—more! Suze was well versed in the statistics of chance. 

				Jo stared back at her, still unable to grasp the magnitude of the figures Suze was totting up and flinging into the air. The black tendrils of Suze’s hair were swirling around her head and she was waving her arms up and down as if they were on strings. ‘You could live anywhere, Jo! Paris, London, New York! Or just put the money in the bank. Live off the interest. You’d be set for life.’

				Set for life. If there was one phrase Jo hated, it was that. She had thought she was ‘set for life’ a year ago and everything had crumbled around her. 

				Then, unable to bear the maddening silence a moment longer, Suze barked, ‘You have got to be kidding! You think anyone’s going to remember in six months’ time that there was some old house here?’

				‘My grandmother will,’ Simon intervened. ‘She’s in her nineties. She’s lived here all her life. She knew the family that lived here and when I told her The Cape was going to be demolished, she was devastated. What if everyone gives up? Sells up? Until everything is concrete and glass? You just said yourself you had no idea this place existed.’

				‘Maybe it doesn’t deserve to! Maybe it’s exactly like the old crumbling relic on Darling Point,’ Suze shot back. ‘A corner of the world for the rich and selfish who don’t want to share anything and spend all their time keeping people out. If there was a nice flat I could afford, I’d live here.’

				‘Do you work for a property developer?’ Simon asked, 
a contemptuous tone in his voice. ‘That’s what they all say.’

				Jo had only been half listening to this exchange. When Suze and Simon turned to her she reluctantly tore herself away from the view and from the palette of colours into which she was already dipping her brush. 

				‘I love it,’ she said. ‘I adore this house and everything about it. It’s like something out of a dream. I’d be happy to stay here till the day I died.’ 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-nine

				If the vaulted entrance hall was the heart of the old main building of the Darling Point Ladies’ College, then the library was its soul. Jo had always admired the room’s lofty ceilings, arched doorways, elaborate plasterwork columns, pediments and decorative curlicues. 

				Ten years ago the paint colours had been restored to the original 1880s scheme—sea green and ferrous red with exuberant touches of bright blue and corn yellow. It seemed gaudy to the modern eye, but reflected the enormous confidence felt by burghers of Sydney in the Victorian era thanks to the extraordinary wealth generated by bounties of gold, wool and wheat. 

				Jo was happy for the chance to sit in the library one more time, even though she was now a trespasser. She had been met at a rear entrance by an excitable Hannah McGinty, who was dressed in a flapping black coat and seemed to think she was in some sort of spy caper. She made an unlikely undercover agent. Hannah was just over five foot tall, wore her ginger hair in two long plaits and favoured socks with her Birkenstock sandals. She had trotted along darkened halls, nattering away and stopping now and then to remind Jo to remain silent. 

				Hannah had unlocked the archives room off the main library space and stood guard as Jo fossicked. She knew exactly what she was looking for and was soon heading for a reading desk with her arms full of document boxes. 

				The steady tick-tock of a handsome grandfather clock and the occasional sound of the pages of a heavy art book being turned by Hannah, who was curled in an armchair some distance off, were the only sounds to be heard. 

				Under a light shaded by amber glass, Jo spread various artefacts on a reading desk. There were copies of original photographs and paintings, most of them well known to Jo; they’d been hanging on the college walls for as long as she could remember. There were also files of personal letters, documents and ancient newspaper cuttings. 

				The images were familiar. Here was Jo’s favourite painted portrait of Eunice Walpole, which still hung in Felicity Hall. In it Eunice was standing erect, dressed in a royal-blue silk three-quarter-length jacket over a full skirt. The fashion was from mid-Victorian times and the jacket was securely buttoned from her neck to her tiny waist—its improbable circumference no doubt due to the marvels of whalebone corsetry. It could have been quite severe in effect, but there were lovely, feminine touches. A ruff of cream lace sprouted at the neck and sleeves and a corsage of gay spring flowers decorated one lapel. 

				Eunice had a long, elegant face that was quite striking. Big eyes and full lips. Her chestnut hair was pulled back, but the plainness of the style had been softened with the addition of pin-curls around her forehead. She wore a pair of small pearl drop earrings. Eunice’s long, expressive fingers rested on a green-baize-topped side table stacked with what appeared to be important educational tomes. 

				More than once Jo had seen that she and Eunice shared a resemblance.

				What had happened to her? It didn’t seem to be anything sinister, from what Jo could divine from the rest of the boxes’ contents. There were no records of police investigations or mentions of a ‘missing person’. However, even in private letters written to Augusta and by Augusta to others, Eunice was never mentioned. After June in 1883, she had just ceased to exist. Perhaps two hundred years later, someone would wonder the same about Josephine Margaret Blanchard? Deputy headmistress one day and then...nothing. 

				Jo turned her attention to a copy of a photograph she had seen many times before and was very fond of. She recalled that the original was still on the wall in the boarders’ common room. It was taken, she guessed, around the turn of the century. A relaxed and happy daytime scene of a group—men, women and children—sitting on grass with the remains of a picnic at their feet. They were on a summer outing, by the looks of it, the women in long white dresses, again buttoned up to the throat, with sashes at the waist. The small boys wore broad-brimmed hats and sailor suits. The girls were in long dresses too, their wavy hair loosed from constricting plaits. Behind them stood the men, all heavily moustached. One on a black horse, others in dark suits, variously bare-headed or wearing bowler hats. 

				Now as she looked more closely, Jo was sure that was Eunice under a large sunhat, standing on the left. And then, in a pulse-racing moment of recognition, Jo saw exactly what she was looking for. Behind them, she was positive, was the distinctive roofline of The Cape and its pair of dormer windows.

				Jo turned the photograph over. Nothing on the back. That was a frustrating oversight. She hunted frantically through a pile of papers, and couldn’t find anything that would decode the scene. Perhaps, though, there might be a caption still stuck to the back of the original.

				‘Hannah!’ she whispered urgently. ‘We have to go on a little expedition.’ Hannah leaped to her feet, eager for more clandestine activity. She led the way back through the gloomy labyrinth of hallways and across the vast, echoing space of the entrance hall. 

				They went out through a side door, but Jo couldn’t resist a detour to the front stairs of the college. There she paused as she’d always done. Just a moment to place her foot on the worn stone and one last chance to feel its comforting hollow. She couldn’t imagine ever coming back here again. She stepped onto the path that glowed under the moonlight. White quartz crunched under her feet.

				‘Ssshh!’ admonished Hannah. 

				Jo immediately left the path to walk on a springy cushion of grass.

				‘There’s a security guard doing the rounds. He’ll be up the back by the tennis courts now, but back this way soon,’ Hannah whispered, and off she darted, her ginger plaits swinging. 

				They hurried through the darkened grounds—through the upper and lower quad and across the Great Lawn. Jo caught the scent of the last of the frangipanis and tardy gardenias even as she was thinking that it was ridiculous to be creeping through the place like a criminal. She knew every inch of the college and could have found her way around with her eyes closed.

				At the front door of the boarders’ building, Hannah punched numbers into a security keypad, and when they were inside, Jo was almost overcome by the familiar aroma of fruit-scented shampoo, instant noodles and sports socks. With thirty girls slumbering upstairs, the old place seemed to be softly breathing.

				The cosy common room was furnished with armchairs and couches covered in floral linen slipcovers and lit by antique lamps on monumental cedar sideboards. Jo soon found what she was seeking. The old photograph was in a gilt frame, one of a dozen in a collection. She took it down from the wall, turned it over and peeled off the tape and backing. This seemed to be causing Hannah almost physical pain. She was chewing on the end of one of her plaits and her eyes were bulging in alarm.

				‘Please do be very, very careful,’ she implored. 

				‘I will,’ Jo promised.

				Then she had the original photograph in her hands—a fragile sliver of history. On the back, sure enough, stuck down with crumbling adhesive tape, was a typed caption:

				From the Woodward Family Collection. 

				March 2, 1888.

				Picnic for the workers on beachfront, Watsons Bay, after completion of ‘The Cape’, newly built residence of Mr William ‘Henry’ Donnithorne, merchant and builder, orig. Cape of Good Hope (deceased January 1888).

				From left: Jack Woodward and wife Sarah (née Humphreys) with children Sarah, Emily and Polly. Mr Cecil Dunn with wife Catherine (née Gibson) and children (names unknown).

				The late Mr Henry Donnithorne’s wife Eunice (née Walpole) with her children Albert (on pony), Eliza (with bucket) and baby Harry.

				Can anyone recognise anyone else in this old photo?

				Jo could. On closer inspection she was sure she could see Augusta standing at the back, half in shadow, almost obscured by a child’s head. She was shorter and plainer than her younger sister, but the family resemblance was there in her long, lugubrious face. It was telling that Augusta wasn’t identified. Perhaps she was hanging at the back of the group, obscured, by design.

				She looked to be holding a toddler in her arms. Surely that couldn’t be Augusta’s child? She was always referred to as a ‘spinster’ in all the records. Forty years as headmistress and not a whiff of scandal. It seemed to be a boy, dressed in an identical suit to the older fellow on the pony. A sibling to Eunice’s other identified children? Maybe, judging by his age, the twin of Eliza with the bucket? 

				‘So this photo’s from 1888,’ said Jo. ‘How old do you think the child is who’s sitting on that pony? Albert, Eunice’s son.’

				Hannah donned reading glasses and peered closely. ‘Maybe six or seven. Although children were much smaller back then. Maybe older.’

				‘So, let me put these dates together. Eunice came to Darling Point in 1880 from Cape Town. The man she married, Henry, came from there too, according to this.’

				‘Maybe he followed her? Or she came to meet him? That’s terribly romantic.’

				‘I suppose we’ll never know exactly what happened, but if she married Henry Donnithorne before that boy had been conceived, say in 1881 or 1882, she would have still been headmistress here. But there’s no mention of her marriage in the records or the newspapers. She definitely left the college as Miss Walpole, a single woman.’

				‘You think she was unmarried and pregnant?’

				‘She must have been.’

				‘Ooh! Extremely bad form for the headmistress of a girls’ school.’ Hannah frowned. ‘They would have excommunicated her for that in those days.’

				There was that word again. Excommunicated. Jo knew what that felt like. She jotted down the details in her notebook, placed the photo back in its frame and replaced the backing as best she could.

				‘Don’t fuss too much with it now, I’ll secure it properly in the morning,’ said Hannah. 

				Jo rehung the frame on the wall. They stood back to look at it and continued to talk in hushed tones—too excited to leave the photograph and the mystery it held. 

				‘Well, we’ve found her. It looks like our Eunice fell on her feet,’ said Hannah. ‘She did marry and became the mistress of a rather grand house overlooking the harbour. And kept up with her painting.’

				Jo continued the story. ‘Her husband died not long after she gave birth to the baby she’s holding, even before the house was finished. She was widowed only three months when this was taken. How sad.’ 

				‘I wonder what happened to him?’ Hannah asked what Jo was wondering too. ‘She was so awfully young, widowed with four children—if you count the one Augusta’s holding. Mind you, that could be Augusta’s love child. She could have gone off with a sea captain and had it over the summer holidays then kept it hidden or...something. And I wonder if Eunice remarried? I hope she did.’ Hannah was busily weaving a tale of intrigue worthy of a modern-day soap opera.

				Jo preferred to stick to the facts at hand. It was the relationship between the two sisters that fascinated her most. ‘It seems Augusta kept up with her sister, even though she probably had to keep it a secret if Eunice was disgraced. She had Eunice’s paintings here at the college. I wonder where she hung them? Maybe in Etheldreda House where no-one could see. And it’s really interesting that they’re signed in Eunice’s maiden name. From the ages of the children, she must have been painting while she was a wife and mother.’

				‘And I wonder why Eunice seems to have been expunged from the records, Jo? Surely if she and Henry got married and had children, then built this house, Eunice must have regained some respectability?’

				‘I don’t know. Maybe it’s something to do with Henry Donnithorne,’ said Jo. ‘Maybe he was a scoundrel and came to some kind of bad end.’

				Hannah sighed heartily. ‘Lord love Eunice. She must have had a very independent, fighting spirit. And God bless Augusta for supporting her sister through thick and thin.’

				‘They must have both had a good deal of courage,’ agreed Jo. 

				‘Indeed,’ Hannah nodded. ‘Would you like to come and have another look at those watercolours in my office? I’ll make tea and I think I might have a wedge of poppyseed cake.’

				‘I’d love to, thanks. You know there are plans to knock down The Cape?’ said Jo.

				‘No!’

				‘For luxury townhouses.’

				‘But it’s part of the college’s history. We can prove it. Can we stop it? Is there anything we can do? I’ll bring the file and we can copy everything.’

				Of course there was something that could be done, thought Jo. The house was half hers and if she had her way would be all hers by the time she had sorted out the divorce settlement. The thought of it was thrilling. 

				‘We shall prevail,’ she whispered, echoing the words every Darling Old Girl knew by heart. 

				Jo was on the internet in her office at home searching for any information she could find on the Donnithorne family in Sydney. There seemed to be a few mentions of the name. She would love to join Hannah in her investigations, but there was a task at hand—tomorrow’s renewal of wedding vows for Doug and Elaine McIntyre. However, the words for the ceremony weren’t coming easily this evening and Jo found herself trawling through various library websites and their fascinating archives of local history.

				And then a message from James.

				Dear Mum,

				I made it to Turkey. I went to the Sultan Ahmed Mosque today in Istanbul. It’s known as the Blue Mosque. 

				Millions of worshippers have been coming here for 400 years. When you walk up the steps and through the portal you see all these amazing domes until you see the great dome of the mosque itself, looking like it’s floating to heaven.

				I went inside and sat down by a massive marble pillar and just closed my eyes and listened. It’s so still. You hear feet padding by and the rustle of long robes. It’s very holy. Don’t ask me what that means, but it’s like this peace comes over you and you slip away from the world and feel like you are connected with something bigger than yourself.

				Everywhere I go someone is trying to convert me to Islam. They say Judaism was first, then came Christianity and, finally, Islam. It’s the ‘last and best’ is what they say.

				What do you think the Australian Aborigines would think about that, Mum? Remember the time we went to Uluru? You said it felt like a sacred place. Some of the caves there were being used for rituals 50,000 year ago. Remember the guide told us that? It makes some of the other religions brand new, if you think about it. 

				I’ve met a girl from New Zealand and we are going to travel together to India. Her mother is a Maori. I was telling her last night about you and it made me realise that I am lucky to have a mother who has let me find out stuff for myself.

				I hope you are getting plenty of bookings as a celebrant. You will be great at it.

				Kita and I are flying out to Goa tonight. I’ll write when I get there.

				Give my love to Tory and Dad.

				Love you too,

				James x

				James had met a girl? That was good news. Jo could detect between the lines a change in his thinking. A thoughtfulness and softening. Maybe he was in love? If the trip was opening his heart and mind, then it was worth whatever money he needed. 

				And he was off to India. Jo thought about writing back to tell him she’d meet him there. She imagined sitting naked on the banks of the Ganges covered in ashes with the yogis and renouncing all earthly desires. Although a miserable middle-aged mother traipsing along after him and his girlfriend would be about the last thing a son would welcome. 

				She wrote back to urge him on, telling him to keep travelling and to come home soon. Then she smiled. It was what her mother Margaret used to say to her when she was a teenager: ‘If it looks like you’re going to be late, come home early.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty

				It was around 11 a.m. when Jo finally found a parking space and walked a fair distance up the road to the Bronte Bowling Club. This part of Eastern Sydney looked out to the Pacific Ocean and the bleachers were crammed with punters also eager for a blue view. However the scene they were most likely to see through their windows was what was playing on the television in the flat next door. In this goldfish bowl of humanity, every small fish dreamed of splashing in a bigger pond.

				On the slow drive there through narrow, congested streets, Jo had used the time idling in Saturday-morning traffic to revise the words of the renewal of Doug McIntyre’s wedding vows. Doug had been married to Elaine for forty years and wanted to tell his family and friends he would be happy to go round again in her company for another decade or two. Next year he would retire as bursar of Darling Point and it would be the end of an era. Jo had always been grateful to have such a firm and steady hand on the school’s financial tiller and had welcomed his musical knock on her office door. She and Doug had shared many confidences and cuppas over the years. He always spoke of his wedding day as if it was a momentous date in history, like the signing of the Magna Carta or the moon landing. It was no surprise that he wanted to renew his vows and Jo was touched he had asked her to officiate.

				The Bronte Bowls clubhouse was a bog-standard red-brick box from the 1960s, but a much-treasured institution now that a community hall and a patch of emerald-green grass were a rare find in this crowded corner of Sydney. Jo recalled the community outrage a few years ago when the Potts Point Bowling Club had been bought for seven million dollars for redevelopment by Canonbury School—and thinking about Canonbury inevitably led her back to JJ and The Cape. 

				She’d been thinking about it until her head hurt. Her first instinct was to confront him and scream that he was a philistine and vandal. Demand that he give her the house. But with forty million dollars in the offing, he would brush off her complaints as if she was an irritating mosquito. She was owed half of it at least. And then there was Parklea and the rest. He would be back in the office on Monday, his secretary had told her. Like Linda said, she had to think with her head, not her heart.

				The event this afternoon would be a welcome distraction. Inside the club the unpretentious space had a bar at one end and a low stage at the other. Obviously it was the family who had lovingly decorated the place. Harsh fluoro lights were hidden by canopies of sheer pink fabric and poles were festooned with white balloons. The tables were adorned with mismatched vases of home-picked flowers. Jo was relieved to see how homey and intimate it all was. The thought of being up on a stage and officiating in front of a crowd, many of them from Darling Point, made her nervous, but she and Doug had spoken of how it would go—low key, not too much fuss—and that was reassuring.

				Jo had agreed to a final meeting on the order of the ceremony with Doug this morning. He was a stickler for detail. She’d then find a café and pass the time until the event started at 2 p.m. Jo waited by the deserted bar and soon enough Doug McIntyre came squeaking across the wooden floorboards in thick rubber-soled shoes and looked up at Jo through old-fashioned black-rimmed spectacles. 

				‘Jo, good morning,’ he said. ‘I must speak with you urgently, so let’s retire into one of the empty offices for some privacy.’

				‘Almost half a million dollars. That’s what she’s stolen. She didn’t win the lottery. That was a lie. I’ve assembled what evidence I can in that folder.’ Doug pulled a tablecloth-sized handkerchief from his trouser pocket, feverishly polished the lenses of his glasses and then the face of his watch. Jo looked about the small, untidy office, felt for a chair and collapsed onto it. The folder on the table yielded dozens of pages of bank entries and flow charts and made little sense on first viewing.

				‘Of course I didn’t want to believe it. But I’ve looked and looked and looked again and discovered everything. She’s attempted to cover her tracks, but I’m no amateur. I’ve been a professional for almost fifty years. The technology might have changed, but the modus operandi of the perpetrator hasn’t.’

				Doug was pacing back and forth in front of shelves crowded with bowls-club trophies, leather bowls cases, white hats. Racks of snowy dust-coats stood as ghostly sentries. It was surreal, like a scene from an amateurish 1970s TV crime show. Surely the walls were cardboard and would fall flat at any moment to reveal a startled camera crew.

				‘I don’t understand what you’re saying. It must be a mistake.’ Jo was barely able to comprehend.

				‘I’m saying that she’s a criminal. Of course, she comes over as a kind woman, so we can’t be blamed for being taken in. But she’s been a mistress of deception. And I have no doubt that since she first walked through the front door of Darling Point six years ago, she’s only had one thing on her mind—to defraud and swindle. Perhaps out of sheer jealousy. Who knows why? I’ve always suspected her and, if I’m honest, I suppose it was the pagan symbols and incense in her office that always made me feel that there was something there that didn’t inspire trust.’

				Jo laughed in disbelief. A crackling cackle that communicated she didn’t believe a word of it. ‘Next you’ll be telling me she graduated from Hogwarts with a degree in the Dark Arts!’

				Doug McIntyre swivelled on his heels. ‘Pardon?’

				‘I’m trying to make sense of all this, Doug. Are you saying Mrs Reynolds stole half a million dollars from the college?’

				‘About four hundred and fifty thousand in 2009, from what I’ve been able to trace. Some one hundred and fifty-five separate tranches—but perhaps it’s much more. She was in charge of a lot of cash, too. I hear the husband is turning up for free handouts at St Bernadette’s. So she’s even cheated him, poor sod.’

				At the mention of Rob, Jo’s heart chilled. Could Suze have stolen the money to cover his gambling debts? Surely not. She was...so good with money.

				‘But you were in charge, Doug. How could it have happened?’

				‘I trusted her, that’s what happened.’ His voice was thin and raspy with emotion. ‘So yes, you’re right: I am partly to blame. Thirty-five years I’ve been there. And this! Just when I’m about to retire. Thirty-five years of service and dedication, all about to be ruined.’ Doug whipped out his handkerchief and began to scrub away at his glasses again. He polished the frames this time and clamped them on his face. He wiped his brow, tugged at his striped tie. He was moist with perspiration. Damp patches were showing in the armpits of his pale-blue shirt. 

				‘So many times in the past week I almost picked up the phone to call the police. I struggled with my conscience as a Christian. She has sinned mightily, although—’ now he was mopping his bald head, which was glistening with sweat ‘—I couldn’t help thinking about those two lovely Reynolds girls. Very talented and accomplished. What will happen if their mother goes to jail? In the end, I thought that if there’s one person who would know how to handle it, it would be you. You’re her best friend. You were deceived by your own husband, so you have some experience in such matters.’ 

				The indignities and accusations were coming so thick and fast, were so utterly outrageous and unfounded, that Jo was speechless. She was glued to her chair.

				‘I’ll be frank,’ Doug continued. ‘I don’t need the scandal and neither do you. I hate to say this, but because you’re such good friends with Mrs Reynolds people might come to the conclusion that you helped her in some way. Or covered it up, at least. They’ll find it hard to believe you were totally unaware of her crimes.’ And then Doug paused and coughed, as if his next question was stuck and he had to dislodge it. ‘Forgive me for asking, Jo, but I feel I must: you didn’t know, did you? I know how kind-hearted you are. You didn’t find out and then...although that makes no sense; you would have helped repay the money, no doubt, if you had known.’

				Jo shook her head, still utterly unable to offer a word of explanation.

				‘So, here are my thoughts. If you can have the money back in the college accounts after Easter, I’m sure I can go back and cover her tracks. It’s wrong, I know. It’s forgery. But it’s probably my—your—only chance. I know that you are not...without means.’

				‘Doug, that’s only days away, I—’

				He continued pacing up and down a small square of brown carpet, his anxiety levels rising with every step. ‘We’ve got that new finance department up and running. There’s a young chap in the office now, sniffing things out. I don’t mind telling you that he’s made my life a misery and wants all my expense records. He’s about to start on a five-year audit. It was only when I was preparing everything for him that I saw a pattern of withdrawals. And now I’ve traced the transactions back to the viper in her nest.’

				The reference jolted Jo. Had she been as hopelessly naive as Doug seemed to think?

				‘It must be a mistake,’ she repeated.

				‘No, I’m afraid there’s no mistake. Suzanne Reynolds is a thief and a liar. And to think we all celebrated her good fortune! She’s shameless. What a dreadful state of affairs.’

				Doug placed two hands on the table and leaned forward, and even through the thick lenses of his glasses, Jo could see the desperation in his eyes.

				‘I’m sure this has come as a blow to you, but this will ruin my reputation. I’ll be in court. My heart’s not what it could be. And what effect will this have on Elaine?’ Doug’s glasses clouded with condensation. ‘You have to help me.’

				There was a knock—six taps that Jo recognised as the McIntyre jingle—and Elaine put her head around the door. A cream satin fascinator was perched on carefully curled grey hair. Her face was carefully made-up with a pink splodge of rouge on each cheek. 

				‘Josephine!’ she exclaimed. ‘How lovely to see you. Doug and I are just thrilled you could do this for us. I must admit, I’m feeling a bit jittery. Isn’t that silly after all this time of being married?’ 

				Jo stood on wobbly legs to receive kisses.

				‘Has Doug been boring you with all our history? Oh, Doug! You didn’t prepare Jo one of your awful folders, did you? Honestly!’

				‘No, no, no, darling! These are just a few bits and pieces that she requires for the ceremony,’ Doug dissembled as he hastily tidied the notes and handed the folder to Jo. 

				‘Well, come on, the pair of you. Out of this office, now!’ Elaine scolded. ‘We’re trying to get the place set up and you need to get into your suit jacket, Doug.’

				‘So, you have everything you need, Jo?’ Doug inquired with a fragile cheeriness. 

				Not quite. What Jo needed was a stretcher and an oxygen tent. 

				‘It all looks fine,’ she mumbled.

				‘Lovely,’ said Elaine. ‘Come along, Mr McIntyre. We’ll have wedding guests here soon.’ 

				Jo hastily stuffed the folder in her handbag. Why couldn’t he have at least waited until the end of the night to hit her with all this? She considered bolting out the door and never coming back.

				The documents were spread over the passenger seat of Jo’s car, which she had parked overlooking Bronte Beach. Doug had illuminated Suze’s alleged crimes with a yellow highlighter. Other documents listed the amounts taken and the company they’d been transferred into—R. and J. Holdings. Jo guessed the initials stood for Roberta and Jessica. 

				It was all true. Jo knew it was. 

				Suze had explained her cash windfall last year as Oz Lotto winnings. She must have lied about that. Or had she really won that money and had it along with what she’d stolen? Had she really been so heartless as to watch Jo cry when she had cut the ribbons to Geraniums Red, and still gone on with the deception? All that stuff about the universe providing? Was that some kind of sick joke to put Jo off the trail? Their long and intimate friendship, was that a lie too? 

				Then she thought of the paintings. That was one crime Suze had owned up to. But if she was so desperate for money, why hadn’t she sold them? What else had she taken? Why was she working so long and hard in the shop every day? How much money did she have left from almost half a million? Half a million dollars! Perhaps much more. It must be the gambling debts. There was no other explanation. Maybe the five thousand she had just given Suze was being fed into a poker machine at this very moment.

				Jo sat and stared at the waves rolling in until it was time to get back to the bowling club for the ceremony. 

				Here and there guests stood in clumps picking at bowls of peanuts while small children skidded up and down the polished wooden dance floor. A few smokers sat outside at tables overlooking the carefully tended greens. 

				Jo was soon greeted by a cast of characters she’d lost touch with in the past twelve months. Teaching and administrative staff, groundsmen, cleaners, the car-park attendant—the hard-working retinue of the college.

				Every which way she turned, her past rushed up to meet her with exclamations of welcome. As a glass of sparkling wine was joyfully passed from the bar to where she stood, Jo could see that in her year of self-imposed exile it was she who had abandoned her friends. They were all still there for her, completely without judgment. It came to mind that she would trade a hundred Carols and Didis for any one of them. With some shame Jo realised she could have found a great source of joy and comfort in these folk if only she’d reached out to them. Father Patrick had often told her so.

				‘Hooray!’ The cheer went up for the first broken ‘good luck’ glass of the day. 

				The next hour passed in a blur. Jo exchanged pleasantries with dozens of people, or, more accurately, they were pleasant to her. She did little more than nod and make noises in the appropriate places. 

				Suze would have been gratified to know how many of her former colleagues asked after her. Of course it now made sense why she had begged off from the occasion, saying she had to visit her mother.

				‘She’s fine, the shop’s doing very well,’ Jo recited to every inquiry. And then the rest of the conversation was lost as she tuned in to the anxious monologue in her head. 

				Jo was coming back from the ladies’ room when she was confronted with the back view of what looked to be an entire zebra. The sturdy figure in a print jacket was none other than Carol Holt. 

				Bloody hell! What was she doing here? Jo reeled back into the crowd and tried to catch her breath. And then she remembered that Doug and Senator Holt had struck up a friendship of sorts years ago. Around DPLC there had certainly been stranger bedfellows than the millionaire politician and the accountant. She slunk off and found refuge with the smokers outside.

				Mercifully, Mrs Holt seemed to be dodging her too, and spent most of the night ensconced with Rev Pottharst at a corner table where they received a snaking queue of guests eager to meet and greet.

				Jo felt nauseous. Then she received a tap on the shoulder that was the signal for her to perform. Half a sausage roll seemed to be stuck in her throat. She took the stage on numb legs. 

				She conducted the ceremony in the order she had in front of her but saw the whole event, at a distance, as some sort of unconvincing children’s Punch and Judy show, complete with wooden puppets and an audience of bright-eyed children.

				Doug and Elaine read tributes to each other.

				‘Forty years ago, I pledged my love to you, but it seems like only yesterday.’

				‘I am so proud to continue life’s journey by your side.’ 

				Jo was thinking about the horrifying prospect of having to confront Suze, when she suddenly registered that eighty people were staring at her with silent expectation. 

				Then she dropped her notebook, addressed Elaine as ‘Ellen’, knocked over a wine glass on the table by her elbow and bumped the microphone stand, which hit the deck with a hideous shriek that had everyone exclaim, ‘Oooh!’ and block their ears. And then, when she looked up, there was one face she focused on.

				Mrs Carol Holt. Smiling widely, like the celebrated Cheshire Cat. 

				‘I’m sure it was fine,’ Patrick mumbled as he sat at Jo’s dining table perusing one sheet of figures, then another. ‘Meaningless carry-on, anyway. They’re either married or they’re not.’

				‘I just wanted to disappear,’ Jo groaned, and finally thought to ease off her high heels. She rubbed at her pinched toes. 
‘I don’t think I ever want to do it again. And I’ll never forget the look of satisfaction on that woman’s face. I hate her.’

				Patrick put down his fluorescent yellow highlighting pen and reached for his coffee. ‘R. and J. Holdings. Does that company name mean anything?’ 

				‘I’m sure that stands for Roberta and Jessica.’ 

				Patrick gathered the scattered sheets of paper and put the cap on his pen. He yawned, rubbed his face with his hands. He’d been looking through the papers for two hours, it was getting on for 7 p.m., and from what he could see Doug McIntyre had been thorough in his investigation. Suze was as guilty as hell.

				‘She’s hardly living the high life. It’ll be the school fees and Rob’s gambling. I wonder how much she’s got left?’ Jo buried her head in her hands. ‘God, Patrick, what a mess.’

				Patrick nodded in agreement. ‘Mind you, from what I’ve seen here she’d be a highly sought-after corporate executive. She’s drawn salaries for three phantom teaching staff, even paid their bloody taxes!’ He shook his head with both disbelief and admiration. ‘She’s been extremely creative. You always said she was good with—’

				‘Don’t. I feel like an idiot.’ Jo rose from the couch, turned off the lamp and headed for the kitchen to rinse her teacup. Calpurnia sat up, blinking, her slumber rudely interrupted. 
‘I just can’t believe it. If she was doing so badly, I don’t know why she couldn’t have asked me for help instead of praying to those damned goddesses, angels and demons of hers. She was always into that stupid feng shui, putting mirrors in corners and that three-legged moon frog at the door of her office. When all the time...’

				‘Yep. She must have spent hours on it, poor cow. Unless the three-legged moon frog was conversant with modern accounting practices.’

				‘And she told everyone in the whole place she’d won Oz Lotto. She lied to hundreds of people as well as me. I don’t think she’s even told Rob. How can she live with the guilt? She must be some kind of sociopath.’

				‘Or just desperate. Like I said, you never know what people will be driven to do for money.’

				‘I don’t know how I’m going to face her.’ Jo got up and went to the kitchen and automatically reached for a cleaning cloth.

				Patrick folded his arms across his chest. ‘You’ll try to find the cash for her, I suppose? The settlement from JJ?’ 

				‘I’ve seen a lawyer. I know I can get it pretty quickly.’ She started washing a small stack of bread-and-butter plates.

				‘Jo Blanchard to the rescue! A lot of people wouldn’t bother. They’d just write her off,’ he said over the clinking of crockery in the sink. 

				‘Maybe if it was just her. She’s lied to me for...who knows how long? But it’s bigger than that, and I can’t help feeling like I’m implicated.’

				‘In what way?’

				Jo turned, wringing a damp tea towel in her hands. ‘It was me who encouraged her to send the girls to the college. I should have seen they couldn’t afford it.’

				‘Well, that confirms my suspicions that no good deed goes unpunished. She has her own mind. You’re not her keeper.’

				‘I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t try.’

				‘Just don’t expect her to be grateful for your help, that’s all.’ 

				Patrick walked to the kitchen to kiss Jo goodbye. He had a wedding rehearsal to attend at St Bernadette’s in ten minutes.

				‘You mean she might not want me to help her?’

				‘She might and then not thank you for it—and you have to be prepared for that—or she might rather face the music. Take her punishment. The thought of being in debt to you might be more than she can handle.’

				Jo hadn’t considered any of this.

				‘If you want to help her with the money, it’s important that it’s not some charity event. There is something you might engage her with, though—the notion of “commutative justice”. She’ll have to do three things: admit her guilt, genuinely express her sorrow and regret, and make a firm purpose of amendment.’

				‘Amendment?’

				‘She’ll have to pay you back.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-one

				They sat at the table in Suze’s kitchen staring in numb silence as if they had been called in to the mortuary to identify a recently deceased body. 

				The corpse of their friendship was lying on the slab in front of them, still flesh-coloured and tepid to the touch. Once it had been a living, laughing, hot-blooded thing. Then they’d opened it up and found it was, as they say, riddled with cancer. 

				Neither had the courage for the autopsy. Not yet. That would come. Perhaps there would even be a wake one day. But not now, because they were in awe of what had just happened. How could something so vital have become so lifeless?

				Somewhere the siren of an ambulance wailed, its shrill keening echoing off factory roofs and concrete high-rises as the vehicle sped along city streets to an emergency. But there was no urgency here in Suze’s kitchen. Just an interlude. A waiting time in between one thing and the next. 

				Jo stood in the doorway. She would not sit down at the table. That would mean she’d accepted hospitality from Suze. That might put her in the position of having to return it. 

				‘I thought you’d cry, at least,’ she said.

				‘So did I,’ Suze replied. She reached for the wine bottle. ‘Want one?’

				‘No.’

				‘Forgive me if I get shit-faced.’

				‘That’s hardly going to help.’

				‘Yeah, but it can’t hurt either.’ Suze took the bottle and aimed for her empty glass.

				Jo had once described Suze’s little wooden house as ‘shabby chic’, but tonight as she focused on the cracks in the wall and peeling paint illuminated by a single, shaded globe she saw that the kitchen was just plain worn out. 

				No wonder the girls never had their classmates to stay. Tonight they were sleeping over at friends’ places, probably under fine Egyptian four-hundred-thread-count sheets, as the twinkling harbour lights placed diadems on their sleeping heads. Their wealthy princess friends would never come to Rosebery to sleep in narrow beds lumpy with peas.

				Her heart lurched as she thought of the twins. ‘I’m sorry, Suze,’ she said. And then she wondered what she was apologising for. Hadn’t she always had the girls’ best interests at heart? Hadn’t she nurtured Bobby in art class and made time to get to evening performances in Felicity Hall to hear Jess play, even when Suze couldn’t? What was it she was sorry for? Herself and her own dumb, trusting idiocy, that’s what. She was truly sorry for that.

				‘Don’t be sorry. I’m not,’ said Suze. ‘If I was going to steal from anyone, I’m glad it was them. They can afford it.’ She was slurring her words. She had been half-drunk when Jo got there and was now intent on completely writing herself off. 

				‘Stealing is stealing,’ said Jo primly, and then wondered if she’d first uttered this as a child in Sunday school at St Luke’s. 

				‘That’s not really true.’ Suze pushed back from the table and plonked her bare feet on a basket of crumpled washing. She raised her plump arms and the sleeves of her faded pink kimono slid to her elbows. ‘That place is stuffed with money. No-one would have ever missed my small pickings. Doug didn’t, so bad luck for him. I took cash too, you know. Thousands of dollars that fell down the back of the couch. There was one time—’ 

				‘You sound like you’re proud of yourself.’

				‘Maybe I am. Got a bit of the old Ned Kelly in me. I stole from the rich and gave to the poor—me. A lot of people will see me as a hero. Ha!’ 

				‘You’re just a thief. You’re not a hero, to anyone.’

				‘Probably not.’ Suze groped for her glass. ‘Couldn’t give a shit either way.’

				Jo stayed where she was in the doorway. Planted her feet firmly. She wouldn’t run away like she had from Darling Point. There was more to come and this time she’d have her say and deal with the reply. ‘We’ve got one chance,’ she said. ‘We can put the money back like Doug says and no-one will ever know.’

				‘We? What do you mean “we”? What do think we’ve got in common?’ Suze flung her body forward in a great roaring guffaw and then flopped back again. ‘You don’t know the first thing about me. Did you ever stop and think—I mean really think—about how the hell I put the girls through school there? How I could afford to pay the car rego and the power bills and the mortgage and then find the money for two laptops, their uniforms, books and all the other shit? 

				‘Oh, Suze, you’re so good with money!’ She flapped her hands, squeaked and fiddled with her hair in a cruel imitation of Jo. ‘I’m shit with money! I had to rob a fucking bank! That’s what it took. So don’t bother making yourself feel good by rescuing me.’

				Suze gripped the edge of the table and used it to haul herself upright. She lurched to the refrigerator to get another bottle. ‘I’ve done my research and I know what I can expect. There’s a woman who swindled a million bucks out of some private school down the road and she only got weekend detention. I’m a devoted mother with a gambling-addict husband. They won’t put me in jail.’

				‘Sounds like you’ve got it all worked out then,’ said Jo. 

				Suze ignored her. ‘And even if I do get sentenced, Martha Stewart spent her time in jail sewing quilts and writing a book. She lost five kilos. That sounds okay to me. She reckons the only thing she missed was a cappuccino.’ 

				Suze gave what she supposed was a cheerful grin, but under the unforgiving light Jo saw teeth bared in defiance. ‘You don’t mean that,’ Jo said.

				‘I fucking do! “Life gives you lemons, make lemonade,” that’s what Martha reckons. Life’s given me sour grapes, so I’ll make...what’s this crap I’m drinking?’ Suze poured the cheap red wine into her glass.

				‘You’re not making sense. What about the girls?’

				‘Who knows?’ Suze ran a hand through her shock of black hair and slumped back into her chair. ‘Maybe they’ll learn something. Maybe they’ll understand that the secret of life is “to be resigned to your position”. My dad told me that when I was a kid. He was a council worker all his life. I thought, “You’re kidding?! Are you telling me I have to give up? I can do better than you!” But he was right in the end. He died and left Mum nothing. I paid for his funeral out of money I took. The council workers carried the coffin in their overalls. He never made something of himself and he lived a good, honest life. So here’s to you, Dad!’ Suze raised her glass in a toast and wine slopped over the rim, splashed into a bowl of corn chips. ‘“Such is life,” that’s what Ned Kelly said. “Talis est vita.” Picked up a bit of Latin at Darling Point, so don’t say I didn’t learn something from my betters, Mrs Blanchard.’

				‘You’re drunk.’

				‘Yeah, and in the morning I’ll be sober and you’ll still be better than me. We should never have been friends in the first place. You know what? I always felt like one of your art projects. Like some lump of shit you were trying to make into a diamond.’

				‘Don’t be disgusting,’ said Jo. She found by default the tone she used as a disapproving teacher. Suze spat it back at her.

				‘Me? I’m disgusting? You’re the one who put Lady Holt’s rancid knickers in that bag and took it to lunch. You’re the one who made everyone feel embarrassed and dragged the college through the mud. That’s why they wanted me out of there. Because every time they looked at me they thought of you.’

				The accusation took Jo’s breath away. She was haunted by what had happened that awful day. To think that all this time, Suze blamed her for what had happened.

				‘I only took their money. They can handle that,’ Suze said with a sickening smile. ‘You took their self-respect.’

				Jo’s heart pumped and blood surged up her throat and into her head. It thudded behind her eyes and in her ears. She had to get away. She fell back and felt for her coat in the darkened lounge room. Suze got to her feet and bumped her way along behind. 

				‘Go! Fuck off then!’ she yelled. ‘Don’t think I didn’t know that we only ever went to cheap restaurants and all the gifts you gave me cost less than thirty bucks so I didn’t feel bad. And wasn’t I always so grateful, Mrs Blanchard? Like some kid from a mud hut you were sponsoring through World Vision. Don’t worry, you’ll get your five grand back. I’ll go and get it now.’

				‘Keep it. It’s never been about money with me.’ Jo choked out the words. She found the light switch and her coat and started for the front door.

				Suze came after her. ‘Oh, really? Your life’s never been about money? Well, aren’t you the lucky one? I wish you’d never talked me into sending the girls to that place. If I’d just done what Rob said and taken them up the road to be with people like us, 
I might still have a family.’

				Suze stepped forward, her leg caught the edge of the sofa and she sprawled onto the carpet. She rolled over, black hair flopping over her face and bare breasts spilling from her open kimono.

				Jo looked down at her lying there. ‘I always believed in you, because you had faith,’ she said. ‘You were always an inspiration to me that way.’

				‘Look at me, on my big, fat arse! Ha ha! The joke is, I don’t believe in anything anymore.’

				‘And I don’t believe in you.’ Jo found the doorknob and ran.

				The clock on Jo’s beside table read 2 a.m. The shouts from Saturday-night revellers staggering up the street and stumbling into stairwells reverberated in the black canyons between tower blocks. It was the usual stupid, pointless slanging 
match.

				‘Hey, wait for me! You bastards!’

				‘Shut up!’

				‘Oi! Little kids are trying to sleep in here!’

				‘I’m calling the police!’

				‘Piss off!’

				Most nights Jo would have grumbled, thrown back the covers and got up to secure the window against the din, but tonight the drunken oaths at least interrupted the anxious thoughts that were playing over and over in a loop. Loud and insistent like the thumping bass of a hip-hop track that blared from the open window of a passing car. 

				By 3 a.m. it was quiet. Jo turned on the lamp and stared up at the blank, white ceiling, pulled the covers up to her chest, smoothed the sheets and wove her fingers, left and right, in repose. As if she was holding her own hand. This was the way she would lie in bed when she first left home and went to college as a boarder, just eleven years old. 

				She could see her uniform laid out at her feet. Purple blazer, grey felt hat and tunic in winter. Purple and gold gingham dress, cream straw hat in summer. Black shoes. White socks. All year round.

				On the wall she saw the timetable that told her exactly what would be happening tomorrow. Where she would be, at what time. And when she followed the old stone path from the dining room to the classroom, she knew who would be waiting for her. Miss Jensen for maths. Mr Collins for English.

				She’d had friends, of course. Not the wild girls who flirted with the boys and smuggled cigarettes and alcohol into the dorm. Not the rich girls like Carol and Didi who were never there on weekends, but nice country girls from good homes who, like her, made lots of lists and were always on time. 

				It was a comforting, orderly script she had followed for years. Class monitor, house captain, prefect, head prefect—
it had all unfolded in a predictable and satisfying fashion. 

				‘And this year’s award goes to...Josephine Brown.’ She’d come to expect that she would be rewarded for her discipline and diligence with the appropriate book prizes, ribbons and trophies. If she gave her all, the world would give back.

				‘Well done, Josephine. Good work this year. Congratulations.’

				As the years passed, it was the train trip back to the Blue Mountains on school holidays that made her anxious. Now she thought of it, she’d felt a bit like Harry Potter travelling home to the Dursleys’. Not that she was a changeling who’d ended up in a parallel universe via some supernatural device. Far from it. She loved that she had her father’s tall, upright bearing and her mother’s serene grey eyes. What she didn’t look forward to was the way the days stretched out before her, formless and unknowable. 

				Jo’s older brother Phillip had stayed in the mountains living at home to attend the local high school. He was hoping to be one day taken on as a mechanic’s apprentice. He teased his sister for her perfectly made bed and her neat row of stuffed toys. Sometimes he secretly exchanged a teddy bear for a furry giraffe on the shelf, just to see if she noticed, and Jo always did. Instantly. Her nerves jangled until the order was put right again. Big eye, small eye. Fat and skinny. Tall and short. Brown and orange. Teddy sat next to giraffe. Alphabetical order. That was how it went. 

				At the end of the street where the concrete footpath ended, the land fell away into dark, impenetrable scrubby gullies and 
sheer escarpments that changed their aspect with the sun 
and passing clouds. One moment it was all a plain brown and 
ordinary green and the next a brooding, shifting bruise. She often chose to stay inside the house. In her room. Drawing and reading while her mother nagged her to go outside and play. Play? What point was there in playing? Her mother should have known she hadn’t done that since she’d left home to go to boarding school. At what time should she play? With whom? For how long? Wearing what? 

				Jo never stepped off the path. When she was old enough to arrange her own life, it had again been tidy. She studied to be a teacher at her alma mater. Married a boy from a fine school who had prospects as a good provider. He had agreed with her and her parents about the way things should proceed and they went on to be married and have two children. A boy and a girl. The perfect ‘pigeon pair’. All in chronological order. That was how it was written. 

				Then one day Suze had walked into her office. She was wearing a swirling red skirt and a necklace of tiny bells that tinkled when she moved. 

				Jo had hired her, and kept her, almost as a child might keep a pet to see what it might do next. Jo had been rewarded, because Suze was endlessly fascinating. She was loud and uninhibited. Funny and profane. She was unlike any friend Jo had ever had, and Jo loved her for that. She admired the way Suze grabbed at life and took a bite out of everything that came her way. Through Suze’s eyes Jo saw just how predictable her existence had become, and she’d begun to snap and worry at the heels of the life she’d made. 

				What Jo hadn’t seen, or perhaps hadn’t wanted to see, was how greedy Suze could be. She’d always said ‘the universe will provide’, but, clearly, Suze had no intention of waiting for divine providence. Somewhere along the way, she’d decided to hurry things along by taking more than her earthly share. Jo now knew the ‘how’ and the ‘when’ and ‘where’...but as for the ‘why’? Suze had spread the blame around. It was Jo’s fault, or Rob’s, the burden of her motherly duties or ‘the system’ with its pretensions about class and wealth. While Jo could understand the pressure Suze was under, the decision to lie and steal had come from her. And her alone. Even the most abject victims of an earthquake or tsunami were condemned for looting. That’s what Suze had done, and when she had been discovered with her arms full, she’d defiantly declared that she was justified. Now she wanted to take her punishment, but that didn’t sit right with Jo. It was the easy way out.

				As for the evil, nasty things she’d said? Jo refused to let the drunken oaths of a thief and a liar bring her down. Better people than Suze had tried and failed. She got up for a glass of water, came back into the room and saw that the clock now read 3.30 a.m. 
By the time she’d got back into bed, smoothed the covers again and turned off the lamp, she’d made her decision. Suze would not be allowed to give herself up to the authorities. She wouldn’t learn anything from that. Instead, she’d be rescued and would have to live with the lessons it taught. She would have to cry tears of forgiveness, gratitude, repentance and love. Through her theological readings, Jo knew these were the requirements for absolution of sinners. And, she would add to that, as Father Patrick had suggested, amendment. 

				If paying back the money at fifty dollars a week took Suze—Jo had never been good at maths—until she was an old-age pensioner, then that’s what would happen.

				Jo rolled over in bed, away from the luminous dial on the clock that was now counting down the minutes until dawn. She might have the money, and she would see to that first thing. What she didn’t have was a store of bravery. She’d have to find that too. 

				The next good while was subscribed to thoughts of Michael and that kiss. It wasn’t just one kiss. Night after night she’d imagined lying in his arms and couldn’t let go of the hope that they might find a way to be together. If she was honest, she was planning to steal him from Didi. That’s why she wanted to go on with Gemma’s wedding. She would be up there talking about everlasting love and he’d see her and want to be with her forever. But now she had to let that hope go. Otherwise she’d be no better than Suze. 

				Like her, Jo had to fight the temptation of bitter resignation and search her heart for forgiveness, gratitude and repentance. She was frightened to think that she might have already found love.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-two

				Parklea. The brass plate beside the front door was freshly polished. Jo banged the knocker and knew it would reverberate through the whole house. Even when she had been sitting in the sunroom overlooking the back garden, the echoing clang from the front door had made her jump from her chair with fright.

				Jo recalled what Linda Priestley had said—that most wives didn’t have the courage for a face-to-face encounter and would be bullied into a bad deal, but Jo couldn’t see she had any choice in the matter. She didn’t have the luxury of time and couldn’t get forensic accountants or lawyers involved. She had decided to do the deal this morning at Parklea. In private. Anyway, after more than twenty years of marriage she had JJ’s measure.

				The burgundy Bentley was in the driveway but that was no indication he was home. He was often chauffeured to and from the airport. He had no patience for others on the road. Especially for the ‘silly tarts’ in tiny Japanese and Korean cars he liked to monster with the Bentley whenever he was behind the wheel.

				The last time Jo had seen him—apart from regular sightings in the media—was when they had crossed paths on the occasion of Tory’s birthday. Their encounter on the footpath outside the restaurant in Surry Hills had been...What was the word? Cordial. The word used to describe meetings between US and Iranian politicians. It was a contact that had been brief, cordial, but insubstantial.

				Given it was a Sunday morning, Carol Holt could well be inside the house, even now wrapping a bath towel around her ample middle. Jo wasn’t looking forward to confronting the new mistress of her old domain, especially after yesterday’s fiasco at the bowling club, but these were extraordinary circumstances and she’d mustered all her courage to make the unannounced house call. She prayed that Carol didn’t answer the door.

				Rap! Rap! Jo banged the door knocker again and heard the heavy tread on floorboards that could only be made by JJ. 

				So he was back from China—if he had ever been there—and if he was jet-lagged, he would be extremely ill-tempered. The door was flung open and there he stood in a crushed green-and-gold Wallabies rugby union singlet and white boxer shorts. He was unshaven, his close-cropped grey hair flattened and whorled. But he still managed to be imposing—sturdy legs apart and broad, bare feet firmly rooted on the brass-plated top step.

				‘Josephine.’ No hint of surprise in his voice. In all the years she’d known him, Jo had never seen James Johnathon take a backward step. 

				‘I have to speak to you. May I come in?’ said Jo.

				His brow furrowed and he glanced over his shoulder. That told her he did indeed have company. Her stomach cartwheeled but she was determined to go on with it. ‘I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important.’

				‘Give me a minute.’ He pushed the door to, leaving Jo contemplating a monumental slab of cedar. From down the hall she heard muffled voices and more footsteps. It sounded as if The Dingo Holt had been tied to a post in the bedroom or the kitchen until further notice. Jo hoped so. 

				JJ returned and ushered her into his study. The room was chilly, gloomy, and Jo was reminded of why she despised the place. The heavy antique sideboards laden with crystal decanters and silver jugs; the vast, lumpish writing desk; chocolate Persian rugs; dreary landscape paintings and framed cricketing memorabilia—all chosen by JJ—gave it the ambience of a musty gentlemen’s club. The brown leather Chesterfield under which Jo had found Carol’s underwear still sat in pride of place.

				If Carol’s decorators had been here ‘for weeks’, why couldn’t she have given the clichéd décor of this room the Holt treatment before she turned her gimlet eye to Jo’s lovely garden? 

				‘So. What’s up?’ JJ slapped two hands on the back of a hulking armchair. Even half dressed and half awake he was formidable. But—Jo entertained a brief image of him naked—nothing she hadn’t seen before.

				There was no invitation to sit, or an offer of refreshment, so Jo stood where she was. ‘I want to get the settlement underway. Sooner rather than later.’

				‘You want to talk about this on Sunday morning? Here at home? What’s this about?’ 

				Now he was surprised, and wary. Jo knew she’d made a mistake coming here. She’d panicked. Done exactly what Linda had told her not to and let her emotions get in the way. She took a deep breath and tried to compose herself. ‘I’d like to work this out between ourselves. Without bringing in the lawyers.’

				‘You can bring them in if you want, because there’s bugger-all left to fight over.’ 

				Jo had anticipated this particular gambit and went on with her rehearsed speech.

				‘I want two things—’

				He talked over her. ‘Oh, yes. I imagine that would be everything I have now and everything I might have in the future.’

				‘Don’t, JJ. I’m trying to work this out between us and save us both some money.’

				JJ stepped around the armchair and sank into dark-green leather. The air exhaled from the cushion. A loud fart of derision. He looked at the wall above Jo’s head. ‘So, you’re taking some interest in the family finances at last. I suppose you have to, now you’re unemployed.’ He had a deep and abiding loathing for ‘dole bludgers’. It was one of the worst insults he could hurl at anyone. ‘Don’t fret.’ His tone was condescending. ‘You’ll get enough money to buy all the paintbrushes and paper you want.’

				She stiffened at his casual dismissal of her lifelong passion for art. His bulldog head and contemptuous upturned nostrils put her in mind of Lucian Freud’s Lord Goodman in his Yellow Pyjamas—a classic portrait of excess and entitlement. In the past year JJ’s embrace of the good life had done him no favours. His waistline was expanding to match his gargantuan ego. Jo had at least managed to herd him into Centennial Park over the road for a daily constitutional.

				‘I want what I’m owed. You owe me and I—’

				JJ sprang out of the chair with an impressive sprightliness. ‘Don’t you dare barge in here and tell me what I owe. I don’t owe anyone anything. In this entire fucking world!’ 

				He marched and halted at the edge of the Persian rug. Clasped his hands behind his back in a stance that indicated he was marshalling his wits, preparing for a fight. 

				‘You listen to me.’ His bare heels spun on the rug. ‘In case it’s escaped your notice, Josephine, there has been something called a global economic crisis out there...Out there!’ JJ strode to the window and pulled the curtain. Light speared through the glass and they both recoiled from it. 

				‘The arse has fallen out of the world. The car yard in Parramatta? Gone. The yard in Kogarah? Almost gone. The commercial property market in Sydney? A hell-hole. The family investment portfolio? It’s evaporated like the frigging morning mist!’

				Jo didn’t believe him. JJ would make a good politician. Backed into a corner his first impulse was to bluster and lie, but she was practised in his various deceptions and found him easy to read. Would the voters he courted see through his fakery? In private he hadn’t bothered to disguise his contempt for the hapless buyers at his car yards, mocking them as ‘wood ducks’. 

				‘I want the house in Watsons Bay and five million dollars,’ she said.

				‘Oh, ho ho!’ he bellowed as he strode through the room and took up a position behind his carved desk, using it as some sort of mahogany shield.

				Jo advanced to the perimeter of the rug. ‘It’s reasonable,’ she said. ‘You know it is. This house is worth at least fifteen million and then there’s the rest—the car yard and, don’t lie to me, I know there’s more. Just give me The Cape and the cash and that will be the end of it.’

				JJ leaned forward, his gut resting on the desk like a bag of dirty linen. His eyes bored through Jo’s skull. ‘Of course I’m not going to give you the frigging house! I’m doing you a favour. It’s a dump! The redevelopment’s worth twenty mill on the market. Anyway, too late. The bulldozers fire up soon. If you wait, you’ll get more.’ 

				‘Forty million,’ she said.

				‘I’m sorry?’

				‘You’re selling those units for ten million each. You’ll get forty million. And if we don’t settle now, I’ll get half of that, on top of everything else.’

				JJ fell back into his chair and drummed his fingers on the desk. ‘So, you think you know my business, do you? Perhaps you’d like to give me an estimate of exactly how much the development’s going to cost to build. And then have a look at how far the bank’s into me. What I mortgaged to get the money for the bricks and mortar. How much I’ve shelled out already. What the tax bill will be. Come on, have a guess.’

				Jo was silent. It wasn’t the simple equation Suze had come up with on Friday. She knew that. She took another step forward and then saw, in the corner of the room set up on a trestle table, a white cardboard model of luxury townhouses complete with plastic palm trees. A stack of glossy brochures sat next to it. JJ obviously thought he was on a winner. The vile, arid ugliness of the thing made her clench her fists with determination.

				‘I want the house. As is,’ she repeated, and took a chair opposite him. ‘And I want five million dollars, in cash.’

				He leaned back even further and heaved his sturdy muscled legs onto a pile of stacked folders. Jo was now addressing the crusty soles of his bare feet.

				He exhaled slowly. She knew he would be now counting down—five, four, three, two, one. Taking stock. Trying to calm himself. Just like she’d taught him to when his blood pressure made the veins in his forehead throb and his jaw clench with fury. 

				‘What I’m trying to do here, Josephine, is the right thing. I’m trying to dig us—me, you and the kids—out of a canyon. And all you’re doing is standing on the edge shovelling shit on my head.’

				‘I want to live there. It will be a place for Tory and James to come to.’

				‘Don’t try to drag the kids into this. They’ve already got a home. Parklea. Tory’s T-shirts are in the laundry basket. James’s pushbike is in the garage. Like I said, it’s not possible. I’ll give you three million. That’s half what the joint’s worth before redevelopment. Take it or leave it.’

				‘It’s worth a lot more than that, JJ. Stop lying to me.’

				‘Alright, four. And you have to sign a confidentiality agreement. I don’t want you wandering around with your big mouth telling people I haven’t discharged my responsibilities as a husband and father.’

				Jo recognised she had an advantage here. His public reputation was all-important with the pre-selection vote looming. 

				‘I want the house as well. Otherwise I’ll go through the courts and have this house put on the market.’

				‘You are not getting Parklea!’ he thundered, and thumped the desk. ‘Have you been paying attention at all? There are hapless bastards going to the wall in the property game all over town. Read the papers. Follow the court cases. There’re any amount of stupid bitches who are feeding on the carcasses of the family business and trying desperately to cover their fragrant arseholes, their botox and colonics bills and their fucking French hatboxes. They clean their husbands out and the kids get nothing. Is that what you want?’

				Jo couldn’t bear his vulgarities, but was determined, like Linda had said, to ‘grow a pair’. She’d never imagined she’d have to think like this. But watching JJ lurch between silky-voiced salesmanship and vile threats, she was confident she had him. He was losing it. Linda Priestley was itching to be let off the leash and if that happened, he would be ‘dead meat’. It was a term that Jo had never used, even to herself. She was beginning to feel stronger with every minute that passed. 

				‘It’s half mine. Everything. You know it.’ 

				‘I have managed,’ he stood and boomed, ‘by the skin of my teeth, to hold on to the dealership and this house where your children live only because, while you were running around Darling Point with those dogs, I worked my tits off!’

				Jo was outraged. She leaped to her feet and shrieked. 
‘I worked too! From morning to night, every day, when the children were little! I gave you two children and a home. You enjoyed everything Darling Point gave us...including your new bitch on heat, Carol!’ Jo instantly regretted the hideous insult and mentioning Carol’s name.

				JJ grinned, flattered no doubt to have two women fighting over him. ‘Oh, now it’s getting interesting. Why didn’t you say this was all about her and some sort of fucked-up revenge?’

				Then, as if Carol had been listening from the other side of the door, there was a loud rap and it opened a crack. 
A girlish voice issued from the echoing hallway. ‘Can I get you anything, JJ?’

				‘Get out of here, Carol!’ JJ shouted. ‘I told you not to come in. This is none of your business!’ There was a yelp as if JJ had backed over a small dog in the Bentley, followed by a rapid click-clack of heels up the hallway. ‘Christ Almighty,’ he muttered as he got up and slammed the door. 

				Then he paused. Jo noticed his shoulders drop, relax, and when he turned he was smiling. That was truly and utterly terrifying. 

				‘Anyway, you should save your lawyer, because your mate Suze is going to need him.’

				Jo swiped at the arms of her chair to keep from falling. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 

				‘You know exactly what I mean. Lovely party yesterday afternoon I hear, except that you screwed it up and made a damned fool of yourself. Everyone’s still laughing. But Doug and Carol had a lot to say to each other at the end of proceedings. He’s desperate, poor bastard.’

				Jo’s progress came to a sudden, shocking halt. As if she had fallen into a burrow hidden by clumps of grass, tripped and broken her leg. 

				‘Yeah, that’s made you think, hasn’t it?’ He resumed his seat, pushed a notepad across the desk, flourished a fountain pen in front of Jo’s wide eyes and started scribbling figures.

				He had her. He had run Jo down and had one mighty paw on her neck. From where she sat she could almost feel his hot, panting breath in her ear.

				‘Here’s what we’ll do. You’ll take the four million. I’ll give you some shares. And let me be generous. I’ll cover the money your best friend Mrs Reynolds stole from Darling Point. Ten years inside, that’s the maximum for embezzlement, so I understand.’ 

				He smirked at Jo’s shocked silence. ‘Sorry? Did you think she was going to cop “community service” picking up litter? I can pick up the phone now and ring the police and ask. So sit down.’

				Jo did. ‘That’s blackmail,’ she said.

				‘No it isn’t. I’m helping.’ He crooned with a sickening fake sincerity. ‘If I cover up the fraud with our friend Doug, I’ll be committing a crime too. Don’t forget that. We’ll all be accomplices. But I’m a compassionate person. I can’t help thinking how old her kids will be when she gets out.’

				Jo considered grabbing the heavy paperweight on his desk and smashing his skull with it. She wanted to kill him. The only reason he was trying to make a deal about Suze was to save himself money. Jo now knew that she was entitled to more. Much more. Only Linda Priestley would know how much more. Jo vowed then and there that she would never ask. Her dream of living in The Cape had been snuffed out as surely as if he’d applied two wet fingers to the wick of one of her aromatherapy candles. 

				Jo was frantic. Even if she could have remembered how to count backwards from five, she couldn’t have done it. She started babbling: ‘If Carol knows, it will get out anyway. She’s the one with the big mouth. She won’t be able to help herself. She’ll tell Didi and then...’

				‘Not with what I know about the old senator’s business dealings. Your secret’s safe with me.’

				‘So you’re blackmailing her too? You really are a flint-hearted bastard. You’ll make a perfect politician.’ 

				‘Now, now! Don’t be rude.’

				Jo could hear the amusement in his voice and hated him for it.

				‘Carol and I have an understanding. Besides that, she loves me.’

				‘How long had you been having sex with Carol while we were married?’

				‘Whoa! Finally you ask the question! Good for you. What a pity you were too gutless to ask me and had to drag the whole of Darling Point, the whole frigging country, into our bedroom.’

				Jo pinched at her palms until they hurt. This was beyond anything she should ever have to endure from the man who was the father of her children. ‘I had to ask you? You could have told me. And it wasn’t “our” bedroom. By then you were spending most of your time in hers!’

				JJ smiled and spoke softly as if to a small child on the first day of pre-school who had to be apprised of the rules for little lunch. ‘Jo, Jo, Jo. Can’t you see? It could have been done in a civilised fashion behind closed doors. We could have worked everything out between ourselves. We always did.’

				There had been nothing civilised about his affair with Carol. Jo wanted to scream it at him.

				‘But you can’t help yourself, can you? You’re a regular little Lady Di. Whining and bitching to the whole world when things don’t go your way.’ He paused again to square his pen against the side of his notepad and Jo sensed he wasn’t finished by half. 

				‘Maybe your new boyfriend, Brigden the town crier, would like to announce his new acquisition in his auction house.’

				Although she willed it not to, Jo’s heart urgently pumped blood into her pale cheeks. 

				‘Bingo! Your face is like a fucking tomato! I wondered if the bit in the paper was true.’

				Jo’s mouth fell open. In the paper? What the hell was he saying?

				‘Here...’ He grabbed at the pile of newsprint on the desk and pushed it across to her. ‘Read.’ He stabbed at a paragraph with a thick, stubby finger.

				Jo took the paper and read: Guess Who? Don’t Sue! Going once, going twice! Which dashing auctioneer, flogger of the chattels of the rich and famous, has been appraising the used goods of an aspiring pollie in the blue-ribbon seat of Double Bay?

				Jo was hardly surprised—that would have been ridiculous. She’d predicted the whole of eastern Sydney would soon know she’d been out with Michael. Whether she was innocent or not hardly mattered to the vicious gossips who sat like vultures in every tree. And why JJ was so utterly furious with her was also now explained. It was the worst time she could have chosen to come and see him.

				‘I realise you probably need a roll in the hay by now, but why that effete little prick, of all people?’

				Jo was too stunned to take the bait dangling in front of her. She moved to leave and was surprised to find her legs still worked. She knew the way out. 

				‘Why all the stupid negotiation? If you knew from the very beginning about Suze, what was the point?’ 

				‘I wanted to see if you had any fight in you. You never did and you still haven’t. When we got married, I thought we had a contract. We were going places. I did. You didn’t. End of story.’ 

				The insult was like a punch to Jo’s solar plexus. 

				‘But almost five million?’ he grinned. ‘You’ve done well. Double what I thought you’d suck out of me. Congratulations. Now I’ll give you till...’ He checked the planner on his computer. ‘I’m away and won’t be back until the Wednesday after Easter. That’s about ten days away. So, no pressure, but my recommendation would be to take my offer, save your friend and walk away.’

				Jo was about to do just that when he continued: ‘Looking forward to hearing your decision. I’ll need it soon so Doug will have enough time to get his house in order before this new audit. I’ll help him bury the body so it will never be found. That I can guarantee. I know my way around a set of books. Who knows? I might end up federal treasurer one day.’

				‘God help us all if you ever do,’ Jo flung at him.

				JJ stepped from behind his desk and caught her upper arm in a bruising grip. ‘Don’t be like that. It’s just business. Nothing personal.’

				He bent to kiss her cheek and Jo turned her head. He came away from the clinch with a mouthful of hair. She got a rough scrape from his unshaven chin.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-three

				She was lying face down on the couch, her black hair in a tangle, when Rob found her on Sunday afternoon. For one heart-seizing moment he thought she’d killed herself and that, if she had, it would be his fault. Then she groaned and rolled over, blinking at the afternoon sun menacing the gap in the calico blinds. 

				He collected the empty wine bottles and silver-foil chocolate wrappers on the coffee table. One glass. She’d drunk almost two bottles by herself by the look of things, but he forgave her. 

				In the kitchen, curtains were drawn, the air stale with cigarette smoke. There was another empty bottle on the table, 
a bowl of soggy corn chips and another glass. So she’d had company last night. It was unlikely to have been a man. Judging by the dishevelled state of her she’d passed out on the couch alone. He was relieved, but knew that if she had found another lover, that would be his fault too. He would forgive her.

				All his failings, all his joys, were on display in this little house where his girls lived. It was just like the shrine Suze had in the workroom at Geraniums Red. Only here the votives were wedding and baby photos, sports trophies, the basket of washing on the floor and dirty dishes in the sink. 

				He shrugged off his jacket, opened the window, found an apron and was filling the sink with soapy water when he heard her shuffle into the room. Her hair was pulled back to reveal a pale, puffy face. She’d drawn her pink kimono around her. 

				‘I’ve just been to church,’ he said, ‘over at St Bernadette’s.’ He paused for a reaction from his wife, but she was silent. ‘The girls are still away. I thought you might like to go out for yum cha with me.’

				Suze bolted for the bathroom and was violently ill. While she was on her knees heaving sourness into the toilet bowl, she wondered if what was making her vomit her insides out was last night’s wine, the thought of braised chicken feet, the revelation that Rob had been to church or the fact that she would have to tell him what she’d done. 

				She felt so wretched she wanted to die. When her stomach was empty and she was down to bitter bile she considered hunting through the cupboards for a razor blade to finish the job. All she had was a three-bladed Gillette Venus Divine shaver with lubricating strips. It wasn’t up to the task. 

				By the time she got back to the lounge room, Rob had cleared away the evidence of her binge and had produced a pot of peppermint tea. She retreated into the cushions on the couch and he pressed a steaming cup into her hands.

				‘You went to church?’ Her voice emanated from a fragile, hollow vessel that used to be filled to the brim.

				Rob took his cup and sat on the coffee table in front of her. ‘I haven’t been since I was a kid and went to communion with Mum. Father Patrick did the service and he must have written his speech just for me, Suze, because it was about my life. In the Bible it says Peter went to Jesus and asked him how often he had to forgive someone. Jesus said not seven times, but seventy times seven.’

				The hot cup began to burn Suze’s fingers. She set it down on the floor by her bare feet. 

				‘If I can forgive myself and everyone else, then I can get my life back. I want to do that, Suze. I want to practise forgiveness and get my life back.’

				Suze forgave herself for thinking she must have flaked out, dead drunk, and woken up in the middle of an episode of Days of Our Lives. She stared at Rob, expecting him to burst out laughing at the prank he’d played and then ask her for money. Instead, she was looking at the top of his head as he studiously inspected the carpet. He must be serious. 

				Pity that she had to ruin his conversion on the road to Damascus by pushing him into a holy pothole. ‘Well, if Jesus says you have to forgive seventy times seven, maybe he’ll give you the strength to forgive seventy times eight.’

				They woke up in bed together at dusk. Their sunset was second-hand, reflecting from nearby factory glass and through the open window into their room, but no less lovely for that. The light spread the bed with a peachy coverlet. Suze remembered that this same, soft light had suffused the room on the afternoon she was sure they had conceived the twins in a golden lull between one life and the next. 

				‘I dreamed about us,’ said Rob. He lifted his arm to rest his head on it and Suze, her nose nudging his armpit, inhaled the tangy, comforting smell of his sweat. It was how her father had smelled after a morning pruning the lemon tree in the backyard of their brick house in Canterbury. ‘I dreamed we were on a boat, sailing towards the sun, and the girls were riding on these dolphins, showing us the way.’ 

				A stupid, improbable dream. Typical Rob Reynolds fantasy. Suze flopped back on the pillow. Its stuffing was leaking, just like hers. ‘We can’t leave,’ Suze reminded him. ‘We went through all that. Your parents, my mum, the girls. We’re stuck.’

				‘I know. It was a good dream though.’

				His dreamy contemplation was irritating and pathetic. They weren’t together on a sunset cruise. They were sailing into darkness towards rocks where they would be smashed, broken and drowned. Mighty, wet waves hove up from the depths, irresistible and overwhelming. Suze’s chest shuddered. Rob reached out and steadied her until the tide receded. ‘There’s five thousand dollars in cash in the red cushion in the lounge room. Jo gave it to me,’ she said into his chest.

				He rolled away across the mattress. ‘No. We can’t take it.’

				She sat up and pulled the sheets up to her chin. ‘Take it down to Star City. You might win enough for us to pay it back and all our worries would be over. You might even get enough so we could take that trip on a sailing boat and—’

				‘I said, NO!’ Rob sat up, threw off the covers and leaped from the bed. He bent over her, his palms clutching his naked thighs, accusing. ‘Why the hell would you say that?’

				‘Because I need to know what you’re saying is true. You’ve said it before.’ She shielded her eyes with her forearm. She couldn’t let Rob’s fanciful dreams or the last, sweet apricot glow of the day fool her. When she opened her eyes, he was kneeling on the floor by her side of the bed, his hands clasped. Suze had thought he would never kneel, for anyone, or anything. The light from the window haloed his dirty-blond hair.

				‘No more, Suze,’ he whispered. ‘I promise. I forgive myself. I forgive you. I know God’s forgiven me. I need you to forgive me too. I’ve never stopped loving you, baby. I’ve been sick. I’ll get better. Just forgive me.’

				Suze offered one limp hand and he took it, kissed her open palm. Her other hand balled the crumpled sheet and squeezed it hard. ‘I can’t yet. And I won’t pray with you, either. I’m not a believer anymore. The universe won’t provide. It was never going to. Not in a church or a casino. They’ll take the business, the house...’

				‘I don’t know what we’ll do. But I know it will work out. 
I feel like God will help us.’

				‘Were we on the Sea of Galilee on that boat, Rob? Was your friend Jesus himself hoisting the sail?’

				‘Don’t. Don’t talk to me like that.’ Rob shifted uneasily. His knees were hurting. ‘Like I said, I can feel it this time. I’m different.’

				Suze turned her head to see him. He didn’t look any different. He was wearing the same hangdog expression of misery and contrition she’d seen a hundred times. ‘You come in here talking about “Jesus”. You say you “forgive” me. What for? For trying to make up for your sins? I’ve given you everything I can think of. I’ve got nothing left. You think a peppermint tea and a fuck is enough to convince me that you’ve changed?’ 

				He stayed calm. It was the only way he could show her he had changed. ‘I know you’re angry. I know you’ve got no reason to trust me.’

				‘We can’t trust each other, so you should go,’ she said.

				‘I can’t. Mum’s thrown me out. I haven’t got anywhere to go.’

				The sunset dropped off the edge of a windowpane across the laneway and the room fell into dingy disarray. Rob climbed back into bed and they lay there until it was dark.

				In the middle of the night Suze woke to see that he had gone. She groped her way through the house to the girls’ room, putting her hand to familiar surfaces of wall and furniture in the blackness, and when she switched on the light was terrified to see they weren’t in their beds. Then she remembered in a sudden, sobering moment that her girls were away for the weekend. She wouldn’t see their faces until after they came home from college tomorrow afternoon. The day’s events came back to her in a rush. Her confession. Secrets that should never have been told. 

				‘Jesus. God. No...’ she said aloud. She ran to the lounge room and by dim, yellow streetlight saw the cushions piled on the couch. She snatched at the scarlet one with the button trim. Unzipped it and began clawing at the stuffing. 

				‘I just went for a piss,’ he said from the doorway. ‘The money’s all still there. I counted it and put it back.’ 

				Down at Darling Harbour the neon lights of the Star City Casino winked and beckoned. This Sunday night, for the first time anyone on the main floor could remember, Rob hadn’t shown. Someone suggested they should call 000 for the police or an ambulance, and that was pretty funny because no-one knew where he lived or even if ‘Rob’ was his real name.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-four

				‘So which ones do you like best? I like this one where you can see the council workers in the background and you just know they’re feeling confronted by the whole spectacle.’ Tory held up a black-and-white print and passed it across the kitchen bench to her mother. ‘It transforms the wedding from the personal into a radical political act, don’t you think?’ 

				Jo regarded the photograph and put it into a pile with all the others she’d silently rejected. Her initial fears were well founded. There was hardly a shot Simon and Kim could put in a silver frame as a family keepsake. These were odd, arty shots of shoes, disconnected hands, the sun shining through the canopy of the fig trees. One of a kookaburra sitting on a green wheelie-bin lid. Jo opened her mouth to offer praise, but hesitated longer than was diplomatic.

				‘You hate all of them, don’t you? Fucking hell! You hate them all!’ Tory shouted.

				‘I didn’t say that!’ Jo shouted back. ‘And don’t you speak to me in that fashion.’ She was in no mood to shore up Tory’s insecurities. 

				‘Oh yeah? What will you do, Mrs Blanchard? Put me on detention?’ Tory swept the prints from the bench and they fluttered to the floor. She fled, slamming the door of the spare room. There were no surprises left in Jo’s fights with Tory, apart from the obvious—that she didn’t think they would be still having them after all this time.

				Jo put the kettle on. She recalled that Father Patrick had said that ministering was emotionally draining and it wasn’t clear just what you got back. Being a mother, a teacher, a friend—Jo had spent years working at all of them. She was reminded of another of Patrick’s favourite sayings: ‘You don’t create yourself in isolation. You discover yourself through your engagement with others.’ 

				Maybe one day, after years of toil in the mine of human relationships, Jo would break through a wall of rock and see her own nature, hardened by years of living and experience, shining in front of her like a precious gem. Would she have the wisdom to recognise it when she saw it? 

				The door Tory had slammed behind her was just another pile of stone that had to be chipped at. She took up the burden of her motherly pick-axe, walked down the hallway and tapped on the door. ‘Tory? Honey?’ (Golden Aphrodite. Love of my life.) ‘I love your photographs, I truly do. I’m so proud of you.’

				Silence.

				‘But the point is, that when you’re hired to photograph a wedding, or any other person’s special occasion, you’re there to record it the way they want it. Almost all your shots—and so many of them are so beautiful, they really are—so many of them are about you. About Tory the artist, not Simon and Kim’s wedding.’

				More deathly silence.

				The kettle wailed and Jo made tea. She wearily retrieved the pile of photographs from the floor and spread them across the bench. They were indeed beautiful. She could see how Tory had found the faintest, most watery rays of light shining through the fig trees in the Botanic Gardens and rendered them as if they were shining through the stained-glass clerestory windows of Notre Dame cathedral. 

				Looking at this photograph, and the next, Jo now saw that Tory had taken immaculate care in recording the very same details she, Jo, had lavished such attention upon. There was an image of the embroidered hem of the antique linen cloth she had spread on the little table. She saw another tabletop composition of her treasured dog-eared book of Shelley poetry alongside two golden wedding rings and a bunch of chantilly roses. A photograph at the bottom of the pile that Jo hadn’t noticed before was a close-up of her own hands cradling her treasured album inscribed with golden calligraphy. But never doubt I love. These were the precious words visible in the gaps between her long slim fingers. 

				It was with some shame that Jo realised Tory had been more intent on honouring her mother’s first wedding ceremony than recording Simon and Kim’s nuptials. She was a fool for not seeing it sooner.

				And then, as she looked through more and more images, Jo noticed something odd. There weren’t as many shots of Simon and Kim together as one might have expected. In most photographs, Simon was with his friends and Kim was with his. When Jo looked at the photos taken later at the party, she was stunned to see Kim with someone she recognised. The last time she had seen this face it had leaned from a taxi on Oxford Street and shouted at her, ‘We’re going home to fuck each other, Mother. Have a wank on us!’

				It was the same man. She was sure of it. She recognised the heavy bottom lip pierced with an engraved silver ring. The two of them had hooked their thumbs in each other’s waistbands in an intimate familiarity that could easily be interpreted as just friendship, if you didn’t know it was something more. And it didn’t take any expert emotional detective work to translate the expressions on their faces. Jo saw all too clearly what they were saying. She imagined their message was for her alone.

				There was a knock on the front door and Jo checked the wall clock. Six p.m. She wasn’t expecting visitors.

				Tory shouted from the spare room: ‘That’s Simon and Kim to look at the photographs. You can tell them yourself they’re all crap!’ 

				Jo’s heart sank. She was heading down the hallway when Tory rudely brushed past her and opened the door. There stood Simon...alone. Just one look at his face told Jo that exactly what she had feared had come to pass.

				An unspoken temporary truce was called on mother–daughter hostilities as they sat and listened to Simon’s story. He was hunched on the sofa, his arms curled around his body, his knees drawn up as if he was trying to take up the smallest physical space possible. His eyelids were swollen from crying and the circles under his eyes were dark and bluish. His usually wide smile was compressed into a thin, grim line. 

				‘He said marriage is for middle-class heteros and conformists and that the whole thing was an embarrassing farce,’ Simon whimpered. ‘And then he left.’

				Jo couldn’t believe heartache could take such a toll in so short a time. At his wedding, Simon had been almost luminous with joy. Radiant. That was the word they always used to describe brides. Now that inner light had been extinguished.

				‘But Kim cried. I know he did.’ Jo looked to Tory for affirmation and saw her quickly look away. ‘What about your friends? There was so much support for you, so much belief in what you were doing. So much happiness on that day. How could it all...’ Her voice trailed away as Simon snatched up a cushion and buried his face in it. 

				Jo dug her nails into her palms as if she could somehow stop the red tide of guilt creeping up her neck. This was all her fault. She hadn’t done the right thing by Simon before the wedding. Patrick and Suze had talked her out of confronting Kim, but she’d been tormented that she hadn’t had the courage to speak up. But then, what if she’d been mistaken? Too late for moral contortions now. If she had said her piece there would have been grief, certainly, but it would be nothing compared to the human wreckage in front of her that seemed beyond salvation. 

				‘There’s something I think you should know, Simon.’ Jo used a firm, calm tone not unlike the voice she used when she had to explain to trusting parents that their daughter had been found with drugs in her locker and was to be immediately expelled from Darling Point. Tory recognised its gravity and sat back in her chair.

				‘I shouldn’t have married you in the first place.’

				Simon raised his head from the cushion and stared at her. Tory now locked eyes with her mother. ‘What?’ she said.

				‘I saw Kim on the night before the wedding. In Oxford Street, with a man, and they were...’ What did she say here? That they were thrusting their hips into each other? That they were obviously going to have sex? They had told her so, after all. Shouted it to anyone who wanted to hear.

				‘They were...?’ Tory wanted the details, even if Simon was still transfixed, unable to make a sound.

				‘They were in a romantic situation. No, that’s not right. They were in a sexual...clinch, I suppose. And I was left with no doubt that they were, or they soon would be...lovers.’

				Jo suddenly needed a glass of water. She bolted to the fridge to retrieve a chilled bottle. By the time she had found a glass, the silence in the room had ceased expanding and fallen back in on itself to a single point.

				‘What the fuck?!’ Tory was standing now, hands on hips. ‘Are you telling me—or Simon, more importantly—that you knew Kim was having an affair and you didn’t bother to let him know?’ 

				‘I’m not sure I really knew. It was just what I saw. And I wanted to say something, but you need evidence. That’s what Patrick—’

				‘Hang on,’ Tory interrupted. She rocked back on her heels and folded her arms across her chest. It was an ominous gesture. Jo knew what was coming next. ‘You told Father Patrick? You two talked about it and just decided Simon didn’t need to know?’ Tory waved her hand towards Simon, who was still sitting on the sofa cradling his cushion. ‘Who else did you tell?’ she demanded.

				‘Just Suze, and she agreed. She said, “Why spoil the day?”’ As soon as these words were out of Jo’s mouth she knew she’d blundered into a black hole. ‘What I mean is...’ Jo panicked, trying to unsay what she had just said. Too late.

				‘I know exactly what you mean.’ Tory was at her sardonic best. ‘You mean you were so focused on your own Big Day, and your fucking poems and tablecloth and your pathetic folders with the multicoloured tabs—all that random crap—that you just let Simon walk into a complete disaster when you could have stopped it?’

				‘That’s not how it was at all!’ Jo shouted back. ‘Patrick said there’s a certain script you have to...’

				‘A script? That’s how you see this celebrant thing? As some sort of script you read? This is real life, you know. Not some curriculum you’re given by the Education Department.’

				The more Jo said, the worse it went with Tory. There was no way she could explain herself, and not much point in trying. Although she did try. ‘Of course I feel terrible about it. I didn’t know what to do, and I am so sorry, Simon.’ Jo started to walk towards the sofa, where she thought she might take his hand and express her genuine sorrow. A question from him stopped her.

				‘What did he look like?’ Simon’s voice was steady, as if he knew only too well what the answer would be. ‘The man who was with Kim.’

				‘He’s here in Tory’s photographs.’

				Simon rose from the sofa and shuffled to the kitchen bench. A dead man walking. Jo shuffled through the pile of prints and then presented the image she had been horrified to see.

				‘Oh, Jesus!’ Simon buried his face in his hands. Jo and Tory caught his muffled words through his utter despair.

				‘It’s his ex, Gunter. He’s back from Germany. I didn’t want him there. It was Kim who...oh God, oh God! I have to go.’ Simon groped his way along the counter towards the bathroom. Wrong way. He turned back and started blindly for the front door and stumbled over a tapestry-covered ottoman in his path. Jo reached her hand to steady him and he looked up at her. ‘You could have told me, Jo. That’s the least you could have done.’ He wrenched open the door and fled. 

				Tory stuffed her photographs back into their folder. ‘I can’t see how we can work together, Mum. Can you? I believe in telling the truth to people. It’s pretty simple. Maybe after all those years at school with its dumb rules and regulations and constant lies about everything you’ve forgotten what truth is.’

				Tory stomped from the room and Jo winced as she slammed the front door behind her. She sighed, picked up a cushion from the sofa to restore order and instead drop-kicked it across the room. She was beginning to doubt if she had the emotional equipment to operate in the big wide world.

				Behind the walls of Darling Point it may have been all rules 
and regulations, and yes, there were lies, but everyone knew what part they were expected to play. In real life the boundaries between right and wrong were not so clear. There was no rulebook to consult or head office to report to. No government website you could consult to see how well you’d done, showing graphs of comparable percentiles and results in bands of red or green. This world she was lost in was just a fog of varying shades of grey.

				Dear Mum, 

				I’m in Goa, staying in a hostel with Kita. We visited a Ganesha temple today.

				Did you know the Hindus believe that God has 330,000 faces? They’re all avatars of the supreme being and come to Earth whenever humans need help. Cool idea, huh? That’s better than waiting for the Second Coming. I mean, I see all these kids living in poverty working for all the rich people in luxury hotels. If I were God, I’d drop in NOW!!!

				The other cool thing is ‘Ishta Devata’. That means you can choose the deity you like best. I’ve chosen Hanuman the Monkey God. He’s a bachelor, very strong, loves music and has a great memory. Like me :) He carries a mace and protects people from accidents. Which is good because the people here drive like maniacs. There’s burnt-out wrecks of cars and buses on the side of every road.

				There’s so much stuff to see. The money’s holding out okay, but I want to go to the US next, so I’ll probably need more then.

				Shri Ramajeyam. (That’s his mantra and I have to say it 108 times a day—so, only 107 to go!)

				Love,

				James x

				That kiss. It was a life ring thrown to a drowning woman. She’d already felt as if Suze was pulling her under, then yesterday’s encounter with JJ had sucked the air out of her. She had been trying to catch her breath all day. And the scene with Tory and Simon? It was as if they were each standing with a foot on her head, keeping her gasping, flapping her arms. 

				And now a kiss. Jo grabbed at it to keep from sinking. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-five

				Was it traitorous of Jo to buy a massive pot of orchids from a florist in Queen Street, Woollahra, when she should have been purchasing them from Geraniums Red? If she was going to save Suze, surely she should be spending her cash there as some sort of protection of her investment. Mind you, with what Suze would owe her she could buy everything in the shop. 

				This was one of Sydney’s most prestigious shopping precincts and Jo handed over her credit card knowing the arrangement was overpriced—at least thirty dollars more than Suze would have charged. Good old, generous Suze. She probably would have refused to take any money at all. She always pressed a free bunch of whatever was flowering into Jo’s hands as she left Geraniums Red. 

				‘No pressure.’ That’s what JJ had said. In exactly the same way you were fed that infuriating slogan ‘no problem’ when the problem in front of you was clearly insurmountable. Did she have the courage to let Suze swim for it? Could she be like JJ and shove her out of the life raft into shark-infested waters? Smile and say: ‘Nothing personal. It’s just business.’ Every man for himself. Sulum vir pro sui. That was the motto embroidered on his jacket pocket.

				As she approached her car she saw with a sinking heart that the profusion of pale-green cymbidiums would never fit inside. She’d bought them without thinking, or, to be more precise, when she was consumed by other thoughts. 

				‘It’s never been about money with me, Suze.’ How could she have been so dumb as to say that? It sounded like something JJ would have said. She’d also remembered telling Suze she hoped money would never come between them. Too late. It had. It was as if Suze had spent half a million dollars building an ugly, illegal pergola smack in the middle of Jo’s view of the harbour from the terrace at The Cape. Jo could now understand the warring neighbours who turned their garden hoses on each other. That was nothing compared to what she would like to do to Suze. And she’d never be grateful for Jo’s help. Like Tory and JJ. They’d flung everything back in her face. Jo made a quick inventory of the people who still cared about her and came up with precious few. And one of them was a cat. 

				Jo attempted to wrestle the pot of orchids into the Mercedes and dreaded to think that her exertions might soon draw a small crowd of spectators.

				‘Mrs Blanchard. Looks like you’ve got a problem here.’

				It was Linda Priestley, attired in a yellow trouser suit and balancing on towering black heels. An improbably large pair of black sunglasses was clamped on her short, spiky hair and Jo was put in mind of a busy bee. ‘Ms Priestley,’ she puffed, then stood back on the footpath and indicated the recalcitrant plant with a helpless shrug. ‘Damned stupid thing. It’s way too big. 
I shouldn’t have bought it.’ 

				Linda expertly flipped the lever to lay back the front passenger seat. The whole botanical arrangement was positioned inside with ease—pot towards the windscreen and flowers scraping the back window. ‘There, that’s got it,’ she said with satisfaction. ‘And please, call me Linda.’

				Jo slammed the car door. ‘Thank you so much. It’s ridiculously huge.’ 

				‘Consumer items bigger than your car? Happens all the time. It just means you need a bigger car.’

				‘I’ve been told that before,’ said Jo.

				‘So, this is a fabulous coincidence, because I was going to call you this afternoon.’ Linda tapped her leather laptop bag with signature crimson nails. ‘I’ve got some information in here that means you will definitely be able to buy a bigger car and an even bigger house to park it in front of. Can you come by the office?’

				Jo hesitated. She’d made her decision, hadn’t she? The five million dollars was almost in her hand. JJ was counting on the fact she’d never abandon Suze. But at what cost, exactly? She’d vowed never to ask. That was probably idiotic. Maybe knowing what was on the table would help her to make peace with her decision. And, after all, had she actually made her decision? She still had a week to think about it. If she didn’t find out how much money she would be giving up, she would just die wondering. And given that she could barely sleep from wondering, that time might come soon. 

				‘Or can I buy you lunch? Why not now? Do you have time?’ said Linda.

				Jo had all the time in the world. She’d spent the morning furiously cleaning her unit and ruthlessly cutting back plants. When the courtyard was almost nude of vegetation she’d been regretful. That had given her the idea to buy the orchids for the wrought-iron table. She appraised her outfit—a tidy enough pair of flat leather sandals, three-quarter-length black pants and a not-too-crumpled pink linen shirt. Her hair was tied back. She felt for earrings. Two of them. That was good. She guessed she was presentable enough.

				Then she surveyed the shaded street, busy with shoppers, and saw only enemy terrain. Every second woman flipping through racks of Italian shirts and trousers in the boutiques, purchasing French triple-cream cheese from the deli or buying Wagyu beef from the artisan-styled butchery would be a DPLC mother. And all of them, she supposed, would have read the item in the Sunday paper.

				Linda must have read her mind. ‘How about we get a table in Bistro Moncur across the road? We’ll find ourselves a quiet corner down the back where no-one can overhear us.’

				‘About a hundred and twenty million dollars, conservatively speaking. And half of that’s yours.’

				Jo was glad to be seated in a corner, because it offered two walls to keep her upright. She abandoned her cutlery on the table, unable to spare even a single neuron to send a message to the remote outposts that were her fingers. She was barely able to gather enough brain cells to form a thought. 

				Linda, however, was well used to women being rendered speechless in her presence—although more often it was because wives had discovered their husbands were broke, or that some mistress had scuttled out of the woodwork wanting her share of the profits—so she kept on expounding on her favourite topic.

				‘If you got it all, it would be one of Australia’s biggest divorce settlements. Although nothing like the sum Rupert Murdoch’s ex got. That was one-point-seven billion. He remarried seventeen days later.’ 

				Jo noticed that Linda relished enunciating that sum. With an extra emphasis on the ‘b’ in billion.

				‘Did he plead poor because of the global financial crisis? Because I’ve heard that about half a dozen times this year.’ Linda chuckled, stabbed a seared scallop and popped it into her mouth whole. ‘In his case? Total crap.’ 

				Jo focused on Linda’s red lips, her noisy chewing, and it came to mind that Linda spoke with her mouth full. Ugly habit. 

				‘Of course, some bottom feeders lost a good deal in the GFC. And a lot of middle-sized species went extinct.’

				Became extinct, Jo silently corrected her.

				‘But it didn’t really affect the big fish much. They just swallowed up anything that came their way and got bigger. I can show you the stats if you like. The GFC was a godsend. There’s more millionaires in this country than there were before. All the smart boys got fatter and fatter. And your husband’s as smart as they come.’

				First it was dogs. Now fish. Linda was a regular David Attenborough when it came to the lives of the rich and famous.

				‘He’ll be on the BRW Rich List before long,’ Linda continued. ‘I think you need something like a hundred and eighty-five million to make the cut. You know what that is, don’t you? In Business Review Weekly. The list of the two hundred wealthiest individuals in Australia.’

				Jo focused on Linda’s diamond ring. A huge thing. Too flashy by half. 

				‘Or he would be on the list in the near future...if he wasn’t about to lose half his fortune. I imagine that must be occupying his mind.’ Linda sighed with happiness and sipped her white-wine spritzer. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry, Jo. I’m doing all the talking. I’m sure you have a million questions.’

				Jo could only ask one of them. ‘How much did you say?’ 

				The way Linda told it—and she had been feverishly scampering through the warren of JJ Blanchard’s company assets; couldn’t tear herself away from the task—he hadn’t been particularly adventurous. The majority on the Rich List had abandoned the stock market and were now into bricks and mortar. They’d made their fortunes in much the same way he had. Taking big risks early, then consolidating. Going for assets, not cash. Having one good idea and repeating it. 

				JJ’s idea was retirement villages, and he’d used the same blueprint a dozen times in locations all over the country, from Proserpine to Perth. Then there were the luxury townhouses he’d developed in his own backyard, like the ones proposed for Watsons Bay. There was also the odd block of flats here and there in the suburbs that he’d bought cheaply and renovated for a good profit. Jo guessed it would have been because he could spot a ‘wood duck’ from a mile off. He’d honed that skill over the years from trading cars. 

				‘Why does he hang on to the car business?’ asked Linda.

				This question was a surprise to Jo, because that’s what she’d thought his primary business was. While she’d known he was a self-styled ‘property developer’, she’d had no idea just how big his empire had become. She’d always presumed that he probably lost as much as he made, given his constant whining about the state of the economy. In the summer of 2008, when the spectre of the GFC loomed largest and JJ spent nights at his computer watching every move of the US stock market, Jo had even thought they might lose the roof over their heads. 

				So, he’d amassed a fortune of a hundred and twenty million dollars and was still trying to cheat her. How much money did he need to be satisfied? And if he had so much, why hadn’t he ever suggested they move on from Parklea? And what could politics bring him that he didn’t already have? Linda was right. There were a million questions. But Jo could answer one of them at least.

				‘He just loves cars. His dad was a used-car dealer,’ she explained. ‘He gets a lot of joy from it and it’s a good way to get to know people. He’s a charmer when he wants to be. You can bet that most who’ve bought a car from him would vote for him.’

				‘You wonder why he’d want to go into politics—but then, he’s not the first multimillionaire to go after the seat of Double Bay,’ Linda said with some amusement. 

				‘You probably won’t believe me,’ said Jo, ‘but he always had a sentimental side. You can still go to the showroom and he’ll be there on the floor selling. He can’t resist making a deal.’

				‘Clearly,’ said Linda. ’Well, he might be making the deal of his life soon.’

				Jo lapsed into silence again. JJ probably thought he’d already done the deal of his life. The one he’d offered her would save him fifty-five million dollars.

				Linda saw that Jo looked stricken. ‘I really do think you need a drink to settle your nerves.’

				Jo’s hands were trembling as she took her glass of wine. She went for a sip, missed her mouth then had to mop her chin with her table napkin.

				A cheer from the balcony outside the dining room caught their attention. The balcony overlooking the street was now occupied with a group of ‘ladies who lunch’. Jo’s heart sank when she recognised a few of them as Darling Old Girls. It was a fair bet that Carol and Didi would be next to join the throng now laughing raucously and toasting each other with much tinkling of champagne flutes.

				‘I see the DOGs are barking. Don’t worry, they’ll be pissed by the time we leave and won’t even notice us,’ said Linda. ‘And who cares if they do? Mostly poodles by the looks. Anyway, by the time we’re finished you’ll be able to buy and sell all of them. You’ll be one of the wealthiest women in the country.’ 

				Who has sent her best friend to jail, Jo added silently.

				Linda clasped her hands under her chin and regarded Jo with what seemed to be deep and genuine interest. And why not? thought Jo. Her fees on this gig would be substantial. 

				‘So did you go and see the house? What did you think? I can so see you there on that terrace with your paints and easel.’

				‘I can too, but it’s about to be demolished,’ Jo informed her.

				‘I know, but that’s no problem. Seeing it’s part of your shared assets, we’ll just apply to the court for a caveat. That will stop any work on the site for development or stop it being sold.’ 

				‘How long would that take? I imagine the bulldozer will be in there any day now.’ Jo was just repeating what JJ had 
told her.

				‘If we go to the district or magistrates’ court it could take up to a month. But that will give us thirty days to lodge the rest of the paperwork.’

				Forget it. The place would be matchsticks by then.

				‘Or, we could go straight to the High Court or the Supreme Court and we could get the caveat in forty-eight hours. That can cost you up to fifty thousand dollars—still, small beans with what you’ll be worth eventually.’ 

				Jo had that amount sitting in her bank account right now. Then, remembering her near-fatal encounter with the Bondi bus the other morning, she said: ‘But what if I did get the house and then had to let it go? If I, say, got run over or became ill, is there some way I could make sure the house is protected from demolition forever?’

				‘Well, “forever” is a long time, but I was going to say, the other thing we should do right now, simultaneously with the caveat, is get an emergency heritage order from the state government. That will stop demolition for at least forty days. Then we can come up with some reason why it can’t be knocked down. From memory, that includes “local significance”, “architectural merit”...blah blah blah.’ She waved her red-tipped fingers.

				‘I imagine, though, that historical importance is the main thing,’ said Jo.

				‘Did you discover something that might be of interest?’

				‘I think that house was built for Eunice Walpole, the first headmistress of DPLC. I also think that her sister Augusta spent time there. That would make it very important from the college’s perspective, at least.’

				‘No! Well, this gets better and better! Did I mention that the chair of the Heritage Council of New South Wales is Rosalind Calwell AO? From the Calwells? There were five sisters at the college from memory.’

				‘You mean she’s a dog?’

				Linda laughed. ‘Now you’re getting it! Didn’t I say that the DOGs were everywhere? Ros is one of our esteemed forward pack of cattle dogs. Did I mention them?’

				‘No, I don’t think you did.’

				‘They’re our “confirmed spinsters”.’

				Jo couldn’t catch her meaning. ‘I’m sorry?’ she said. 

				Linda leaned forward and whispered, ‘The lesbians. They give us our muscle. Brilliant and brave. Good at rounding up the blokes. A lot of them in powerful positions in this state. Overachievers every one and, of course, when they were at college they all worshipped Augusta Walpole. Once we marshal all the Old Girls, there’ll be no stopping us.’

				Jo was stunned. There was an Augusta Walpole fan club at Darling Point? She would never have suspected any of the girls took the slightest interest in the history of the college. Did the girls think Augusta might have been a lesbian? Did they even have a name for that sexual orientation back in Augusta’s day? Maybe not. But it was common for ‘spinsters’ to excel in one of the only career paths open to them, as educators in girls’ schools. 

				‘So, when do you want to get started on sorting everything?’ asked Linda. ‘I still think we should get a forensic accountant in. I’m sure there’s more to be found.’

				More than a hundred and twenty million dollars? Jo didn’t want to know. In fact, she wished she’d never asked. ‘I’ll have to think about it all,’ she said as she fussed with her cutlery. 

				‘You...what?’ Linda was flabbergasted. ‘But I thought you said the bulldozers were coming in any moment?’

				‘I know I said that, and it’s true. But I’m just going to have to take a few days to...Anyway, I want to thank you for everything and please send me a bill for your advice. I’ll call you when I’ve come to a decision.’ It sounded like she was dismissing Linda. Perhaps she was.

				Linda frowned and pushed away the remains of her meal. 
‘I just want to warn you, Jo. I’ve said this before, but forgive me if I say it again. Do not, under any circumstances, try to do this yourself. You will lose out. There’s nothing surer. I’ve already heard you defend him. You say he’s “charming” and “sentimental” and perhaps he is, but hear me—you don’t amass this amount of money without being a canny operator.’

				Jo had certainly seen that side of him. In the meeting at Parklea he had also been ruthless, poisonous and unbearably cruel.

				‘The fact that you, his wife, hadn’t any idea of what he was worth? Doesn’t that tell you something? Anyway, I’m sure your personal life is none of my business. I have to go,’ she said crisply. ‘Let me get the bill. I’ll just go to the ladies’ and meet you out the front. My car’s just near yours. I’ll walk with you.’

				Jo fumbled for her handbag and extricated herself from her corner. ‘By the way,’ she said, ‘I never did ask. If the Canonbury boys called you “dogs”, what did you call them?’

				‘Well, I can’t remember there was anything specific. But my husband went to Riverview and he reckons there was a saying around all the private-school boys: “If you can’t get a girl, get a Canonbury boy.”’

				And that was one more thing Jo wished she didn’t know.

				Holding her breath and ducking her head, Jo scurried down the front stairs to the street. Linda was right; the champagne was flowing and she made it past the chattering luncheon party unnoticed.

				She was just breathing again when she looked up to see Carol and Didi barrelling towards her. Jo cursed her bad timing. There was nowhere to hide and Didi nailed her in an instant.

				Jo attempted to step around her, but Didi took a quick sideways hop and was directly in her way. Carol was standing behind, effectively barring the other side of the footpath. And there they all stood.

				The first to move was Jo. She edged back down the footpath, which was a stupid move, because now she was in full view of the gallery on the balcony.

				‘Didi! Carol! Hi! Yoohoo!’ came the greetings, and Jo looked over her shoulder to see ten pairs of unblinking eyes taking in the scene. She registered that the women were nudging each other and whispering. This confrontation was going to make highly entertaining viewing. When she looked back, Didi had made a startling advance and was right in Jo’s face. Her stance—skinny arms thrown back and chest thrown forward like a Christmas turkey—was pure aggression.

				Jo wished the ground would open up and swallow her. Here she was in her dowdy gardening clothes with Didi in front of her—a vision in a gold silk top and a scrap of a skirt. Her bare tanned legs were perched on huge, buckled, platform-wedge sandals that looked to be made of stainless steel. Ten tanned toes were gripping the soles for grim death. From head to toe, the whole prefabricated construction was rocking unsteadily on the uneven paving. 

				Or did Didi have a head full of cocaine? That’s what crossed Jo’s mind when she was close enough to look into Didi’s eyes and see that her pupils were the size of pinheads. Beyond her, Carol was a blur of leopard print, blocking out the sun. 

				‘You’ve got a nerve showing your face around here,’ Didi snarled. ‘I already told you, you’re not welcome.’

				On another day Jo might have taken the moral high ground, let the remark pass and fled to her car. She would have driven to Suze’s place to drown her sorrows. But not today. She’d had a gutful of their preening pretensions. Didi hadn’t changed since Darling Point days, when she was one of a gang of girls who thrived on the sly humiliation of others. 

				Jo stood her ground. ‘Excuse me, I’ll go where I like,’ she retorted. Then something Linda had said—‘you’ll be able to buy and sell all of them’—was thrown up on a raging tide. If it was a fight about money, Jo had already won. She opened her mouth, about to fling sixty million dollars worth of ‘fuck you’ in Didi’s face. Later, she was grateful that Didi got in first. 

				‘Stay away from my family!’ Didi hissed. And then she tottered sideways. Just as she was about to pitch head first into the bonnet of a BMW parked at the kerb, Carol stepped in to take her arm and support her. The sight of The Dingo Holt looking at her with smug satisfaction made Jo want to put her in a headlock and choke her. Then Didi struggled out of Carol’s grip and lurched forward.

				‘Didi! Forget it!’ Carol screeched a warning.

				‘You sad bitch. I know you’re in there, trying to ruin my life. Keep away or I’ll rip your face off!’ she snarled in a low, menacing tone. Then raised her huge handbag as if she was about to belt Jo with it.

				Jo deftly stepped aside to go around her. Didi pulled at her shirtsleeve and Jo shrugged off her grasp. It wasn’t a push, but it was enough to put Didi off-balance. She almost toppled, half righted herself, and then one of the heels of her platform shoes snapped with a gruesome crunch and sent her sprawling backwards onto her backside on the footpath, both legs swivelling in the air like rotor blades.

				Suze was right. Didi did go commando...and Brazilian. 

				There was a shocked and appalled ‘oooh’ from the balcony. And it was then that Jo saw her moment and bolted up the street for her car.

				When Jo fell in the door of her unit, legs still like jelly and her hands shaking, her mobile was ringing and Michael Brigden’s name flashed on the screen.

				‘Gemma confessed,’ he said. ‘Her mother found some emails to Yoshi.’ 

				‘So that explains it,’ said Jo.

				‘Explains what?’

				‘I met her in the street. She was incandescent. Said I was out to ruin her life. And I can see why she’d think that. Can’t you?’

				‘Oh, Jo. I’m sorry you’ve been dragged into this. Between us, the entire Brigden family is giving you a lot of grief at the moment. I want to apologise for that. The estrangement between Gemma and her mother is my problem, not yours.’

				‘Thank you. I appreciate the call,’ said Jo.

				‘And there’s something else. Didi and I have decided to formally separate. I think she’s going to put out a press release in the next few days.’ 

				Jo was silent. That was another reason why Didi had been in such a state. Jo couldn’t help but think she’d been responsible for pushing Didi to the edge and she, of all people, knew what that felt like. She should have followed her instinct in the first place and refused Gemma’s request. And then, like Patrick said, examined her heart for her true motive in meeting Michael. Revenge wasn’t a dish best served cold, hot or lukewarm. She didn’t have the taste for it at all.

				‘I didn’t ever think the state of my private life would have to be the subject of a press release, but there you go,’ said Michael. ‘I don’t suppose we could meet and talk about it?’

				No. That was her first reaction and this time she’d listen. 

				‘I don’t think that would be appropriate,’ she said.

				‘“Appropriate.” Do you know, that’s the worst word in the English language?’

				‘Please let Gemma know I’m here if she wants to talk,’ said Jo. ‘Thanks for ringing to let me know.’

				‘Quite appropriate. Nice to hear your voice, just the same.’

				‘Goodbye,’ she said. 

				Jo checked her emails and, sure enough, there was one from Gemma Brigden.

				Dear Jo,

				I’m sorry, but the wedding’s off. It just caused too many problems with me and my mother!!!

				And when I think about it, it’s no big deal. Yoshi and I don’t care where we get married, really. And Mum has had her heart set on St Anne’s almost her whole life!!

				I’m just sorry that you spent so much time on us. It was great to have dinner with you. Dad sends his love.

				So, thanks for everything. Maybe when we have children, I will be back in contact!!!

				Thanks for everything,

				Gemma xx

				By seven o’clock she had cried. Had a bath. Cried in the bath. Changed into her pyjamas. There she was, nursing Calpurnia and pathetically pondering the lonely landscape of her life, when her phone rang. She didn’t recognise the number.

				‘Mrs Blanchard? It’s Eleanor Hazeltine. You might remember me as Eleanor Prince? I was a boarder at Darling Point. Our family had a farm in the Southern Highlands.’

				Jo remembered a small girl with mouse-brown hair and a sweet nature. An extremely talented artist and now a celebrated ceramicist. Jo admired her work. 

				‘Of course I remember you, Eleanor.’

				‘I live in the Blue Mountains now with my husband, Geoff. Your father, Reverend Brown, told me you were a civil celebrant and I hope you don’t mind, I got your number from him.’

				‘Not at all. How can I help?’

				‘It’s my daughter, Charlotte. She’s had a fall. From her horse, Minty. She passed away yesterday afternoon. She is...she was...eight years old.’

				Jo grabbed the fabric of her dressing gown. What were the right words here? There were none adequate.

				‘Oh, Eleanor. I am so deeply sorry. How may I be of help to you and your family?’

				‘Could you come and do the funeral for us?’

				‘It would be an absolute honour and privilege to come and help you celebrate Charlotte’s life.’ 

				‘Yes, that’s what we want. Not a funeral. A celebration. She was only little. Chazzie loved parties. We want to have a party for her. She loved horses. That’s why we came up here to the mountains, so she could have a horse. Now Minty’s dead too. We had to put her down. Do you think we were wrong to come here?’

				‘Why don’t you tell me more about Charlotte? What you loved most about her? Everything you can think of. Her virtues and her blessings. The joy she gave you. It will help us compose some words that are meant just for her and everyone who 
loves her.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-six

				The Thursday morning before Good Friday saw a steady stream of customers. Rob had turned his talents as a jack-of-all-trades to bending florist’s wire and fashioning novelty bouquets of ribbons, Easter eggs and pink lilies. They were selling like hot cakes...make that hot-cross buns.

				Suze was amazed by his efforts and had told him more than once that he’d missed his calling. But then, she realised, he hadn’t missed it at all, because that’s what he was doing. Working in a florist’s shop. Geraniums Red. Their shop. 

				They’d spoken about the money and decided upon a plan. Their plan was...to do nothing.

				‘We’ll just wait for them to find us,’ Rob had said. And Suze had agreed. They couldn’t think of any way out of it. If they sold everything they had, there still wouldn’t be enough. There would be all the time in the world for the repercussions of what had been done, but right now they would pretend that they were a normal married couple, in business together. They’d pack in as much sweetness as they could until the police turned up on their doorstep and took their lives away. 

				It had been many years since they had worked together with a common purpose. Oddly, their predicament had led them to a renewal of marriage vows of sorts and they toiled tirelessly, as if they could sell almost half a million dollars’ worth of flowers to the good people of Kingsford.

				The girls were away on Easter camp in the Southern Highlands. They had been reluctant to go now that their father had moved back into the house and their parents seemed to have rekindled their love for each other. Suze and Rob were equally sad to see them leave, but knew that it might be the last time they would have with their classmates. One last innocent, carefree holiday.

				‘I’ve always loved Easter,’ said Rob as he tied a yellow ribbon around a foiled chocolate egg. ‘On Good Friday Mum used to get the saucepan out and the food colouring and we’d dye the eggs ourselves. Dad would hide them in the garden on Sunday morning. There were always one or two we couldn’t find. Once, days later, we found one of next-door’s chooks sitting on a blue one.’

				They were telling each other stories from long ago as if they were picking up stitches and mending a hole in a hand-knitted sock.

				‘We used to go camping at Crescent Head every year,’ said Suze. ‘Us and all the cousins. We used to have to help put up the tent, one of those big old striped canvas monsters, and we were always a tent peg short. It used to drive Dad crazy.’

				‘Maybe it was in the same place as Mum’s eggs.’ They smiled at each other through the comforting warmth of nostalgic memories.

				‘I’m glad Dad’s not around, in a way—you know, to see everything.’

				‘Don’t ever be glad he’s gone. He would have forgiven you. The thing is, have you forgiven yourself yet?’

				‘Not yet. Might be a while. Not yet.’

				He wouldn’t ask if she’d forgiven him. He just had to live in hope that she would one day. 

				‘Today’s Maundy Thursday,’ he said.

				‘“Maundy.” What does that mean?’

				‘Dunno. My mum used to call it that. It’s the night of the Last Supper Jesus Christ had with the apostles. There’s a service on at St Bernadette’s tonight. Then on Saturday there’s the Easter Vigil and that starts at 7 p.m. I think the idea is that you get there when you can and try to stay late, to see Jesus resurrected at midnight.’

				It was still startling to hear Rob talking like this. But if Christ Almighty was going to keep Rob away from the pokies, Suze might even consider putting a statue of him over the workbench.

				‘Be a bit embarrassing if he didn’t turn up this year.’

				‘Yeah.’ Rob smiled. ‘Would you like to come with me?’

				‘No.’ The candle in the workroom wasn’t lit. Like her faith, it had burned down to the stump. She was numb. Couldn’t think about anything at all except cutting and trimming flowers, winding wire around stems and handing bouquets to Rob, who expertly positioned them in brightly coloured cardboard boxes.

				‘You have to take that money back.’ Rob refrained from saying Jo’s name, knowing the hurt it would cause.

				‘I know. I will tonight while you’re at church.’ At church. The words sounded strange in her mouth. ‘Is there anything specially religious we’re supposed to eat tonight?’ she asked. 

				He knew she was humouring him, but went along with it. ‘Bread and wine. Not much else I can think of. Can’t imagine anyone was very hungry at the Last Supper. I’ll bring a couple of bottles back with me.’

				‘There’s some money in the till.’

				‘It’s fine. I’ve got thirty dollars.’

				‘Thirty pieces of silver. Isn’t that what Judas got for betraying Jesus before the Last Supper?’

				‘I think so.’

				‘How did he live with the guilt?’

				‘He didn’t. He hanged himself,’ said Rob.

				It was just before closing time at Geraniums Red. Rob had driven off in his car with Juanita on the delivery run and Suze was alone in the shop. She was filling buckets with water, ensuring everything was in order for the busy Easter Saturday trade when the bell at the front door tinkled. She looked up and there was Doug McIntyre. 

				Suze straightened herself, wiped her hands on her apron. She might have expected a visit from him. She’d managed to banish him from her waking hours; now here he was, an emissary from her nightmares. She was in the dock in a courtroom and Mr Douglas McIntyre for the prosecution had risen in his sombre black suit to point an accusing finger. ‘That’s her, Your Worship. She’s the one. I’d know that ugly, lying face anywhere. Her heart is a rotten, shrivelled thing.’ 

				‘Can I help you?’ was the best she could manage.

				‘It would seem that you’ve already helped yourself, Mrs Reynolds.’ Doug stood ramrod straight in front of the door, blocking the way of anyone who might intrude on the scene.

				Suze hung her head. ‘I...don’t know what to say,’ she mumbled.

				‘“Sorry,” would seem to be the first requirement. I would have at least expected that you might have the decency to pick up the telephone, or come and see me. I assume Mrs Blanchard told you that I discovered your theft.’

				‘She did. And I...’ Was there any point in saying sorry? It seemed utterly inadequate.

				Doug was rooted to the spot. One move might make him forget his rehearsed speech, and he had carefully scripted how it would go. Like Suze, he’d also imagined in detail the role he would play in the courtroom. 

				‘You were clever. I’ll give you that. But the next time you plan to defraud and swindle, it would be better not to round out the numbers in your withdrawals. It was those double zeroes that gave you away. They stared at me from the accounts like the eyes of a snake. What you did was—’ he had the precise word for it ‘—evil.’

				Evil. Yes, that was her. Thank God someone had finally said it.

				‘You took everything Darling Point had to offer and threw it back at us with contempt. I do not know why. I cannot begin to understand your motivations. I suppose you have an excuse for it. Others may understand, but I simply cannot.’

				Suze couldn’t understand either. She had no excuse. She must have been born with a part missing. A small widget that was common decency. Most other people she knew seemed to have it.

				‘And to think that I, and Josephine, counted you as a friend! You betrayed both of us, and your children. I ask myself, as a good Christian, what kind of mother would ruin their future in this way? I pity your husband. I grieve for your parents.’

				Suze took it all. She knew she had it coming. She pitied Rob too. His gambling? Her stealing? It all came from the deep pit of her insecurity that expressed itself as a grasping, endless neediness. She had never felt good enough and now it was plain that she wasn’t.

				‘I haven’t been able to sleep. My heart...my wife...’ Here Doug faltered, but before Suze could express any concern for him—ask if he needed a chair, a glass of water—he gathered his strength for his summation.

				‘I’ve heard nothing from anyone and it’s been almost a week. I’ll have to go to the police. If I don’t hear from someone within the next few days I’ll have no option. I am already implicated in a criminal act that will see my long and respectable career end in ignominy. That’s all I have to say to you. Good evening.’

				And then Suze blinked and he was gone.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-seven

				‘Your next match with her should be to the death, in a cage. You definitely won round two.’ Father Patrick, patting a grateful Calpurnia in his lap, was in his familiar place sitting beside Jo’s kitchen counter. He seemed to find her plight amusing, which, admittedly, was a welcome relief after the agony of embarrassment she’d suffered all day yesterday. 

				He was right. Didi had come off worse. She would never live down the ‘modesty star’ the Daily Telegraph’s ‘Confidential’ column had thoughtfully placed over her not-so-private parts. The whole of Sydney must have been laughing at the high-flying PR agent who’d become a ‘page-three girl’ with a difference. Jo could only imagine the jokes being told at Didi’s expense. She’d certainly garnered a lot of exposure for what Suze had said was her biggest celebrity client—her vagina. It had received stellar coverage in the papers, been given an airing on two national current-affairs shows and had some seventy thousand viewings on YouTube. The saying ‘there’s no such thing as bad publicity’ was coming back to haunt her. 

				But Jo hadn’t got off scot-free either. That ridiculous photograph of her looking down her nose had been given another run and her indiscretions at DPLC had been exhumed for further inspection. Jo imagined JJ would be furious at the reminder to voters that he and Carol had got together in less-than-salubrious circumstances.

				There was enough evidence from that red-letter day at the college last year for the gossipmongers to conclude that Jo, Didi and Carol were playing out another chapter of some long-standing simmering enmity, like the trio of witches in Macbeth. Carol’s words—‘Didi! Forget it!’—had been quoted, but Didi had been careful to ensure that only Jo heard her desperate threats. Michael had been mentioned in speculation that his wife’s antics must be highly embarrassing to him. The reports implied—and Jo had scanned the stories online so many times she’d developed a mighty headache—that Jo had been attempting to evade Didi and Carol when Didi’s busted shoe had sent her sprawling. Jo could only think that the ‘Guess Who, Don’t Sue’ piece had been written off as unsubstantiated gossip, which it was. No-one had more to report than a very public dinner engagement at which she and Mr Brigden were accompanied by his daughter and a business associate. And now, that’s all it had been.

				Judging by the angle of the photographs, one of the women at the lunch had employed her mobile phone to take those pictures of Didi. It would have been someone with a grudge against her and most of them could have qualified. Prized A-list invitations were given or withheld according to Didi’s divine whim. Sometimes she was capricious, at other times malicious. A socialite still smarting over her seating at the gala dinner for Princess Mary of Denmark could easily have distributed those fanny happy snaps. Who had sat next to whom at that event had made the newspapers; that’s how coveted the invitations had been. Didi relegated people to the B- or C-list with an enthusiasm usually reserved for the governing body of the English Football League, and that fostered a suppurating hatred beneath the fawning air kisses and compliments she was always greeted with.

				Poor Didi. Jo felt sorry for her. After her own disgrace she sympathised with anyone who found themselves in the middle of a media scrum, no matter how appalling their behaviour had been. The fall from grace was never easy and Didi had further to fall than most. 

				The mention of Jo’s name in the story had been enough for two of her professional engagements to be cancelled—another wedding and a baby-naming. She had also been treated to a visit from Tory, who’d come over to fall about laughing over the lurid headlines. 

				oh, didi, don’t!

				from red carpet to red face

				didi’s star turn

				‘She had it coming,’ Tory chortled. ‘But eeuw, wearing no undies with a skirt that short? Who does she think she is, Britney Spears? Fancy flashing that tired old—’

				‘Thank you!’ Jo had interrupted.

				They sat together and resolved their dispute over Simon and Kim’s wedding photographs, with mother once again reassuring daughter how talented she was. Jo was thankful that Tory was as quick to forgive as she was to blame. 

				Jo had then spent the afternoon speaking with Eleanor Hazeltine and her husband Geoffrey, reading many melancholy, doleful texts and composing her own words. It was an agonising business. 

				This Thursday night she was glad for Patrick’s company, even if he was teasing her mercilessly.

				‘It’s not funny, Patrick. I don’t think I’ll ever show my face around here again,’ Jo moaned as she opened the bottle of wine he’d brought. ‘So much for Didi’s daaarling friends. One of them took those photos.’

				‘Betrayal. A fitting theme for this Maundy Thursday. From the Latin—“Mandatum” Command. It was the command from Jesus at the Last Supper that we should love one another,’ Patrick explained. He watched with gratitude as Jo lifted the lid on a bubbling Moroccan lamb tagine in the oven. ‘Oh, I get it. Lamb of God. The Middle East.’ He laughed. ‘Nice. I might start with holy wine, if that’s okay.’ 

				Patrick accepted a glass of his favourite merlot. ‘Good drop from Sevenhill. The Jesuit winery in the Clare Valley. They started out producing sacramental wine back in 1851, so here’s a toast to our Lord this Holy Thursday. Up yer bum.’ 

				Jo doubted she’d ever get used to his blasphemies. ‘How did it all go at church today?’ she asked, hoping to distract him from discussion of her own dramas.

				‘Surprisingly big crowd. The foot-washing went well. Most people had cut their toenails this year, so that was good. I saw Rob Reynolds there.’ 

				‘Did you? He’s going on with it, then? I hope he does, for all their sakes.’

				‘It was pleasing to see him there taking communion and not down at Star City with the other sad buggers. He’s got a hard road ahead of him.’ 

				‘Maybe not so hard.’ Jo took a seat opposite him. ‘I’ve got the money for Suze.’

				Michael unbuttoned his clerical collar and shrugged off his jacket. ‘Have you now? Good for you.’

				‘It’ll be in the college accounts before the audit and no-one will be any the wiser.’ 

				‘You know I’m going to ask.’ 

				‘How much?’ Patrick was probably the only person on earth Jo would ever tell. Whether she would admit the rest? She might, depending on how this first confession went. ‘After Suze’s debt is settled, about four and a half million dollars. Which is an extraordinary amount of money...’ 

				Michael put his wine glass down and felt for his cigarettes.

				‘No, don’t,’ Jo protested.

				‘I’m having one. In your kitchen. Bad luck. I need it to steady my nerves because if I don’t, I’ll strangle the cat.’ Jo dutifully fetched the ashtray and Calpurnia, with uncanny feline sense, bounded for her life. After he’d taken the first, steadying drag Patrick was ready to speak.

				‘Jo, let me be clear about this. Around almost any other table in the world, that news would be astonishing. In a slum in the Philippines or some shack in East Timor, that amount of money would be beyond comprehension. It could keep a village going for decades. But here? With what he’s worth? Maybe fifty million or more? It’s a pittance. What the hell have you done?’

				At the mention of that sum, so way off the mark, Jo knew she would have to tell the rest. 

				‘I know. It’s not a huge amount, considering, but...’ She faltered.

				‘I thought you had a lawyer. What happened?’

				‘I went and saw JJ at Parklea last Sunday. I had to. Anyway, that’s what we’ve agreed on and it’s enough. I want to move on.’ Jo turned away to get cutlery, napkins. She didn’t want to face Patrick for the lecture she knew was coming. 

				‘Of course it’s enough. It’s enough for anyone. But is it fair? The bastard has screwed you royally! It happens to so many of the women around here. Oh yeah, you hear about the odd one who gets her dough, but there’s still plenty who get harassed and bullied and choose their “freedom” over what’s rightfully theirs. Tell me you didn’t sign anything.’

				Jo turned back to see him leaning over the bench and eyeballing her, his cheeks flushed. But she’d had no choice. He had to understand that.

				‘He knows about Suze. Doug McIntyre told Carol.’

				‘Oh, shit.’ Patrick resumed his seat.

				‘Yes, “oh, shit”.’

				‘So he blackmailed you.’

				‘I’m sure he wouldn’t see it that way. It was just good business sense. He had a commercial advantage. That’s all. No different to how he operates in every deal he does.’

				‘Don’t do him any favours, sweetheart! Don’t excuse him from rank thievery. He’s no better than a ram-raider stealing an ATM from a shop window.’ Patrick lit another cigarette from the smouldering stub between his fingers. ‘The dickhead! You’re the mother of his kids. He can’t get away with it. It’s not right.’ 

				Jo hauled on her oven mitts and bent to retrieve the tagine from the oven. She fumbled and the clay lid slid off and smashed on the floor and the rest of the dish followed. She sprang back to avoid being burned by a blistering-hot concoction of lamb, chickpeas, honey, saffron and spices. She leaned against a cupboard door, her oven mitts sliding off her hands to join the steaming catastrophe that was their dinner. The now-ruined stew that was, dear God, her life. 

				As they worked to restore the kitchen and found the makings for a supper of toasted sandwiches, Jo told him everything. The size of JJ’s fortune. Her confusion about Suze. Everything she could think of. Except about The Cape. That was too painful to mention, even to Patrick.

				He summed up her predicament succinctly, as she knew he would. ‘I suppose it’s like that old joke: a bloke asks this woman would she be willing to sleep with him for a million dollars? She says yes. Then he says: “Would you sleep with me for two bucks?” She’s offended and says: “What kind of woman do you think I am?” And the bloke replies: “I think we already know that. Now we’re just haggling over the price.”’

				Jo got it. ‘You’re saying that I already made my decision and what’s money got to do with it?’

				Patrick attacked his toasted sandwich and Jo, checking the clock, saw that it was past ten and was reminded that he probably hadn’t eaten for hours, save for a crumb of wafer at the altar.

				‘Correct. You told me the other night you’d already decided on a course of action. You told me you were going to rescue her, and now the price tag is higher than you could have ever imagined. Does it change anything, really? But, God, Jo, the price of goodness has hit an all-time high. Sixty million bucks?’ He dropped his sandwich back on the plate. ‘There’d be hardly a person on earth who’d give that up. What could you do with that?’ 

				‘I could buy Suze—all of them—a brand-new life.’

				‘You could put them into some witness-protection plan and they could all live happily ever after in the Bahamas. You could buy them a boat and they could sail into the sunset.’

				‘Not to mention all the other things I could do with a fortune like that.’

				‘If I had that in the bank for the hostel...’ he added, and fell silent for a good, long moment. ‘There’s got to be another way through this,’ he said finally. ‘We can go to the school, try to make some deal—’

				‘There’s no deal to be made except the one he’s offered. He said to take the money or he’ll bring in the police and there will be years of torture. And he’d do that. I know he would. There’s the girls to consider. Their friends. They’ll carry that stigma forever. You know how the college network operates. Suze’s mother’s still grieving and she’s not in the best of health. This news would be the end of her. Then there’s Doug and his reputation and his wife...’

				Patrick paused again and Jo could see he was weighing the options and coming up with nothing. ‘Can we trust it’ll never come out?’ he said.

				‘If JJ gets involved in the cover-up he’ll be implicated. And we can trust if he wants something to stay hidden, it will.’

				Jo poked at her toasted cheese-and-tomato sandwich, her appetite gone. ‘I have to see that money as some kind of mirage. After all, I didn’t even know it was there until two days ago. It’ll all go to the kids eventually. Like I said, four and a half million is still a fortune. I’ll have enough to buy myself a house. Maybe go on a trip, put some in the bank.’ 

				‘You won’t be buying anything much around here.’ Patrick pointed out what Jo knew all too well. The fantasy of the Watsons Bay house had already been carted away in a skip. 

				‘I might put an offer in on this place. It’s comfortable.’ She thought of her bed. Of Michael in it. That was a fairytale she was having more trouble letting go of.

				Patrick snorted. ‘Comfortable. While he’ll be living in splendour? I know how much you contributed to his fortune. You raised those kids by yourself while he was off doing...whatever it is he does.’

				Jo got up to clear the dishes. As if the weight of her doubts couldn’t settle if she just kept moving. Patrick was kneading his face and attempting to massage his frustration into something more manageable. ‘Have you told Suze yet?’

				‘Not yet. I’m sort of hoping that she’ll come and apologise first. Show some sort of contrition. You know, all that stuff you said about “commutative justice”. Expressing her sorrow and guilt.’

				‘That might not happen,’ he said. ‘It’s the first thing you learn when you’re a carer. I learned it when I was a kid and rescued the kookaburra that got trapped in the chook shed. Remember?’ He held up a finger. ‘It was about to be pecked to death by three demented hens when I rescued it. Then the bloody thing took the top off my finger and flew away.’

				Jo leaned over and peered at it; she could see a faint scar there.

				‘“To give, and not to count the cost. To fight, and not to heed the wounds. To toil, and not seek for rest. To labour, and not seek any reward. Amen”,’ he recited. ‘I learned that prayer with the First Blaxland Rover Scout crew in 1982. Wasn’t till I was training that I realised Lord Baden-Powell had knocked it off from St Ignatius.’

				‘Well, it’s impossible!’ Jo sat back in her seat and folded her arms. ‘And stupid. It’s the sort of thing they tell soldiers who end up dead in wars.’

				‘Fair enough,’ Patrick agreed. ‘Not any advice I’ve been able to follow. I’d quite happily murder my sister Sheila and bury her in a shallow grave.’ He poured himself the last of the wine. ‘It’s bloody ironic that today’s Maundy Thursday. It’s the day royalty give gifts to the poor. In that spirit at least, you should ring Suze and tell her you’ve got the dough.’

				‘I will, but it’s getting late now. I’ll go see her face to face. First thing tomorrow.’

				‘Good woman,’ he sighed. ‘And no-one will ever know how good. I swear, Jo, that in all my years, I’ve never known anyone called upon to make a greater sacrifice...At least in monetary terms. God must have some plan for you I’m completely unaware of.’

				‘Light sixty million candles for me. Will that get me to heaven?’

				‘Come on, eat your sandwich. “Do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself. Let the day’s own trouble be sufficient for the day.” Matthew 6:34.’

				‘Bet he didn’t come up with that gem at the Last Supper.’

				‘No. Probably not.’

				Jo was stacking the dishwasher when there was a knock at her front door. ‘It’s almost eleven,’ she complained to Patrick. ‘Probably Tory, forgotten her damned key again.’

				Instead, it was Rob Reynolds standing under the porch light in his usual ratty attire and, oddly, clutching flowers. There were no hellos. He was ducking, trying to see past Jo’s shoulder. ‘Is Suze here? I’ve been trying to track her down. She said she was going to come over here tonight and bring that five grand back, but then I found this on the kitchen table.’ He held out a manila envelope. ‘I would have called but I don’t have your number. I got your address off the front. I opened it. Sorry. I was worried.’ 

				Jo took the envelope and then his arm and ushered him inside. Her first thought was that Suze was most likely drunk. Maybe in a gutter somewhere or flaked out in the back of her van, dead to the world. She had been struggling to find any compassion for Suze after the hateful things she’d said. 

				‘She hasn’t been here but she has got a lot to think about,’ said Jo. ‘She could be at the pictures, or...’ The envelope contained cash. It would be five thousand dollars. Jo didn’t have to count it. There was no note.

				‘Have you tried calling her mobile?’ 

				Rob was shuffling his feet nervously. ‘It’s switched off. And that’s weird because I know she’d leave it on with the girls away for Easter. They’re on a camp.’

				‘Is she with her mother?’

				‘No, she hasn’t seen Suze either.’ His next words came in a tumbling rush over the top of Jo’s thoughts. ‘I got back to the shop and the door wasn’t even locked, although her van was gone. That’s not like her. She always locks up. There was your envelope, this circle of flowers on the counter. She must have made it, but I don’t know why.’ 

				He thrust the flowers at Jo, who immediately recognised the ‘circle’ for what it was—a wreath. She was sure he knew it too but didn’t want to think what it might signify. 

				In the lounge room Rob acknowledged Patrick’s presence with a deferential nod—‘Father’—and kept on talking. ‘I’ve been home. We were supposed to have dinner together. She’s been gone almost six hours now. She always rings. You know what she’s like with letting everyone know where she is, even if...well, you know, she’s not so good with other stuff, but she’s always on time for everything.

				‘It’s like she’s been in a daze lately. Not herself. She’s been talking about guilt a lot. The bust-up she had with you has hit her pretty hard. You don’t think she might try to...’

				He couldn’t say the words. Neither could Jo.

				‘To harm herself in some way?’ Patrick put it as gently as he was able.

				Jo was inspecting the wreath. It was an odd mix of bits and pieces—geraniums, bay leaves, a pink peony. At the top, tied with yellow ribbon, were three white roses. 

				It suddenly came to her. ‘She’s left us a message in the language of flowers. Floriography.’ 

				‘What?’ Patrick was nonplussed.

				‘In Victorian times they used flowers to send coded messages.’

				‘She reads those Dan Brown books. She loves all that stuff,’ said Rob. 

				Jo could interpret some of the symbolism at least. ‘These three white roses, they represent you and the girls and mean eternal love. The geraniums are for stupidity and folly.’ 

				‘I didn’t know that,’ said Rob. ‘Why’d she name the shop that?’

				‘I didn’t know that’s what it meant either, until recently. I’ll have to look up the others.’ Jo located a slim volume on a side table. The Bouquet’s Whisper. It was the same book Suze used as a constant reference in the shop. She’d given Jo a copy as a gift before the Jacobsen baby-naming ceremony.

				She flicked the pages. ‘The peony means “shame”.’ Jo gulped with shame herself. ‘And the bay leaves...’ She shut the book.

				‘What? What do they mean?’ asked Rob, now convinced that his fate might be revealed in the divination of a few green leaves. He’d learned never to scoff at Suze’s witchy pronouncements.

				‘They mean: “I change, but in death,”’ Jo whispered.

				‘Jesus!’ Rob groaned. ‘She’s going to kill herself! That’s what I’ve been worried about. I thought she had the other day.’ He buckled at the knees.

				Patrick stepped forward, put an arm around his shoulders to keep him upright.

				‘She wouldn’t, Rob. She would never do that. She’d never leave the girls,’ Jo said, at the same time fearing that was exactly what Suze might do. 

				Then it came to her. The dark shadow of a thought she should have examined in the light of reason and exorcised. And would have, if she hadn’t almost collided with a hop-on, hop-off bus. ‘I think I know where she might be.’ Jo found her car keys and moved towards the hall.

				‘Where? I’ll come with you.’ Rob went to follow her.

				Jo shot a look back at Patrick, who immediately understood. If Jo was right, seeing Rob might push Suze, literally, over the edge. If she was wrong, he would panic even more. Patrick steered him to the sofa. 

				‘You stay here with me, mate, in case Suze rings. Let’s have a moment of prayer together and find comfort in God’s infinite wisdom and goodness.’ 

				‘I’ll ring you as soon as I can,’ Jo called over her shoulder, and slammed the door behind her.

				The moon was one night past its Easter best and brightest when Suze greeted it from her towering sandstone battlement atop The Gap. 

				In the midst of a silvery stand of thick banksias and tea-trees she had discovered a clearing that had once been an old gun emplacement, although now nothing more than a few rusty metal relics denoted the spot. In 1894, four muzzle-loaded eighty-pounders had been positioned here to defend ‘Fortress Sydney’. Suze had gleaned this information—with the aid of the tiny light of her key ring—from a handy tourist guide set on a post. 

				The moonlight afforded a view right out over the heaving mass of lustrous waves to the glimmering horizon, a perfect place from which to launch an attack. Suze sat on a bare expanse of rock, swigged from her vodka bottle and scanned the ocean. She fancied that HMAS Darling Point hove into view in full, insolent sail and she issued a full-throated command to ‘FIRE!’ The wretched vessel listed, tilted and sank like a stone. 

				Suze cheered in triumph. She scrambled to her feet, stumbled to the low wire fence and leaned over it to assure herself there were no survivors attempting to swim to shore. The bottle slipped from her hand and was gone. Swallowed by the rocky jawline of the cliff’s face. She clambered over the barrier to follow its descent. Couldn’t see a damned thing.

				White water exploded and blasted high into the night air. Luminescent. Cleansing. Suze felt the refreshing spray on her face from where she stood, eighty metres up on a finger of stone that jutted into the void. She was beyond anyone’s reach out here. Beyond gravity. Beyond care. 

				Waves swollen by the tilt of the Earth and dragged by the moon across the vast expanse of the Pacific heaved and smashed with a roar of indignation, then retreated and found their final expression in deep resignation. 

				‘To be resigned.’ Could this be what her father had been trying to tell her? Why hadn’t she thought of it before? It didn’t mean giving up or giving in. Instead it was a peace. A sigh at the end of a tumultuous journey. Merely an acceptance of the way things were. Down there, way below, was the promise of all that. Peace, acceptance and nothingness. Too easy. Just a careless slump, a tilt and a little letting go and she would be gone too. Down, down she would go into the immensity. In her small life she had hardly been noticed and would barely be missed.

				Her daughters would go on to make great art and music. They might be sad she was gone, but in fact, her absence would be her greatest gift to them. In years to come, when they were famous artists, they would be asked: ‘And can you tell us, where do you get your inspiration?’

				‘From our mother,’ they would reply. ‘She lied for us and then died for us.’ They would always have a story to tell. It was the blessed legacy of martyred women everywhere. Could a mother do any more for her children’s cause than to die?

				Suze, now certain that she’d arrived at the perfect solution to her problems, sat down on the narrow ledge and dangled her legs over the edge. Her flat leather sandals slipped away into darkness and the swirling sea mist cooled her tired feet. And she was tired. Aching all over. In a moment she’d find rest. She fumbled in her bag for a cigarette and her lighter. Just a moment’s pause as she watched the waves surge in eternal motion.

				Jo bounded up the steps to The Gap and then halted at the top. Left or right? Which way to go? The pathway stretched along the cliff top in both directions and just beyond the dilapidated fence were any amount of sheer, catastrophic drops. 

				‘Suze! Suze!’ Jo yelled, but knew at once there was no point. There wasn’t a sound she was capable of making that would be heard above the crash and bash of the ocean.

				And then, a tiny flame. Once. Twice. Again. Off there. To the left. Then a steady pinprick of red. Jo loathed cigarettes, but was glad to see one tonight. 

				The moonlight picked out a step, a ghostly pane of rock, 
a pewter rail above silver mesh. Jo pelted along the bushy trail, bounding and leaping on long legs and sure feet. Heart thumping and eyes wide, she took in every shadow that might be made by a human form. And then she saw it...a dark lump topped with a clump of hair that had to be Suze but seemed as if suspended in mid-air. As if she had already jumped and was somehow hovering in space. Jo stopped and blinked, straining to focus through the salty mist. How had she got out there? Could she even get back? It was so dangerous up here. Perilous in the dark. No proper lighting. The fence was inadequate. She really must write a letter to the council about it. 

				Jo’s thoughts weren’t coherent, but still, she was propelled towards the place where Suze sat. Only the crests of the waves caught the moonlight. Between each one was a deep, dark crevice. She stopped and gripped the freezing metal of the railing and leaned forward, not quite knowing what she might say.

				‘Suze!’ she called. ‘I’ve come to get you. Jess and Bobby are wondering where you are. Rob’s waiting. Come on now.’ 

				Suze turned her face and Jo saw a ghostly mask appear from a swirl of infinite pinpricks of phosphorescent sea spray. ‘No!’ The word was clear enough before it was whipped away by the wind. Another rumble and another wave crashed into the cliff face below. 

				Jo’s hair was blown into a wild seaweed tangle. Into her mouth. In her eyes. She scraped it from her face to see that Suze had turned away from her. The cigarette was flicked into the air. It twirled for a moment and disappeared. Jo was terrified to think Suze might plummet after it. Skirts flying, bangles jangling and bright scarves trailing into oblivion.

				‘Suze! Come on,’ she called again. ‘Just turn and crawl back to the fence. Don’t do this. Come back!’

				‘Leave me alone!’ A shout emanated from the middle of the black bundle huddled at the edge of the precipice.

				The next wave, bigger than the last, hit the cliff with a force that made the ground shudder. Jo was hardly safe where she was behind the fence but she leaned further forward, stretched her body, until the cold metal rail dug into her hips and her toes were barely touching the earth. She pushed her arm, her palm, her fingers out as far as they could go, as if she wasn’t human but a length of timber or rope that would surely reach to where Suze sat out there, the edges of her form haloed by moonlight. 

				One more wave hit the wall, flinging spray and salt to the heavens. If Suze moved from where she was she would slip and fall. Jo should climb the fence. If she cared enough she would. But there was no room out there on that narrow stony plank for her too. They might both go down, smashing their bones against stubborn ancient rocks. Both dead before they hit the water. 

				‘Suze! Come back!’ Jo shouted again, her throat and her heart straining to be heard. There was no breath left in her. No warmth. This was a stupid game. And selfish. Had Suze given one thought to what would happen to her family? They’d go tumbling down with her and be just flotsam and jetsam left behind after she sank. After years of swimming—if they ever made it back to shore—they would forever after identify themselves as survivors of the wreckage. 

				Suze had dragged her to the edge too, knowing she had no choice but to look over. After everything Jo had done for her? With what she was going to do next? It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t...Jo was horrified to see Suze get to her knees and then stand. She was swaying unsteadily on a splinter that was barely wide enough for her two bare feet. Where were her shoes? Her pink scarf was wrapped around her neck, its ends blown to full length either side. North and south. She threw her hands wide and hung her head, her black hair flailing in the wind.

				Then she looked up, her face an agony. Her eyes rolling and mouth hanging open in torment. A crucifix. That’s what Jo saw. Suze would die here. Not to forgive the sins of the world. Her death wouldn’t even save herself. It was for no good reason. None of her pantheon of gods and goddesses were offering a hand to save her. They hadn’t answered her despairing call. There was no great godliness here. No evil. Just one frail human and another...and between them, a wretched man-made fence. 

				‘Suuuze!’ Jo shouted. Her lungs were almost empty. Again. One more try. A deep breath. ‘I LOVE YOU!’ she cried.

				Suze had always been sure Jo had been sent by her guardian angel. And she did believe in angels. They had been circling the earth forever. Perhaps they’d dropped here on this rocky place just so she could contemplate the infinite and see what it promised.

				Now she looked down and saw just a wet, black hole. Perhaps it was exactly what they’d meant her to see.

				A voice had said, ‘I love you.’ Not the voice of an angel. It was Jo’s voice. You could always hear the love in Jo’s voice. Even when she hated you, she loved you. She couldn’t help herself. Suze couldn’t find anything to love about her own loathsome self, but Jo, against all reasoning, could. Suze saw Jo’s hand stretching out to her the way she’d done on that very first day. And beyond that, her face. She was smiling. How strange. To be at peace and smiling at a time like this! It was that same exquisite smile that had always said: ‘I believe in you.’ Jo had said she didn’t. But here she was and she was...smiling.

				Now that Suze was upright, the wind tearing at her clothes and bellowing at her back, she couldn’t understand how she’d got out here. Or how she’d get back. On either side of her was a terrifying chasm. She shuffled forward, her bare toes grubbing at the rock to find some purchase, her arms still spread wide for balance and her scarf a flapping sail.

				Another wave reached its destination. Not so ferocious this time. The wind dropped. A lull. 

				From her side of the fence Jo saw Suze take that small step and then reach out her hand. Bangles slid down her arm. Starry spangles encircled her wrist and gave Jo something to aim for. 

				‘Come on, darling girl, that’s right. You’re doing really well. Just another step,’ she said.

				Jo’s fingers grabbed at the metal bracelets. She pulled on them, fearing she might tear them right through flesh. Suze fell towards her. The other arm. Jo grabbed at that too and found the hem of a sleeve. 

				Jo heaved herself backwards, her feet finding solid earth. She dragged Suze over the railing, falling down with the weight of her, and together they sprawled on the sandy track.

				Father Patrick was presiding over a very small congregation in Jo’s unit, but the sorrow on display could have filled a cathedral. He and Jo had found armchairs. Rob and Suze huddled together on the couch facing them.

				‘Sorry for crying so much,’ Suze sniffed, and added another tissue to the damp pile in her lap.

				‘Don’t be,’ said Jo. ‘There’s something about this place. Everyone who comes in here lately seems to end up crying or shouting.’ 

				‘I don’t know how long it will take to pay you back. I’ve got about twenty grand in a term deposit. It was for the girls’ fees and uniforms next year but...’ And then Suze was weeping again. 

				Rob had his arm around her shoulders and he pulled her to him. ‘We’ll try to get them into Sydney Girls High,’ he said. 
‘I reckon their marks are good enough.’ 

				‘Maybe I could—’ Jo began, and then Patrick laid his hand on her forearm, stopping her mid-sentence. 

				‘It would be best, I think,’ he said.

				‘We can sell the business and the house,’ said Suze. ‘Not that it will cover all of it, but maybe we’ll get...two hundred grand? We can move into Mum’s. She’d like that, wouldn’t she, Rob?’ She was clinging to him like a mollusc on a rock. 

				‘Yep. She could do with the company right now. And we’ll both find jobs, and with the two of us working we could pay you back the rest. Something every week, I promise. We promise.’ 

				Patrick nodded. ‘Good. A firm purpose of amendment, that’s what you have to make with Jo. She will have to have restitution in monetary terms. We can draw up a contract.’

				The negotiations were agonising. Jo had never liked to talk about money, but now it seemed that no-one could talk or think of anything else. But there was so much more that needed to be said and that she wanted said. 

				As if hearing her thoughts, Patrick got to his feet. ‘You have to see that you’ve done Jo other injuries as well. You betrayed her trust and caused her immense heartache. I’ve witnessed what she’s been going through. She can only be repaid for that by you admitting what you’ve done and showing that you truly regret it.’ 

				Jo’s first instinct was to say that she hadn’t been hurt. But she had. Her skin, the roots of her hair, the backs of her knees, her eyeballs, her head and her tongue hurt. She was injured, right down to her bones. And even though she was sorry that Suze had to endure this interrogation tonight. She needed to hear her explanation.

				Patrick understood. ‘We need justice here.’ He was implacable. He knew Jo’s first impulse would be to make excuses for Suze. For everyone. ‘I think you should express your guilt and repentance as wholly as you can, Suzanne.’ He was asking for a full confession.

				Suze stopped sniffling. She’d spent years lying and obfuscating. Nights manipulating accounts and days hiding coins in her handbag. Calculating when the staff and students wouldn’t see her carrying goods out the gate and then waiting until her husband and daughters were sleeping to sneak them into the house. And it had all been exhausting. It had very nearly 
killed her. 

				She had always expected that her testimonial would have to be made in the dock of a courtroom under the full shameful glare of disapproval from friends, family and the public. Now she had a chance to say her piece in Jo’s lounge room by the light of a Tiffany lampshade. It was a gift. She wasn’t so bankrupt that she couldn’t see that.

				She calmly unwrapped Rob’s arm and got to her feet, clasped her hands in front of her and focused on the wall and a picture frame barely constraining a burst of creamy lilies with spiky leaves. ‘It’s heavenly to be with you’: that’s what pale lilies meant. And to Suze that was yet another sign that this moment she was being given was part of some divine plan. 

				‘Jo, I am sorry.’ She was surprised to find her voice so steady and clear. She was ‘in the moment’, that state she’d often read about and had longed to find. The times when she wasn’t regretting the past or dreading the future had been rare in the past few years. 

				‘I would rather have killed myself than face you. I’m so grateful that you would even consider helping me, after everything I’ve said and done. I took everything our friendship offered and threw it away, and then I felt so guilty that I almost jumped after it.

				‘It was envy. That’s all. I wanted something for nothing. And I’m not even sure what that “something” was, or is.’

				Rob, his face buried in his hands, uttered a low moan of despair. 

				‘I know life will be different from now on and I’m ready for it. It’s my problem, no-one else’s. It was wrong. I was wrong. 
I see that I have to change.’ Suze tore her eyes from the lilies and looked at Jo. ‘You are the kindest person I’ve ever met. I can’t even imagine what I’ve done to have you as a friend. I must have been a good person in a former life.’

				A sound passed Jo’s lips that was supposed to be another wry appreciation of Suze’s ragbag of spiritual beliefs, but came out as a strangled sob.

				‘Would I do what you’re doing for me and my family? I’d like to think so, but to be honest I’m too selfish. Are you sure you want to do this? Because—’

				‘We’ll fix it,’ said Patrick. ‘It’s no more than is done in business in this part of the world every day of the week. I’ll call Doug McIntyre tomorrow and tell him the money’s on its way.’

				Now Jo had her downpayment of guilt and regret, and she and Suze were bound together in the strangest of business agreements.

				It must have been almost 2 a.m. when Jo pulled the front door closed behind her.

				‘So...’ 

				Jo started and clamped her hand to her racing heart. ‘My God, Tory! You frightened the life out of me. How long have you been here?’

				Tory was leaning against the wall, her long bare legs crossed and arms folded over her chest in a manner that signalled she was ready to interview her mother and was prepared to wait for answers. ‘When I came in Patrick was in some weird prayer meeting in the lounge, so I went and did some work on the computer. I slept for a bit, then I heard you and Suze come in. I got half the story, so you’d better tell me the rest.’ 

				‘Not now, I’m tired,’ said Jo. She felt old. Upper Paleolithic old. ‘You look tired too. Go back to bed.’

				‘I know there’s some sort of massive drama going on. How much did Suze steal from Darling Point? Why’d she do it? Why are you paying back the money she took? I’m not a kid. You better tell me, or I’ll ask Dad. This is about the money with you and him, too, isn’t it?’

				‘Everything seems to be about money,’ Jo replied wearily, and walked to her bedroom with Tory in pursuit. She was so exhausted she considered climbing under the covers fully clothed.

				‘I want to know, Mum. I want to help. It’s not fair you’re living in this dump.’ Tory plonked herself on the bed.

				‘Oh, pardon me,’ Jo retorted through the top she was pulling over her head. 

				‘You know what I mean.’

				‘You’re sitting on my pyjamas.’

				‘Sorry.’

				‘Look, all you have to know is that your father and I are still discussing things and that you don’t have to worry, you’ll be provided for.’

				‘I know that. Anyway, I don’t even care. It’s you I’m worried about. And what’s this whole thing with Suze?’

				Jo hesitated, but knew she’d have to tell, like she’d had to with Patrick. 

				‘I’ll get in bed with you and you can give me all the dirt.’

				‘You’re not coming into bed with me in that stinking T-shirt.’ 

				Too late. Tory was now underneath the doona with just her eyebrows and hair visible, doing an impression of her six-year-old self. Jo climbed into bed and was comforted by the feel of Tory’s body next to hers. She didn’t smell too bad. 

				Jo did tell her everything about Suze and the deal she had made with JJ. She omitted the millions, in part because it seemed such a preposterous amount of money for JJ to have accumulated without her knowing and because she never wanted to think of it again.

				‘You know, he’s worth probably a hundred mill or more.’

				‘Pardon?’

				‘He has copies of those “rich list” things they print every year. He cuts bits out of the paper about other filthy-rich bastards around town and sticks them in his desk drawer. My guess is he’s aiming for half a billion. He’s seriously unhinged about money.’

				‘Since when have you been going through your father’s desk?’

				‘Since I was about seven. My best find was when I was in Year Eleven and found two hundred bucks.’

				‘You rotten little sneak.’ Jo elbowed her.

				‘Yeah, aren’t I?’ Tory took it as a compliment. ‘I suppose you can afford to look after Suze if you’re going to get half of what he’s got. It’s a good thing you’re doing, Mum. I’d do it for my friend if I could.’

				‘Would you, darling?’

				‘Yeah. After all, it’s only money. But you’re not going to get half, are you? Dad’s trying to cheat you, isn’t he? That’s why he’s going to help you cover everything up.’ 

				‘But what if I said that I didn’t want half of everything? What if I just let him have most of it, if it means so much to him?’

				Tory rolled onto her stomach and sighed deeply. ‘You know he can’t help himself. You shouldn’t take it personally.’ 

				‘ I know and I’m not really.’

				‘Good.’

				Jo reached for Tory’s hand and felt the smooth skin of her daughter’s long, slim fingers, so like her own. She remembered inspecting those fingers and marvelling at the tiny pink shells of her nails on the morning she was born and being astounded at how perfect they were. 

				‘So, do you really think I’ve done the right thing?’ she asked. 

				There was no answer. Just soft and peaceful breathing. Tory was asleep.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-eight

				Next morning, Jo took the train up to the Blue Mountains, as she had done so many times when she was younger. She left her car in town so she could read over her notes and collect her thoughts. The debacle of Doug’s marriage vows was a constant, embarrassing niggle. There would be no such dereliction of duty today. 

				Rattling along under a clear sky and watching the suburbs at last give way to stands of blue-green gum trees, there were so many familiar sights and so many memories that could have derailed her, but she would think of only one person this morning—Charlotte ‘Chazzie’ Hazeltine. 

				Over the past few days Jo had spoken for many hours with Charlotte’s grieving mother and father. When a photograph of the young girl—blue-eyed, red-headed and pink-gummed—grinned at her from an email, Jo had staggered from the room and wept so hard she thought she would never stop. She had now formed a portrait of a carefree and comical child who could never be replaced. Like all dearly loved daughters. 

				At St Anne’s, Jo had attended perhaps half a dozen funerals for students and had always found them to be unedifying, unsatisfying. Rev Pottharst had never adequately captured the personality of the missing girl nor expressed the depth of the loss. Jo had often thought of taking to the altar to speak and make amends for his bumbling ineptitude. 

				This afternoon would be different. Jo was determined to render Charlotte’s unique character as vividly as Dante Gabriel Rossetti had painted his Pre-Raphaelite redheads. 

				Rossetti’s muse had been described as being a most beautiful creature: ‘tall, finely-formed with a lofty neck and regular yet somewhat uncommon features, greenish-blue unsparkling eyes, large perfect eyelids, brilliant complexion and a lavish heavy wealth of coppery golden hair.’ That was Charlotte. It had inspired Jo to contemplate Rossetti’s portraits and see that such beauty could be immortal if it was expertly captured.

				They would gather at the Hazeltines’ property and Chazzie would be sent off in fine style. Jo had suggested that the children might like to come dressed as fairies and sprites of the forest so they could lift everyone’s spirits. She had a ritual in mind for them. Later there would be a bonfire and fireworks blasting into the night sky.

				The train stopped at Leura. ‘Yoo-hoo!’ The familiar salutation came from some way along the platform where Jo’s mother was waving to her. 

				They took morning tea in the back garden of the rectory at the wooden table under the old-fashioned plantings of liquidambars and elms that were starting to show their famed autumn colours. The air snapped with a refreshing crispness and Jo regretted she hadn’t made time to take a long, invigorating walk through the township.

				As it was, she had only an hour to spend with her parents before the ceremony began, and her father had only a short time to spare between his Good Friday services. Jo’s mother clucked happily as she produced Jo’s favourite melting-moments biscuits and poured Earl Grey into the best china cups. Her father arranged his long legs under the table and cooed his appreciation. They were a pair of birds in a cosy nest. Mated for life. Jo felt a pang of regret that she hadn’t been able to achieve the same with her own marriage.

				A small blue wren hopped at the foot of the stone birdbath. ‘His wife’s there somewhere too.’ Margaret scattered the crumbs of her biscuit. ‘They raised three chicks this year after we ran a successful campaign against the feral cats and now there’s about ten of them in the family. Lovely things. Very social.’

				Blue wrens were Jo’s favourite birds too. Quick and elusive. Loyal to home and hearth. She wondered if she should move back to the mountains and make a fresh start here. Or would she end up a spinster, belling the cat and painting pictures of flowers? Sewing lavender sachets for her undies drawer and attending book-club meetings? Her parents, both in their early seventies, might appreciate her being close by. Although, inspecting them closely, she saw they both seemed extremely fit and well. 

				‘Perhaps I should buy a house in the mountains,’ she wondered aloud.

				‘Here? There’s not enough blokes to go around as it is,’ her father snorted. ‘No, no, you’ve got a lot of living to do down in town. Get yourself a new fella and get on with life. Stop living in the past. What’s done’s done.’ 

				She should have expected that her father wouldn’t beat about the bush.

				‘Your best quality is that you care about people,’ he said. ‘You’re a very kind and responsible person and your mother and I have always been grateful for that.’

				‘You never got into any trouble. You were always good,’ her mother chimed in as she deftly placed an embroidered napkin on Jo’s lap.

				The comment was meant as a compliment, but Jo was taking no comfort from it this morning.

				‘But be careful with all this celebrant business,’ Rev Albert warned. ‘Don’t get caught up in other people’s lives too much and forget to live your own. Otherwise you’re no good to anyone. Your worst quality is that you can be timid. You’ve let yourself be bossed about a bit over the years.’

				Ouch! That hurt. Jo winced.

				‘But now you’re at that wonderful time in life when the children are grown and you can start to please yourself, take some risks. Look at young Jimmy. He’s off around the world. Sending some very interesting emails, too. I recommended he go to India. Then go off to see how the Hottentots get on with things.’ He winked at Jo. 

				‘Hottentots? You can’t call people that!’ exclaimed Margaret. ‘It’s not politically correct.’

				‘Political correctness! The modern disease,’ he groaned. ‘Everyone’s listening to too much ABC radio in my opinion.’

				‘Does he sound like he’s okay, Dad?’ Jo asked.

				‘Having a whale of a time! We’ll talk about him later. Let’s hear about you first.’

				‘Maybe you’re both right. I probably should jump on a plane to India myself. Join some ashram or something. Someone said I should stop being such a doormat.’ There she went, fishing for reassurance again. But surely that was allowed if it was from your parents.

				‘What? A doormat? You’re not a doormat! A thing people wipe their dirty boots on?’ her father exclaimed. ‘Who’d say such a thing? And to you directly? Two decades in the teaching profession. Two beautiful children—’

				‘And you’ve always kept a lovely home,’ said Margaret.

				‘That’s self-sacrifice,’ he continued. ‘A fine and noble thing. I realise it’s unfashionable these days. Everyone’s supposed to be “following their dreams” or “finding themselves”—that old egotistical confidence trick—however, service to the greater good is something you should be proud of. I’m just saying—’

				‘Just try and be happy, dear. The passing of that little girl should remind you that we never know when our hour will come. It’s terribly sad. Everyone’s so upset. Another biscuit, darling? I know they’re your favourites.’

				Jo couldn’t resist taking one more than was probably good for her, and her father also reached for the plate.

				‘That’s enough, Albert. You’ve already had three!’ her mother scolded.

				‘Did you know that the first creature Noah sent off from the ark was a crow? It never came back. Until now. She watches and pecks away at your old dad.’

				‘He’s as honest as the cat when the meat’s out of reach,’ said Margaret.

				Jo and her father both laughed heartily. Maggie seemed to have an inexhaustible store of unfathomable old English sayings.

				They passed the time amiably, twittering like blue wrens, until it was time for Jo to leave. Her father had a little more time to spare and insisted on driving her to the Hazeltine property in his ancient Holden Commodore with the hand-knitted seat covers.

				When they were on the road out of Leura, seatbelts tightly fastened, he offered his advice—as one professional to another—even though Jo was always ten years old when she sat in the passenger seat with her father at the wheel.

				‘It’s an important thing you’re about to do, Josephine. I’m not saying that men are not just as capable, but after being in this job for fifty years, you come to see that sometimes it’s a woman’s touch that’s required.’

				Jo loved to hear him talk. The sun flickered through the tall timbers and she rested her head on the window. She imagined it was thirty-five years ago and he was driving her to her grandmother’s place in Lithgow. Up and over the Great Dividing Range, down to the flat country. A good, long drive and she had him all to herself. 

				She was surprised after this reverie to turn and see that his hair was grey. Her father was an old man, but, she thought with a surge of love, a wise one. Through the years she had witnessed him become more compassionate. Slower to pass judgment. Through those decades of ministering, just as Patrick said, his true nature had been revealed through the eyes of all who admired him. If she had ‘goodness’ in her DNA, it had come from him.

				‘We’ve got Reverend Dorothy Devonport up the road at St Mark’s,’ he continued in that authoritative, sonorous voice that hadn’t aged at all. His lovely clear diction and elegant phrasing had always made the congregation sit up and take note. She’d got that from him too, she liked to think. ‘Got a nice way about her,’ he said. ‘Does a very decent and orderly funeral service. But in this instance the parents are not churchgoers, so they will want something to suit their tastes. You must feel very honoured they’ve given you the responsibility.’

				‘I do, Dad. But I thought you’d be disappointed that the ceremony wasn’t going to be in the church.’

				‘Dreary old pile of stones? Got nothing to do with God. You can find him in a back paddock as much as anywhere else.’ 
A back paddock flashed by, then an apple orchard, then it was a ferny gully and a playful skip of sunlight on creek water. 

				‘The first thing you have to talk about, of course, is what makes the child so special, her virtues and her blessings.’

				That was the first thing Jo had asked. She must have paid more attention to her father’s homilies than she’d realised. She was pleased to be able to tell him that was exactly what she had done.

				‘Did you indeed?’ He patted her hand approvingly and Jo caught his fingers to squeeze them with affection. ‘Then you have to discover and communicate what it is that makes the person not only notable or interesting, but what it was about them that transcended our usual human limitations.’

				This was the stuff they never told Jo in her civil celebrant classes. She always knew this was at the heart of it, but had never found the right words to express it. 

				‘Do we all have something like that?’ she asked.

				‘I think you’ll find that we do. And if you can put your finger on that certain unique quality, then that’s the very thing that will make the whole ceremony come alive and have meaning.’

				Jo thought of Suze and wondered what her unique quality might be. To steal for her family—no matter how misguided that was—and then keep it secret for so long? Perhaps, in a strange way, it was courage. The very thing about her Jo had been drawn to in the first place.

				‘And then,’ her father continued, ‘there’s mystery. Something beyond our understanding. You must talk about that too. Oddly enough, it’s what gives the living the will to go on.’

				‘You mean God?’

				‘Well, of course I do, but with you? Let’s just settle with mystery,’ he teased. ‘I’m hoping that you might meet God one day. But perhaps you won’t.’

				‘Would you mind if I didn’t?’ Jo was sitting up now, watching his hands on the steering wheel intently, still strong and in command after all these years.

				‘I always knew you had trouble with your faith. I hoped for you, but I never minded. I hope you knew that.’

				She hadn’t known. She’d always thought her father must be deeply disappointed in her. 

				‘The thing I’ve always admired about you, Josephine,’ he said, ‘is that you see some people have religious faith. You recognise what joy it brings them and respect that, but you’ve made a decision that you can’t have it for yourself unless you know the truth of it in your own heart. I think that, in the end, that’s a brave thing. It’s honest. Even old God-botherers like me respect that.’

				The road ahead became a blurry trail as Jo’s eyes filled with tears. Here, in the car, with the vanilla-scented deodoriser swinging from the sun visor, her father had offered her absolution. That aspect of her character which she’d always thought of as a deep imperfection, he saw as a virtue in her. 

				‘You just keep heading down the path you’re on—giving over all you are, and all you have, for the enhancement of others. In that, you’ll find great peace and fulfilment,’ he said.

				‘Sometimes it feels like you give and give and get nothing back.’ She put the thought out there, although she was already sure what he would say.

				‘I know! And don’t think I don’t complain about that sometimes. I’ve had people pocket money from the collection plate. Steal the flowers off graves. But what’s the alternative? To somehow recalibrate your character to expect the worst? No. If there’s another way of going about things, in all the years I’ve been on this earth, I haven’t found it. Have you?’

				‘No.’ It was exactly the answer she had been expecting. 

				‘Try to be forgiving. I’m not saying it’s easy, but don’t let your disappointments get in the way of loving or letting yourself be loved. It’s really that simple, whether you believe in God or not.’ 

				‘I want to be with you forever, Dad.’ That childish wish in a small voice came from years ago. 

				‘I know you do, love. And I always want to be with you. I’m sure we will be. It would be a hard God indeed who would deny us that.’

				They turned off the sealed road and bumped along a dirt track. Up ahead cars were slowing at a farm gate where a bunch of lolly-pink balloons was tied to a fence. It was the familiar greeting for birthday parties, but today was a heartbreaking reminder of what was lost.

				Her father had a few final words. ‘Just keep your heart as open and loving as it is today, and whatever truth is meant for you will settle there and bring you peace. Now if you’d like to have an extended philosophical discussion about the role of religion as a means of moral direction or the contribution of scripture to modern ethics, I’m happy to have it...’

				‘Perhaps not right now, thank you, Reverend.’ Jo laughed at his joke.

				‘Quite right! Today you have to express everyone’s yearning to make sense of it all and I know you’ll do it well. You’re the perfect person for this task. You’ll bring comfort with your usual eloquence and grace. There’s none who could do it better. Now, off you go.’

				They gathered in a clearing towered over by Blue Mountain mahogany, ash, turpentine, ribbon gum and stringybark. The understorey was crowded with banksia, wattle and grevillea. Tiny wrens and honeyeaters revelled in the fragrant, bushy tangle. 

				A band of drummers kept up an insistent beat as the mourners arrived and walked slowly up the hill to where Jo waited. There were some three or four hundred of them, she estimated. Their grief was plain to see in their leaden feet, bowed heads and muted greetings.

				Jo stood tall and felt strong, braced by the encouraging words of her father. She smiled to see the forest fairies threading in and about the congregation. They were already barefoot dancing. Garlands of leaves and flowers were woven into hair. Costumes of green capes, gossamer dresses and gauzy wings fluttered and caught the eye. Now and then an exclamation of delight from a child drew a smile from an adult and Jo was pleased to see that their fairy presence was lifting the spirits, just as she had hoped.

				‘A shared joy is a double joy, a shared sorrow is half a sorrow,’ she recited to herself. 

				At the top of the hill, Jo was waiting by the circle of logs which had been arranged around the fire pit. It would be the sacred circle for this ceremony—the setting for many gatherings on the Hazeltine property over the years. Earlier she had watched the fire being set and it now gave up smoke perfumed by pine, sage leaves and incense which rose in a grey spiral towards the afternoon sun, dazzling today in a blue sapphire sky. Tall Balinese flags were staked into the ground. Golden embroideries flashed when stirred by the slight breeze. 

				Charlotte’s precious belongings—her saddle, bridle, a ragged blankie and a faded blue bear—had been arranged on a few of the logs. The more elderly in the crowd took the rest of the seats and Charlotte’s mother and father were helped by friends to find their places. 

				As they all arranged themselves, Jo called the children. ‘I’d like all the forest fairies and sprites to follow me,’ she said as she walked a short distance away. They skipped after her. She bent down to quietly address them. ‘Now, today, as you know, we are saying goodbye to our lovely Chazzie.’ They all nodded gravely. They understood. ‘You know that she loved to ride her pony, Minty, in this paddock and along the trail, so I would like all you magical creatures to run about and find something that Chazzie and Minty might have seen and will always remember. Perhaps it was a flower, or some grass, or leaves from a bush. 
A small stone or a stick or a feather.’

				‘A cloud?’ asked a cherub swathed in lime tulle. 

				‘Can you catch a cloud for us?’ asked Jo.

				‘No, but Chazzie might when she goes to heaven.’ 

				Jo swallowed to fight the sudden stiffness in her throat.

				‘Well, I imagine she just might. But today I’d like you to fly off and find a tiny, earthly thing. A little memory no bigger than your hand that will remind us of Chazzie. The sort of thing that small children and fairies are good at seeing, but big people often miss. When you’ve found it, bring it back to the fire to me. Can you do that?’ 

				And off they flew.

				The drums slowed and everyone crowded in, offering shoulders to cry on and hands to hold, united in their overwhelming grief. The children came back with their treasures and Jo had them stand by her, ready to take their part on her signal.

				When the drums finally stopped and all was quiet, she began.

				‘Welcome everyone. My name is Josephine Blanchard and on behalf of the parents and family of Charlotte May Hazeltine, I thank you all for coming to this ceremony where we will commemorate and celebrate her life.

				‘We are gathered here today in respect of the bond we share, and that is our immense love for Charlotte and her family. Her death at such a tender age has come as a great blow. We are undone by it. Deeply wounded and raw with emotion. So utterly sad, we can’t find the words to express our feelings. Our hearts are heavy. We are living in a dark shadow. We are, inevitably, thinking about our own mortality and how brief our own walk on the earth might be. How we might go. When and where and how we’ll take our own leave.

				‘Sometimes we berate ourselves for our own selfish thoughts, but, because we are loving, giving humans, we quickly move beyond them, knowing our time will come too, and ask: How can I ease the pain for Charlotte’s most beloved? What would she want me to do? How can I help?

				‘By being here today, you are honouring Charlotte’s wishes by helping Eleanor, Geoffrey and their family bear the burden of her leaving without being able to say goodbye. They, in turn, want you to know that your presence has already lifted them up from the depths of despair and set them on the healing path.

				‘Today they would like to tell you what joy Charlotte brought to their lives and share with you the gifts she gave. And through that, they hope you will cherish not only your own children, but children everywhere. 

				‘What Charlotte brought to her parents was her innocence and vulnerability, and through those qualities she connected Eleanor and Geoffrey to the tenderness and sweetness of life. That is a gift her mother and father will always be deeply grateful for. 

				‘Every child offers their parents the chance to be as open, generous and giving as they are. Children offer every one of us an unselfconscious invitation to share their joy. It’s something they carry in them, and offer naturally, expecting no reply and holding no grudges when it doesn’t come. They are always hopeful and grateful for even our smallest gestures of love. The eternal spirit of humanity burns brightly in our children and reminds us of the mystery and wonder of what it is simply to be alive.

				‘Chazzie, like all of us, had a unique quality. Hers was the restless side to her sweet and compassionate nature that made anyone who ever met her, love her. This was best expressed when she took off on her beloved pony, Minty. She was never happier than when they were away together down the bottom of the paddock. 

				‘Eleanor tells me that she would call and call her to come inside for dinner, but Chazzie would always drag her heels, just wanting to be out there, at one with her pony and nature for a little longer. Free to be herself. 

				‘She was a brave and carefree soul. I’m sure that when she and Minty were out together on those summer evenings—when the moon was rising and filling the valley with silvery light and the stars were on the move—time seemed to go on and on forever. And so too will our love be eternal for this precious child. 

				‘We are gathered here to celebrate a life that was not cut short, but was complete. Perfect in its own way. As all of our lives will be.’

				So the celebration of Charlotte Hazeltine’s life began. Jo called upon the children to lay their offerings in front of the fire to, as she explained, ‘create a portrait of Charlotte through the eyes of a child’.

				‘This is for Chazzie. A flower to smell. This is for Minty. It’s grass.’

				‘I found a special white stone and it looks like the moon. Minty had a moon shape on her head. Chazzie showed me.’

				‘It’s cow poo, there’s a lot of it in this paddock.’

				There was laughter amid the tears.

				Bells were rung, violins and flutes sang. There was a trumpet solo, readings of poetry and many beautifully written tributes. Jo recognised that in the performance of this elaborate ceremony there was a way out of the darkness. It was a way, she could see with her artist’s eye, to frame and capture a moment in the way a painter might strive to hold the swirl of a skirt in a dance or the faintest smile, the tumult of clouds on a starry night or the precise colour of water lilies. 

				Near the end of the ceremony, a procession of mourners came to stand in front of the fire to offer words of remembrance. Jo was looking beyond the gathering at the sunshine flickering through the trees when she heard the voice of Michael Brigden.

				‘I have the privilege of being Charlotte’s godfather,’ he said. Today his tie was under his collar, neatly knotted, and the buttons of his dark suit were fastened. He stood to attention, hands flat against his thighs as if one move might undo the impression that he was holding it all together. 

				‘Chazzie gave me more in a short time than I could ever give back, even if I lived to be a hundred. She would take my hand and drag me out to the paddock here to watch her ride Minty. 

				‘She would ask me to steal away from the house with contraband marshmallows and light her a little fire—even on total-fire-ban days, when she knew it was illegal! But even without the fire, she’d sit beside me here and beg me to tell her stories. 

				‘She marvelled at everything I told her and, through her invitation, as our celebrant Josephine Blanchard has just expressed so well, I came to appreciate the joy in my own life. I thank Charlotte for all the gifts she gave me.’

				‘I must say that I was very disappointed that the service wasn’t going to be held at St Luke’s,’ said Charlotte’s grandmother. ‘But—’ and here she sought Jo’s hand to grip it tightly ‘—today was every bit as good. You have your father’s gift for words and quite the same look about you. Tall, lovely bearing. Kind and calm. He must be very proud of you. Thank you so much for everything. You captured Charlotte’s spirit so well.’

				There were many more of the same grateful sentiments. Jo answered them all with: ‘I consider it a great honour and a privilege to have played my part.’ And she really felt that. Tremendously honoured, extraordinarily privileged and humbled by the role she’d been given. And she’d got it right. Hadn’t stumbled once. Remembered all the dates. All the names. Pronounced them correctly. Good diction. Good projection. Been heard clearly, even right down the back. Kept the little ones engaged and under control. Paid due deference to the extended family. Hit the right notes of solemnity and hope. Jo had been in the middle of a great whirling wheel of emotion. Had kept it steady and steered it along with confidence so that, by the end of it, they had all reached their destination. Ready to truly celebrate, knowing all that could have been done was done. She’d found her place. Right there in the moment when people were at their best. When they were their most selfless and gave of themselves most freely to others. It was where she felt truly alive.

				What did she believe in? That question seemed to come from a long time ago but the answer was something she’d always known. Just doing what was right. Any number of holy people were venerated for their sacrifice, but they were merely sacred signposts to remind humans of the few simple tasks they’d been given—to be sincere, thankful and kind in return for the extraordinary gift of existence. Jo imagined the startled face of Patsy Kelly when she told her that.

				Down the grassy slope was the shed that had housed Minty. Jo stumbled towards it and, halfway down, looked at her sandals, caked in cow dung. Scraping the muck off her heels with a stiff yellow straw, she had to laugh. The boy had been right. Every time you set out, you had to keep your head up to the horizon but, still, mind your feet. 

				She leaned back against the still-warm wooden boards of the stable, her arms crossed behind her, and exhaled. It seemed as if it was the first time she’d been able to do so all afternoon. There, where no-one could see, Jo watched the sun plunge behind the hill. As an offering to the brief, bright, lovely clouds that trailed after, she shed bittersweet tears that were the pure essence of her. When it was dusky purple-black and she was sure no-one would see her swollen eyelids, she made her way back to the blazing fire.

				‘You said it all so perfectly,’ said Michael, again shaking his head with admiration.

				‘You mentioned that already. Thank you. Again,’ Jo replied. 

				The sun had long gone and everything beyond the reach of the firelight was now cloaked in darkness. Jo and Michael had found themselves a spot up the hill a bit, at the back of the crowd, where they had a good view of the dancers slowly circling the flames. 

				They were sitting close, bodies touching, using Michael’s coat as a ground sheet on the damp earth. Jo found a spot on the grassy slope to set down her plastic cup of red wine and turned her attention to her curry and rice.

				‘It’s just that I’d never thought of it in quite the way you put it.’ He dropped his vegetable samosa onto his paper plate. ‘Our children offer us so much and they don’t need a lot more than our love to keep them happy. We forget that. We spend so much time calculating what we give our kids and our friends and what they should then give back. It’s pointless walking around with some kind of ledger in our heads. Who gave what? Who took what? When, where and how?’

				‘Teach us to give and not to count the cost?’

				‘That’s it. Who said that?’

				‘St Ignatius. My father and my best friend are both clergymen. Although the Blaxland Rovers said it too, I’m led to believe.’

				‘Well, that explains it then.’

				‘Explains what?’

				‘The way you managed the congregation. The attention to detail, the confidence in the way things should go. The authority and moral certainty—’

				‘Me? Moral certainty?’ she scoffed. She had accused the women of Darling Point of the very same thing. 

				‘You’re a good person, Jo. You don’t need to be a scholar of theology to be one or to recognise one. It’s plain for everyone to see. Without people like you holding us together, we’d all just fly apart.’

				‘I’m not so good,’ she said. 

				He leaned back on one elbow and Jo traced the glow of the fire in his eyes, his fine, straight nose and the contour of his lips. She saw he was amused by her endless moral questioning.

				‘No. Really? I’m glad to hear it. Tell me more,’ he said.

				She looked back to the starry sparks hurled from the fire into the hereafter. ‘There are any amount of gods here tonight. Attracted by the pagan drums, I should think. I’m sure all of them want me to kiss you. If there’s any disapproval, let’s ask for forgiveness later.’

				They leaned in to take their second kiss over sagging paper plates. Fireworks exploded into the sky. They fell back onto the grass and laughed at the corny timing. Cracked up with a craziness that came from the emptiness of emotional exhaustion. 

				When they recovered, they held hands and watched as Charlotte Hazeltine was sent on her way to eternity with a bang and a cheer. 

				It was after midnight when Michael’s silver Jaguar purred to a splashing halt outside Jo’s place. 

				On the trip down from the mountains the rain had started to pelt down when they hit Wentworth Falls. It had been difficult to see more than a few metres of the road ahead. It was just the two of them ensconced in softest leather. The lights from the dashboard winked like stars in their own private universe. The gravitational pull of their earthly worries and responsibilities had fallen away and they were flying.

				They’d reflected on the day’s events. The small comforts that had been found amid the almost unspeakable tragedy. It had led them into a deep conversation about life and death. All that. 

				They both agreed that the more they knew, the less they understood. Michael said that he lived by the motto ‘Life is a mystery to be lived and not a problem to be solved’. Jo couldn’t remember who’d said that and was utterly unable to translate it into Latin. Which, he said, proved his point.

				‘Let’s just keep going,’ he suggested when they made the outskirts of Sydney. ‘We’ll take this turn-off and keep heading north until we fall off the edge.’

				‘We’re not teenagers in a road movie,’ Jo reminded him, making one last heroic effort to keep her feet on the ground. ‘I’ve got a cat to feed.’

				‘And I’ve got a meeting. You don’t suppose I could get the board members to open a can of Whiskas?’

				Then they had laughed together.

				She would always remember that shared laugh. There they had been, coming home from a funeral, laughing about Latin translations and cat food, and she had tumbled into love. 

				The sex was a revelation to Jo. 

				Not because she didn’t know such bliss existed. In fact, she kept a book of erotic art secreted behind the headboard of her bed and thought she must be the only woman alive who lingered over the explicit works of Rembrandt, Daumier, Millet and Gauguin. It was embarrassing really. Hopelessly old-fashioned when there was any amount of porn on the internet.

				It was a revelation because this time, Jo felt she was inside the frame. The observed rather than the observer. Her limbs were languid long strokes of a brush. She gave up the darkness, turned on the light and let him see her. Her most tender points were dabbed with scarlet tint. She was ‘a nude woman on her back, front view, hands masking face and legs spread wide’. It felt like one of the bravest things she had ever done. But once she’d done it she didn’t want to ever hide herself again. She wanted to be naked for the rest of her life, as long as Michael Brigden was looking at her.

				That she’d shared her body with only one man for most of her life wasn’t the liability she’d feared it might be. Instead, everything they did together was surprising. As if she was young again and on an insatiable quest to discover the boundaries of her desire. 

				She was perfection. Her smooth skin was modelled by the light and dark as if she was a Madonna painted by Raphael. When she lay back and looked up at him she was Titian’s Venus of Urbino. When she bent over she imagined he saw the muscular elegance of Degas. 

				Instead, he mentioned Lucian Freud. She laughed, swatted him with a pillow and teased that the reference to all that unbridled, painterly flesh was some kind of insult. But she knew that he was telling her he was truly seeing her. Glorious. Overwhelming. In all her lush and desirable femininity. He was lost in her. Sometimes even beyond her, to a place she couldn’t reach. But she was a wise woman, not an inexperienced girl, and knew he’d come back, in his own time. She understood all that. 

				Michael told Jo that he had finally found an inspiration, 
a muse, for his erotic imaginings and Jo believed him. She’d never been surer of anything in her life. She knew that if she told the story of their passion in the light of day it would read as captions to pictures in a museum pamphlet—but that’s not the way it was.

				For her own part, Jo could not imagine any artist could do justice to the man lying between her sheets. No-one could capture the smell of him. The feel of his skin under her fingers. The warmth of his breath. The sound of his shuddering groans when she kissed down his stomach. 

				And no work of art—no marble bust, no granite, bronze or stone statue, no ink, oil, lead or charcoal rendering of king, warrior or beautiful boy in any of the galleries in the world since antiquity—could arouse her the way he did.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-nine

				When Jo woke she could smell coffee and toast. On the table in her courtyard Michael had laid out breakfast—sliced peach and apple, the sugar bowl, milk in a jug, and he’d even found the jam and marmalade.

				‘You gotta love a man who’s not afraid to rummage!’ She recalled Simon’s words from that first afternoon. 

				He was standing, pouring tea, already dressed. At the sound of her footfall, he turned. 

				Jo calmly found her seat, took a piece of toast and spread it with butter. Helped herself to blackberry jam. Michael sat opposite and they shared breakfast. Passed the sugar back and forth as if they’d done it a hundred times before.

				A cool wind sprang up. Strong enough to disturb the air in the sheltered courtyard, send autumn leaves spinning and Jo’s hair flying. The hem of her silk dressing-gown rippled against her bare calves.

				‘Get your paints and brushes. I’ll take you sailing,’ he said.

				Michael parked his car on New Beach Road, Darling Point, found the jeans and T-shirt he kept in the boot and changed into them as Jo kept lookout. They ducked through Rushcutters Bay Park to avoid the public parade through the clubrooms of the Cruising Yacht Club. 

				The day was bright and breezy, the sky a washed-out pale blue feathered with high cirrus cloud. Boats were straining at ropes and metal clanked on metal. It was Easter Saturday so there were plenty of people about loading supplies and firing motors. Puffs of exhaust fumes wafted from engines. Everyone was impatient to get moving and too preoccupied to notice Michael and Jo. 

				They navigated the floating pathway that branched through the marina giving access to mooring for some two hundred vessels. Over Michael’s shoulder was Jo’s backpack of painting supplies, in his hand he toted a cooler packed with ice and goodies they’d purchased from a deli in Edgecliff.

				He pointed out multi-million-dollar cruiser racers and grand prix yachts—all snow-white fibreglass and bristling with technology: satellite navigation systems, power-driven winches and canting keels. Gaps between smoky-grey glass panels revealed banks of creamy leather seats, on-deck spas and shiny gas barbecues.

				He stopped and set down his heavy load in front of what he identified as a ninety-foot maxi yacht. It stood two storeys high. ‘State-of-the-art spinnaker. Carbon-fibre hull, mast, rudder and boom, mainsails and headsails. She’s worth about five million,’ he recited. The sun reflecting off the silver hull was blinding. Jo lowered her sunglasses against the glare and set down her basket. It was what she might have expected he would own. To moor it cost almost the same as housing a boarder at DPLC. Jo knew that because JJ had often said: ‘You might as well stand in a cold shower with the fan on and throw hundred-dollar notes out the window.’ He had no respect for yachties. ‘Weekend warriors. Think they’re heroes. Most of those so-called sailors would be flat out steering a dinghy across a creek. They hire race-car champions to drive their million-dollar hulks.’

				Jo was just about to take up her basket and ready herself to board when Michael regathered his burden and moved off down the marina, his bare, tanned feet slapping on concrete. 

				‘An identical one to that ran aground off Seal Rocks last year,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Skipper and navigator drowned after the boom knocked them overboard. Damn good sailors too, both of them. Too big for me. I like the feel of the water under my feet.’

				They walked further along and Michael eventually halted at a spot that looked at first glance to be an empty berth. Jo, behind him, was looking around, trying to locate the missing vessel, when he said: ‘Here she is. Solveig. My baby.’

				Jo looked down and there was a yacht, just as a child might draw with five strokes of a crayon. A tiny thing. The top of it barely reached the deck of the boats parked either side.

				Michael dumped the provisions on the marina and regarded the boat with unmistakable pride and affection. ‘She was custom-made for my father thirty years ago by the Halvorsen family. They won the Sydney to Hobart in 1953 with a boat of the same name. Dad loved the harbour. Loved to sail. He left her to me,’ he said, and then jumped onto the deck. 

				‘Welcome aboard. She’s happy to see you.’ Michael beamed at Jo and held out his hand for her to follow. She jumped after him. The deck swayed and rocked. He steadied Jo as she set down her basket, and then heaved the cooler on board. Jo kicked off her shoes and found a secure spot for her odds and ends.

				‘Twenty-six foot. Designed in Scandinavia. Fibreglass hull, self-furling headsail and full keel. They call it a “folkboat”, which I think translates as “Volkswagen of the sea”. One of these was sailed by a Sydney woman around the world, single-handed. That’s good enough for me.’

				Jo peeked below deck and caught the smell of old wood, slightly musty. A smell she loved. What did they say about boats that were perfect? She was ‘yar’. Where had that word come from? And then she recalled that Katharine Hepburn had said it to Cary Grant in The Philadelphia Story about a boat. ‘My she was yar.’ ‘She was yar alright.’ And then Jo remembered the name of the boat. It was the True Love.

				‘Solveig,’ she said, ‘what does that mean?’ If it meant ‘true love’ in Norwegian or Finnish she thought she might keel over into the harbour.

				‘It’s a bit obscure, Old Norse, but “strength of the sun” is how I take it. There’s a reference in Peer Gynt. Greig wrote the music for “Solveig’s Song”. I’ve stuck the lyrics on the wall down below if you want to read them. Well, at least, the words that make any sense when they’re translated into English. I’ll show you.’ 

				Down a step was a tiny galley with a dinky sink and metho stove. Two benches followed the curve of the hull, and through a low door at the front was a V-berth—two beds piled with pillows that met at the prow. In a small cubicle, if required, was the ‘head’. Jo was happy to see it was a toilet. 

				There, on a sheet of paper taped to the wall, was ‘Solveig’s Song’:

				Perchance both winter and spring will pass,

				and next summer, and the entire year. 

				But at last you will come, that I know for sure;

				and I’ll still be waiting, for I once promised I would.

				Michael packed provisions in the ice chest and then went back up on deck to make preparations to cast off. He turned the key to the motor and after one spluttering false start it came to life.

				‘The old Yanmar, she never lets me down,’ he said with a grin, and inched out of the berth, easing the craft between the behemoths either side. He turned the little yacht’s nose north-east and puttered along, winding a way through dozens of monster power boats at anchor in Rushcutters Bay.

				Then it was as if Solveig sniffed the breeze and was keen to make a break for it, and Michael had only to respond. He raised the mainsail, unfurled the headsail, pulled on the sheets and they were sailing. The engine was turned off and the only sound was the wind breathing heavily in the sails and the water churning past the hull.

				‘The wind’s from the north-west. So we can take a run to Parsley Bay if you like,’ he called.

				Jo had another destination in mind. ‘Could we go as far as Watsons Bay?’

				‘You got it. Let’s go.’

				Solveig flew past Clark Island, gave a wide berth to the Manly Ferry and then hooted along on a broad reach towards the Heads.

				‘Look!’ Jo pointed. A little creature some twenty metres off poked its sleek head above the water, looked at them with bright inquisitive black eyes and disappeared below the surface again. 

				‘Fairy penguin. Lovely things. Always a good sign,’ he said. Then he sat down by her, one hand on the tiller, slipped his arm around her waist. He brushed the hair back from her forehead and kissed her. 

				Half an hour later he jibed and headed into Watsons Bay. Dropped the mainsail, furled the headsail and kicked the Yanmar into life to push the boat further in to shore. Jo directed him to a spot where The Cape was clearly in view. Then she followed instructions to go up for’ard and drop the anchor. She was becoming quite the sailor. A quick reverse thrust from the motor to make sure the anchor was holding and then it was cut. The noise from people on the foreshore—promenading, playing in the shallows and gathering in restaurants—reached the boat like the chattering from a far-off flock of parrots.

				Soon enough Jo had arranged her things on the small timber table he had retrieved from below deck and screwed down on the floor of the cockpit. It was slightly awkward with her board resting on a cushion and her heavy paper secured with bulldog clips, but her watercolours were arranged in orderly fashion at one arm and her brushes on the other. She was at peace.

				Lathering herself with sunblock, tying her flapping sunhat under her chin and rolling her linen pants to her skinny knees, Jo was aware that she hardly presented as one of the bikini-clad girls who were diving into the water from the decks of power boats nearby.

				‘Glass of wine?’ he asked.

				‘I’d rather tea, if you have it,’ she replied.

				‘Okay. I’ll just go and dice with death on the metho stove, then.’ And before she could protest that wine would be fine, he ducked below, just like a fairy penguin.

				Jo began her pencil sketch of the roofline of The Cape. She was able to see it from a perspective that the Walpole sisters had perhaps never been afforded. 

				‘That one?’ He set down her tea and pointed. ‘Beautiful house. One of the last of the old-timers by the looks of things.’

				‘Can you imagine what it must have been like back then? Wouldn’t it have been lovely to live there?’ she said.

				He found a small space on the seat and crammed his legs under the table. ‘Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe sailors had the best of it. They sailed past everything and kept going on their adventures.’ 

				‘Leaving women behind to mind the children,’ she reminded him.

				‘That’s true.’

				He sat back and sipped at his mug of tea as Jo sketched. She thought she might like to do this forever. The thought occurred that it didn’t matter so much that The Cape would never be hers. 

				‘Would you like to sail around the world with me?’ he asked. ‘Leave all this behind? All these houses crammed with endless goods and chattels that weigh us down and stop us from living life. I’d get a bigger boat and then I could take you anywhere. You could bring your paints and anytime you saw a view you wanted to capture, we could drop anchor. You could paint the world, Jo.’

				‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’d like that.’ 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty

				Rob’s car was out of registration and there was no point renewing it because one of his mates was going to buy it for six hundred dollars, so Suze was in the van waiting for him at the front gates of St Bernadette’s. She caught the glint of the metal bell in the church spire in the afternoon sun. There was just one thought clanging over and over in her head. ‘What now, what now, what now?’ 

				She had just driven from Watsons Bay after visiting the ledge from where she’d almost jumped two nights ago. She wasn’t exactly sure what had taken her there in daylight. Maybe it was to remind herself of her good fortune on being saved. Maybe it was to survey the terrain so she could try again sometime if her life became unbearable, as it seemed it probably would.

				On the cliff top, the stiff wind almost knocked Suze off her feet. She felt so...flimsy. As if she could be blown away holding the string of the one last balloon she held. Apparently she wouldn’t be going to jail. She wouldn’t be found out. Would be neither lauded nor loathed for her actions. She would just be poor. Poorer than she’d ever been. And insignificant. Maybe working behind the counter of someone else’s shop, fetching and carrying for those who still had the opportunity to make something of their lives. The most she could say about her own life was that she was still breathing. So she had been saved. For what purpose, she wondered. 

				But, by daylight, she could see just how far she could have fallen. It was a miracle she still had breath in her.

				From The Gap it had been a short walk to The Cape. Suze hoped she might find the gate unlocked so she could walk the grounds again and take a stroll in Jo’s shoes as the future mistress of the house and its magnificent view. She might not ever again have the chance. Couldn’t imagine that she and Jo could go on being friends. That was an utterly depressing thought. She remembered telling Rob they were stuck in Sydney, but there had to be a way to get unstuck. Leave for good and start over somewhere else. 

				As she got nearer to the house, she saw workmen on the footpath busily erecting metal scaffolding and draping it with green shadecloth—the same cloth that was still draped over the spot where Villa Porto Rosa used to be and which was now a deep hole filled with concrete. That’s what they used to hide their dirty work. Then the full force of what she was seeing hit her. As if the workmen’s truck blocking the street had backed into her.

				She had trotted faster. Felt a rising panic. Like how it must feel when you saw a road accident and, getting nearer, saw it was a person you knew who had been run over. ‘It’s going to be demolished? When?’ Suze, breathless, asked a workman in overalls and fluorescent vest.

				‘Next couple of days,’ he replied.

				‘YOU CAN’T!’ Suze had shouted, surprised by the rage she felt. She had stood in his way, hands on hips. ‘I know the woman who owns this place! This is where she’s supposed to live. This is her house. This is bullshit!’

				‘Watch your language, lady, or I’ll call the police,’ he’d threatened. As if he couldn’t shut Suze up with one swipe of his meaty hand. She almost wanted him to try. She wanted to lay into him and scratch his eyes out. Suze had hissed like a feral cat, snatched his staple gun from the footpath and run away with it, up the street and into the nearby reserve. She pelted down a bare path through the grass, skirts flying, across the rocks to the water’s edge and then heaved the wretched thing. It bounced once on a ledge and disappeared into the water. She’d then crouched under a bush when the bloke and his mate came looking for her and sobbed until she couldn’t cry anymore.

				Sitting in the van now, Suze remembered what she’d felt when she first walked through the old garden. Jo was meant to have that house. She’d known it, straight away. It was as if they’d both visited there in some other life and would again some day. It was Jo’s dream. She was ashamed to think she’d even entertained the idea that the place should be knocked down. 

				There was a rap on the car window and Suze saw Rob grinning at her. Father Patrick was behind him. She got out of the car to shake Patrick’s hand in civil greeting, although she could only flick her eyes sideways, too ashamed to meet his gaze. 

				‘Suze, you should listen to what Father says,’ said Rob. He seemed excited.

				‘Pat. Call me Pat—I feel more comfortable with that,’ Patrick said to Rob, not for the first time.

				Rob thrust a card at Suze. It was an invitation to a ‘forum on social justice’ to be held by the McMahon Family Foundation. The night would start with cocktails and canapés. The address for the gathering was at Dover Heights and it meant...Suze had no idea what it meant.

				‘That’s the infamous Carol Holt’s address. Twenty-three Oceania Street, a well-known haunt of anarchist rabble,’ Patrick deadpanned.

				‘There was this bloke handing out these invitations just outside the church hall,’ said Rob.

				‘I recognised him straight away,’ said Patrick. ‘Some flunkey from the Young Liberals who’s been haunting a lot of the parish halls around here. We’ve been keeping an eye out for the creep.’

				Suze was still not making head or tail of what they were telling her. ‘You got an invitation to something at Carol Holt’s place? What?’

				Patrick patiently took Suze through it. ‘It’s about branch-stacking, no more and no less. The McMahon Family Foundation is a nice little friendly front for a bunch of extreme right-wing loonies from the Liberal Party. What they do is arrange an event in some supporter’s house, call it a “forum on social justice”, chuck in some drinks and nibbles, and put seventy dollars on the ticket price—although it costs sixty-eight bucks to join the Liberal Party, so the little bastard is making a two-dollar profit—then they get around the electorate and flog the tickets. Now there are some people who’ll happily stump up the price—and in this case there are enough people keen to nose around Carol Holt’s place to take the bait—but for others here, like Rob, who can’t afford it, they give the invitations away for free. And then, on the night, they’re surrounded by a few celebs and upstanding locals, the wine’s flowing, everyone’s civilised enough and the pressure’s on to join up.’ 

				‘The thing is,’ Rob went on, ‘the bloke was asking me where I lived and if I was enrolled to vote and when I told him I was “of no fixed address” he said, “No problem.” When I saw it cost seventy bucks he said not to worry, he’d pay. He even said he’d pick me up from anywhere I wanted and asked me if I had any mates who’d like to come and he’d pay for them too. I got five invitations.’

				‘Paying for someone else’s membership,’ said Patrick, ‘is highly illegal under party rules. Not to mention making up a fake address for people who don’t have one. It’s instant expulsion if head office finds out.’

				Rob grinned happily. ‘So, I go along, eat and drink as much as I like, sign a form and I’ll be a member of the Liberal Party for free! How about that, babe?’

				Suze was horrified. Rob had taken communion in the Catholic Church. If he joined the Liberal Party, she’d have him exorcised. 

				‘And they give these invitations out at churches?’ asked Suze.

				‘Everywhere. In the street. They even try the homeless shelters,’ said Patrick, ‘but parishioners are their favourite catch. The disciples were “fishers of men” and so are the candidates around here come election time.’ 

				Then it was back to Rob. ‘Patrick says this all goes back to Blanchard trying to get more members for the Centennial branch before the pre-selection. If he gets done for it, he’ll be kicked out and—’ 

				The crunch of gravel behind them made them break from their conversation, and there was Tory.

				‘Hi. Just came to see Patrick, and look who’s here!’ she said cheerily.

				‘Excellent,’ said Patrick. ‘Looks like we have a quorum. Let’s go for coffee. Tory, I’ll walk with you.’

				The Supporters of Josephine Margaret Blanchard Society was now in session at a coffee shop up the street from St Bernadette’s. They sat around a small wooden table and busied themselves with their orders. Suze was trying to recall if they’d ever been in each other’s company without Jo in the room. They hadn’t that she could remember. The odd thing was that no-one was quite sure who knew what about Jo’s predicament, so when they were all furnished with tea and coffee, Suze went first.

				‘I suppose you all know what happened with me at the college.’ She looked meaningfully at Tory. When Tory ducked her head and reached for sugar to stir into her mug, Suze knew she didn’t need to go any further on that topic. ‘And I just came from Watsons Bay. The developers are about to move in on The Cape in a few days, so some goon told me. We have to find some way to stop it.’

				The Cape? Tory and Patrick lifted their eyebrows at her. They’d never heard of it. Now Suze was stuck. She had to tell, even though it was clear she was breaking a confidence.

				She related how Jo had her heart set on the place and how she’d said she wanted to live there ‘until the day she died’. When she came to the part about how much the property was worth, she noticed Patrick and Tory shoot a look at each other, but decline to contribute any comment. So, she surmised, there was more stuff she didn’t know and wasn’t supposed to know. 

				What they all agreed was that if Jo was powerless to stop the destruction, she must have made a bad deal with JJ.

				‘Shit,’ said Patrick.

				‘Fuck him,’ said Tory.

				Rob declared passionately that he would round up some mates and lie in front of the bulldozer for ‘as long as it takes’. Tory hugged him and, with this, three of them leaned further over the table in a conspiratorial huddle. But Suze was frozen in her seat. She suspected that her crime was at the heart of things.

				‘When Doug McIntyre came to see me about the money, he said he hadn’t heard from “anyone”. I thought that just meant you and Jo,’ she said to Patrick. ‘But JJ knows, doesn’t he?’

				Patrick scratched at his bald scalp. ‘Yep. I’m afraid so. And so does Carol Holt.’ 

				‘Oh God,’ Suze’s heart stopped. She’d always flirted with the idea of being found out, but now, faced with the reality of it, she thought she might vomit.

				Rob found her hand and held on.

				‘That’s why the house is going to be demolished. It’s part of the deal she made with him about me.’ Suze was stricken with guilt. Ruining Jo’s life as well as her own wasn’t something she’d planned on.

				‘Hold on, maybe we’ve been given the chance to stop the wreckers in their tracks,’ said Patrick. ‘JJ’s campaign for pre-selection would be seriously derailed if we could catch him in the act of paying for Rob’s membership. But he’d have to pay the memberships with money directly out of his own pocket or with a personally signed cheque. And we’d need evidence of that. Otherwise it would be easy for him to say he had no knowledge of what was going on—and, to be fair, maybe he doesn’t.’

				‘Would he do something like that, though?’ asked Rob.

				‘Plenty have. It’s a long and glorious tradition with both Liberal and Labor. There was a Liberal candidate in the last election who got dumped for branch-stacking. He was paying for memberships for parishioners over at St Cath’s in The Shire.’ 

				‘So he gets kicked out of the Liberal Party? Big deal. How does that help Jo get the house?’ asked Suze.

				‘Don’t underestimate what it could do to his reputation.’ Patrick’s voice dropped to stern reprimand. ‘In the case over in The Shire, even the prime minister got involved in pissing the bloke off. The Liberal Party hates that crap. JJ would be a pariah. The media would go ballistic. The car business would be stuffed.’ 

				‘Good. If he’s involved, he deserves it,’ said Tory. ‘Everyone should be voting for the Greens anyway.’ 

				‘You mother would hate it, though, wouldn’t she?’ asked Patrick.

				Tory nodded. He was right. She would.

				‘So how can we use all this to help Jo get the house?’ Suze asked again.

				‘It’s called blackmail, Suze. Jo has to go to JJ with evidence of him caught in the act. If she does that, then she’s got him. Then she can do a decent deal for herself and, hopefully, that would include the house she wants. She really wants it?’

				‘More than anything! I’ve never seen her want anything as much. And she deserves it. It’s karma,’ Suze said emphatically. She’d reacquainted herself with the notion over the past few days.

				‘With a bit of extortion thrown in,’ Patrick added.

				They exchanged looks around the table, all wondering the same thing. Would Jo have the guts to face him?

				‘The first thing he’ll do is threaten to go to the police about Suze,’ said Rob.

				Tory nodded. ‘I know my father; if he’s backed into a corner, he’ll come out swinging.’

				Patrick agreed. ‘We just have to take the punt that he’s not prepared to risk his reputation. It’s not a sure bet.’

				‘I’ll take those odds,’ Suze interrupted. ‘I can’t let all the crap I did ruin Jo’s life.’

				‘Her life won’t be “ruined”,’ Patrick reassured her. ‘Jo’s already made peace with her decision. No matter what, you’re safe.’

				Then Tory, who had sat back for a moment to collect her thoughts, said: ‘He’s going to be at that thing tomorrow night. He told me. Carol said I could come if I wore a dress. I told her to piss off.’

				‘You could raid her wardrobe and go as an endangered African animal,’ said Suze.

				‘I will!’ Tory laughed. ‘I’ll take my sneaky little camera and record feeding time at the zoo.’

				‘I’ll go with you,’ said Rob. 

				‘You can’t,’ said Suze. ‘JJ will recognise you straight away.’

				‘Yeah, and you too,’ he reminded her.

				‘Damn! I always wanted to see inside Lady Holt’s place,’ she said.

				Tory picked up her phone from the table and punched in a number. ‘I know someone who’d be thrilled to join the Liberal Party. Especially given their enlightened stance on gay marriage...

				‘Siiimon,’ she teased. ‘How’d you and a few of your ugly stepbrothers like to go to the ball?’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-one

				The view from the vast lower terrace at Carol Holt’s palatial pile in Dover Heights was one hundred and eighty degrees of undulating Pacific Ocean grandeur. From where Suze stood, the next landfall was New Zealand and, beyond that, Peru. Carol could probably see it on a clear day.

				She braved the blustery breeze on the terrace despite the imminent threat of her blonde wig being blown clean off. She clutched her champagne flute with one hand and used the other to flatten her fringe of real human hair. If Suze had been worried that Carol would recognise the carefully teased and sprayed coiffure Tory had pilfered from the bathroom at Parklea, there was no danger of that now. The wig was being slowly deconstructed into a straw-coloured haystack. 

				Suze finished her champagne, tore herself away from the darkening, dramatic panorama and clambered up a steep flight of stairs magically suspended over a flood-lit waterfall. The flight was one of five she counted that would take her to the second-floor reception room where some one hundred guests were milling and murmuring. Then, way above, Carol came to the edge of the balcony and pointed—no doubt indicating the magnificent lights of the city of Lima. Suze lumbered up more stairs and into the shadows of the next terrace. The joint had more terraces than a Vietnamese rice paddy.

				Curse the high heels she’d squeezed her lumpy feet into. She hadn’t worn them for years. She’d also wriggled herself into her only decent black skirt and buttoned her bosom into a red velvet blazer decorated with a bunch of real violets pinned on the lapel. What to wear to a night that promised cocktails, canapés and social justice issues had almost defeated her. She wished Rob had come, but he’d begged off to stay home with the girls, worried that if he had to spend the evening with the glitterati of the Eastern Suburbs he might haul off and punch someone in the face.

				Suze edged into the main room. The guests, all engaged in urgent conversation, missed her entrance. She hugged the wall and found herself a spot where she was half concealed by a tumble of gold brocade drapes. Peeking out from her hiding place Suze saw that no-one in the room seemed to have any better idea of what to wear than she did. The attire on show ranged from jewel-coloured cocktail frocks to black, draped arty folds of fabric and neat jeans worn with ballet flats. 

				The chandeliers were dimmed. Lamps with creamy silky-fringed shades sat on low tables. It was an attempt to give the vast room an intimate feel, but when Suze compared it with her own tiny lounge room the space had the ambience of a hotel lobby filled with conference delegates. Waiters threaded through the assembled with champagne flutes on silver trays and Suze extended an arm from behind the curtains to steal another glass. Nice. French. She’d developed a taste for the real stuff during her days at Darling Point. 

				She considered buying a raffle ticket from one of the tall, blonde teenagers who were selling them for five dollars each for a chance to win an eight-thousand-dollar Hermès handbag. The proceeds would benefit an orphanage in Mumbai. Suze had sold enough raffle tickets to know there were extremely good odds of a win given the number of punters in the room, though the odds were perhaps not so good for the orphans in the teeming slums of Mumbai.

				She recognised a few VIPs. That celebrity gardener off TV, a politician (she couldn’t remember what part of the landscape he inhabited), a talk-back radio personality, former Olympic swimmer, magazine editor...and Jennifer-Alison Strong, BA Hons MA MBA AM.

				Suze was just wondering whether her disguise was good enough to go and say something completely insulting to the harridan when the announcement was made that JJ Blanchard, host of the evening, would like to say a few words. Jennifer-Alison would never know how close she had come to wearing a tray of smoked-salmon-and-caper canapés for a hat.

				Tory sidled up to Suze, looking elegant, classy even, in a slim-cut navy suit and black pumps. 

				‘We’re fucked,’ she whispered. ‘Simon and his friends want to go.’

				‘What?’

				‘Kim’s here.’

				‘You mean the same Kim? His ex, Kim? You’re kidding! What’s he doing here?’

				‘Apparently he’s Carol’s new personal trainer. Come on.’ She grabbed Suze’s hand and pulled her through the throng.

				‘Personal trainer? Have a look at her. She hasn’t got a bloody personal trainer,’ Suze babbled, and wrestled with her itchy wig as she was dragged along in Tory’s wake.

				When they got to the entrance hall Simon was collecting his jacket from the cloak room.

				‘John and Angelo are already in the car. We’re leaving. Kim’s here. Jo will understand. You tell her from me that I don’t blame her.’ He wiped away tears. ‘It was the most beautiful wedding and I’m glad she went through with it, even knowing, you know, everything she knew. It was the happiest day of 
my life.’ 

				‘Simon, you can’t go. We need you. Mum needs you,’ Tory pleaded. ‘Dad will finish his speech soon. You have to go and talk to him.’

				‘I’m sorry, sweetie. You know I love you, but I’m a total wreck.’ He ran down the front steps and up the footpath flanked with Balinese statues wrapped in fairy lights.

				‘We might as well go too. We’ve failed,’ said Tory. ‘Crap.’

				‘I’ll drive you home, but not before I’ve at least had a look around,’ said Suze.

				They headed back to the gathering and stood glumly at the back of the room as JJ Blanchard—philanthropist, humanitarian, raconteur and humble businessman—took the floor to say a few words about the various challenges facing modern Australia.

				‘It comes down to two words,’ he said. ‘Hard work, hard work and hard work. Or is that six words?’ Pause for laughter. ‘My father Fred owned a used-car yard in Kensington. I started out in life washing cars and I have always known the value of hard work. I remember the day...’

				‘I’m going for a fag on the terrace before I chuck.’ Tory poked her fingers down her throat. She fumbled in her jacket pockets. ‘Shit, I haven’t got any. Let’s go and see if Carol’s got some stashed upstairs.’

				They edged their way along behind the crowd and headed for a white stone staircase. A young man wearing a suit and tie barred the way.

				‘I’m sorry, ladies, upstairs is off limits this evening,’ he said.

				‘Oh, I’m Carol’s stepdaughter,’ Tory said, not missing a beat. ‘Victoria Blanchard. I’ve been here all afternoon and left my bag upstairs.’

				‘If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just check, Miss Blanchard,’ he said, and turned discreetly away to say a few words into a lapel mike. Then he turned back and smiled deferentially. ‘Of course, my apologies. Go right ahead.’

				‘Thank you so much, you’re doing a great job, I’ll be sure to let Mum know.’

				Suze, standing right behind, pinched her bottom.

				They skipped up the stairs and then trawled through densely carpeted corridors and grasped crystal doorknobs to explore empty rooms. Carol’s taste, as they had expected, was execrable.

				‘What’s the fascination with fluff, frills and fringing? It’s like a kid’s nursery where everything’s padded in case someone falls over. And Christ! Look at the art,’ Tory said as she appraised an oil painting of a pelican in a heavy gold frame.

				‘I’m sure some decorator told her it’s “sumptuous”—but suffocating’s more like it,’ said Suze.

				Suze hit the jackpot when she discovered Carol’s vast marble bathroom. Tory explored the adjoining spa, sauna and massage complex. This part of the house was, unlike the rest, all gleaming tiles and endless mirrors, a shiny temple of gold plating and tawny, flecked stone. Suze could only marvel that someone with so much floor space dedicated to the arts of beautification could look so bloody ordinary. 

				Tory opened the doors of Carol’s vanity unit and a few heavy glass bottles tumbled out and clattered into the basin. ‘Look at this! There’s enough anti-wrinkle gunk in here to restore dead tree bark to silky smoothness with three months of continued use.’

				Suze put her hand to a hefty bottle of Joy perfume and considered hiding it in her handbag. But her days of pilfering stuff were behind her, she reminded herself. Instead she began poking the catastrophe on her head back into place with the aid of a maze of illuminated mirrors.

				Tory caught sight of her own reflection. ‘Fuck! I look like I’m in drag!’ She picked at the hem of her jacket and pulled at her skirt.

				In fact, to Suze’s eye, she was the image of her mother. ‘I think you look wonderful,’ she said.

				‘It’s such a revolting colour. Ugh!’

				‘It’s navy. Jo always looked good in navy.’

				‘Yeah, well, after seeing her wear navy every second day for my entire life, I’m allergic to it. No wonder she left this get-up behind. There’s still a whole lot of her stuff in a wardrobe upstairs at Parklea that Carol hasn’t found. Of course she reckons I look faaabulous! She didn’t even recognise her own pearls. I’m sure she thinks they’re fake. Aren’t they gross?’ Tory wrestled with the iridescent choker at her throat.

				Once Suze would have coveted that necklace, this house and everything that came with it. ‘You know, I always thought I wanted to live in a place like this. But now I’m here...’

				‘Yeah, it’s an ostentatious shit-heap. Gold taps! Hostess soaps in the shape of shells! The woman’s a troll. Did you check out the bedroom?’

				‘Should we?’

				‘It sounds like Dad’s still crapping on, so let’s.’

				From the bathroom they stepped into the dark cocoon of the bedroom and pulled the door half-closed after them. Even as she felt in vain for the light switch, Suze knew that the décor would be a bog of overworked embroidery, beads, brocades and velvets. The perfume of sweet florals—jasmine and roses and orange blossom—was cloying. So strong that Suze could taste it.

				‘Ack! It reeks,’ whispered Tory. ‘Let’s get out of here before—’

				The clatter of thin heels on marble floor echoed from the bathroom.

				‘No-one saw you outside with Kim, did they?’ said a voice that Suze and Tory both recognised as Carol Holt’s. 

				‘Relax, daaarling. We went to the pool cabana. I’m not that stupid. I swear, if that man wasn’t a screaming queen, I’d fuck him in two seconds. Oooh, just hold on a tic. I’m desperate for a wee.’ That charming sophisticate was none other than Didi Brigden.

				There was a swish of silk and then the trickle of urine on finest Swedish porcelain.

				Tory felt in her pocket for her tiny video camera. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-two 

				On the day before Jo went to see JJ, she and Suze—on opposite sides of town—were taking care of business.

				Our Lady of Perpetual Cashflow was now in a skip in the alley behind Geraniums Red. Suze tipped a cardboard box of business cards and pamphlets onto the pile and returned to the shop to collect more rubbish. 

				She bundled up the last of the flowers into a few buckets. Most of them had been sold over Easter. It was a sad irony that just as the business was at last on its feet it had to be sold. But then, she reminded herself, the whole enterprise hadn’t been much different to a bouquet which looked pretty, but underneath was held together by a large block of ugly florist’s foam and lengths of wire. Maybe in a few years she could start over, and this time it would be an eco-friendly florist selling simple bunches of natives and locally grown cut flowers. The industry could do with a few more shops like that.

				Suze was dismantling her shrine, up on the bench taking down a poster of Lord Ganesha, when the bell over the door tinkled.

				‘Good morning!’

				Suze recognised the voice of Sarita.

				‘Sarita, I’m in the workroom—come through,’ she called as she climbed down from the bench, poster in hand. 

				‘We are all so sorry to hear of your departure, Suzanne,’ said Sarita. ‘You will be missed here by everyone. I especially will miss our conversations and I am sorry that the business has not been a success at this time.’

				‘I’m sorry too, Sarita. I’ll miss our talks and your cooking as well.’

				‘I see you have taken down your image of Lord Ganesha.’

				‘I thought he was the remover of obstacles, but it seems he’s put plenty in my way,’ Suze sighed.

				‘Ah, but what you have been overlooking is that he is riding on a tiny mouse. Let me show you.’

				Suze laid the poster on the benchtop and Sarita pointed out the mouse at the feet of the Elephant God. She was right; Suze had never noticed it there. 

				‘The mouse is the ego and the pride of the individual. Lord Ganesha rides atop the mouse showing us that he is the master of these destructive tendencies. This is the power of reason and intelligence over our petty desires.’

				‘I see.’

				‘You can also see that the mouse, a very greedy creature, is holding a morsel of food in his paws, but he will not eat it unless Lord Ganesha gives him permission. Thus he is a very good deity to have in mind if one is wanting to go on a diet.’

				Suze laughed and patted her belly. ‘I was going to throw this poster away, but perhaps I should take it with me.’

				‘Oh, never forsake the Lord Ganesha! His lesson is that wisdom and patience are what is required before we attain prosperity and success. From mastery of the small and petty come great and powerful things.’

				‘Well, I have a lot to learn, Sarita. I’ll be starting from the ground up and trying to do things a bit better next time.’

				‘Well, I wish you every success. But we always have to remember what my father said to me: “There is nothing noble in being superior to some other man. The true nobility is in being superior to your previous self.”’

				‘I think my father said the same sort of thing to me,’ Suze agreed.

				‘And a farewell present for you. Perhaps before you begin your diet.’ 

				Sarita presented Suze with some large tubs of curry: her favourite—aloo palak.

				In her report for Rosalind Calwell AO, chair of the Heritage Council of New South Wales, Jo put as much information on The Cape as she was able. Even though Rosalind said she had enough to be going on with and would make ‘a few urgent calls’.

				‘It’s our heritage, Jo, and we all know what contribution the women of Darling Point have made, even if the men are still under the illusion that they run the show. I’ll enjoy disabusing a few of them of that fact this afternoon,’ she had said cheerfully. ‘Amazing women, those Walpoles. To think they had the bravery to sail across the ocean and make a new life on the other side of the world. Get the report to me as fast as you can, would you?’

				Jo had said she would, so she spent a good few hours scanning documents and photographs and then putting together as much of the story as she knew in a detailed PDF file.

				Hannah had been extremely diligent and after hours of research using various sources had come up with the story of Henry Donnithorne and his untimely demise. ‘Typical Sydney saga,’ Hannah had said. ‘Nothing changes much around here.’

				Hannah had also discovered that Eunice had died in 1931 at the age of seventy-eight and her sister Augusta a few years later at eighty-four years of age. They were buried in Waverley Cemetery, Bronte. ‘There’s a lovely view of the ocean from there,’ said Hannah. ‘People in the Eastern Suburbs always like a view, even when they’re dead. We must go and see if we can find them when we get the time.’ 

				Hannah had even managed to track down some of Henry and Eunice’s descendants, who were now living in Adelaide. It seemed the house had finally passed out of family hands in the 1980s after being the subject of a squabble between siblings. It had been sold and the money divided.

				Father Patrick had shaken his head when he heard that. He was still trying to negotiate with his sister Sheila over the family house. Things didn’t seem to have advanced much.

				‘She thinks I want the house for myself. I’m a Jesuit priest, I’ve taken a vow of poverty—what would I do with the damn thing? I’m just trying to keep Mum at home as long as I can,’ he’d complained. ‘Bloody real estate and the misery it causes.’

				Jo had said ‘amen’ to that.

				‘And JJ’s about to find out just how miserable things can get. Have you got the footage ready?’ Patrick had asked.

				Jo nodded.

				‘And you’ve made a back-up, just in case?’ Jo had done that too. ‘Because I imagine his first reaction will be to try and destroy it.’ 

				Jo didn’t think he would. He would know there was no point when he found out Tory had been the one to record it. 

				‘Anyway, make sure you know exactly what to say. Don’t back down and don’t feel sorry for him.’

				She wouldn’t. She didn’t feel sorry for him anymore after what Tory had said. ‘Mum, I listen to you and Patrick go on with all that “meek shall inherit the earth” stuff and I get it. But this time you have to muscle up.’

				‘You say that, but do you know how devastated your father will be?’ she had replied.

				‘If you don’t go and see him, I will. That’s a promise.’

				Jo sent off the file to Rosalind later that afternoon and was pleased to see there was an email from James.

				Dear Mum!

				Big, big news! Kita and I have signed on as crew on a sailing boat. We’re going to sail out of Goa and then down past Sumatra and Java to East Timor. On the other side, so don’t worry about pirates.

				We’re going to work in an orphanage there for six months. More than 60 per cent of the population of East Timor are under 18 years old and they need lots of help.

				It’s a 36-foot ketch and there will be seven people on board. We’re going to do a bit of diving on the way, and will probably be there in a few weeks.

				It’s really brilliant. It was Father Patrick who suggested it. He said that if I wanted to find out if serving God was my life then I couldn’t do that by sitting in churches and staring at statues. He said I’d find out through my engagement with other human beings. I think he’s right.

				We’re off tomorrow night, so I’ll probably get back to you when we sail into Dili.

				I love you very much, Mum, and I miss you.

				James x

				Jo wrote back: I’ll meet you there.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-three

				The Sydney Morning Herald was spread on the kitchen bench and Jo had been standing over it reading when JJ rang at 8 a.m.

				‘You’re playing a very dangerous game,’ he’d said. ‘You’d better get your arse over here pretty smartly or you won’t like what’s coming next, I promise.’ 

				‘And good morning to you, JJ,’ she said. ‘I thought I’d walk over. Beautiful day. I’ll be there about eleven.’

				‘Do not piss me about! I’m warning you,’ he said. Then he had slammed down the phone.

				Jo’s call to Rosalind Calwell, Darling Old Girl, had yielded extraordinarily quick results. What leverage she had with the ALP state planning minister Jo would never know, but there was the story on page five under the very pleasing headline: watsons bay heritage win. 

				A large, two-storey house in Watsons Bay known as The Cape is now protected from demolition for a period of forty days under the NSW Heritage Act.

				Minister for Planning Brad Senior, MLC yesterday issued an emergency order to provide temporary protection to the house at 34 Pacific Street, which was built in 1888. 

				Mr Senior said the emergency order allows time to investigate the historical significance of the building. 

				‘I have directed the Heritage Branch of the Department of Planning to work with Woollahra Council and the owner to consider options for the building,’ Mr Senior said.

				‘While it is not listed on a heritage register, it may have local significance for its architectural merit and as a contributing element to the adjacent conservation area.’

				Welcoming the decision, chair of the Heritage Council of New South Wales, Rosalind Calwell, AO, said she had urged the minister to act on community concerns.

				‘This is a great win for the community,’ Ms Calwell said.

				As it happened, Jo was in and out of JJ’s office above the Blanchard showroom in Paddington in under half an hour. 

				He’d started proceedings with the predicted bluster and outrage that his project at Watsons Bay had been slapped with the interim heritage order.

				The offending newspaper item had been ripped to pieces and stuffed in a wastepaper bin in a ranting outburst.

				Jo had then produced the DVD that Tory had made with the footage from her camera. JJ had at first refused to watch it, but when Jo had told him she would not leave his office until he had seen it, he had haughtily agreed, though he couldn’t see how it would ‘make any fucking difference to anything’. But it had.

				As the sequence of events played out on his computer screen, Jo watched JJ’s body language and it told an eloquent story. 

				He’d started out with his arms folded across his chest in an attitude of defiance, then they had slipped, numb and helpless, to his side at about the time, according to the soundtrack, that Carol Holt had bent over the bathroom bench. A mighty sniff that would do an elephant proud was clearly audible. Tory had zoomed in on Carol at that moment. She had a straw up her nose and was inhaling a line of cocaine clearly visible on a tawny, flecked marble surface.

				Tory was really very good with that camera, Jo had been pleased to tell her. Maybe she could help finance Tory so she could make documentaries. She’d be skilled at all that undercover crime stuff that television stations couldn’t get enough of these days.

				When Carol’s voice was heard to say, ‘Save some for JJ. He’ll be up here after his speech in a minute. He’ll never get through tonight with this bunch of low-lifes without a few lines,’ JJ had exhaled mightily and his chin had dropped to his chest. 

				His face, too, was a picture. It had been pink with rage, but then turned pale and greyish as the DVD played on. There was a moment there where Jo had feared he might have a stroke or heart attack.

				Tory was also a proficient editor, so it was just a quick cut to the next image of JJ himself. Jo watched as he greeted his on-screen entrance into the bathroom with pitiable looks around his office. As if he couldn’t bear to watch. He must have known what was coming next.

				‘It’s okay, I’ve locked the door,’ said a voice that was, surprisingly, Didi Brigden’s. Any viewer following the plot so far would have expected that Carol Holt would have been in that bathroom with him.

				‘Bunch of dopey arseholes,’ his voice echoed off the tiles. ‘The sooner we can get them out of here, the better. What? Just one line? You cheap tart! Sort out another one for me while I take a piss.’

				‘Don’t stress, you gave me two grand and with what I put in, we’ve got absolutely heaps.’ Didi added in a thin, grating voice.

				Tory had cut the sequence of her father relieving himself. Jo had been relieved too. She had been appalled that Tory had seen her father standing over a toilet bowl, but even more disgusted at what she’d had to see next. When they watched the footage together Tory had grimaced and said that she’d considered scratching out her own eyeballs. She’d tried to pretend it wasn’t her own father she was recording, but it was telling that the camera strayed to the bathroom ceiling during some of the more sordid sequences. 

				There was the sound of two mighty snorts as one line of cocaine then another disappeared. By this time JJ’s fingers were inching towards the keyboard, but Jo guessed he wanted to see if the worst of it had been captured. 

				Then there was a low and ugly grunt from him and he said: ‘Not on the floor—I told you my fucking knees can’t take it. Get up here on the bench, you skinny little sexy slu—’ JJ had reached with startling speed to shut down the computer.

				‘You hid—it must have been in the bedroom—you hid in there and recorded that?’

				‘No, that’s Tory’s work. I think you’ll agree that it’s something no daughter should ever have to witness.’

				This revelation hit him in the mid-section and he slumped forward as if he’d been run over by a luxury showroom-floor Lexus 4WD. 

				‘Jesus.’ His hands had come to his face.

				‘It wasn’t something she thought she’d see,’ said Jo. ‘She was trying to catch you in the act of paying party memberships, but she got more than she bargained for.’ And that brought her very neatly to the reason she had come to see him. It was the trifling matter of money.

				‘How much?’ he mumbled.

				‘I don’t want to be greedy. As I said, I want the house in Watsons Bay and even though I’ve undertaken some investigations and know I’m entitled to at least sixty million, I respect all the effort you’ve put in to making your fortune, so I won’t take everything I’m entitled to. I want the rest of my share to go to the children. That makes it...if we value The Cape at—let’s split the difference, say fifteen million? Then I want another fifteen million in cash—not property or shares. You said you’re a compassionate person; so am I. I’ll never understand why you love Parklea so much, but you can keep it.’

				‘We were happy there. The kids grew up there. You’ve forgotten all that,’ he said.

				‘It wasn’t me who forgot. It was you. Anything that happened under that roof was my business. That’s what I worked at. All the birthday parties, Christmases, the meals we ate, the games the children played. The flowers in vases. Herbs from the garden. The fridge and the cupboards always full. The floors polished with that wax you like. The brand of bed sheets you like. The homework done. The visits to grandparents. All me. I did all of that and I didn’t really want anything back, except your love and respect. But I didn’t get that, so now I’d like my share of our success in material things, since it’s the only currency you do respect. It’s what any honourable man would do.’

				‘You’re talking bullshit,’ he whined.

				‘Pity you didn’t agree to my first offer; you would have saved yourself twenty-five mill.’ Jo had enjoyed saying ‘mill’ in a casual way, as if she was having a conversation as one business mogul to another. 

				‘Done. Done deal,’ he said. ‘You’ve fucked me.’

				‘I want the money to cover Suze’s debt lodged with DPLC by this afternoon, and you tell Carol that if she ever breathes a word about Suze, there will be hell to pay. I won’t hesitate to go to the media with all this. You might like to tell Didi daaarling to back off as well. Got yourself a tidy little threesome there. Good luck with it.’

				Then Jo had stood to leave. There were so many things she could have hit him with, but it wasn’t her style. Just one closing remark: ‘Oh, and by the way, it’s nothing personal. Just business.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-four

				The first time Jo stood on the terrace of The Cape it had been early autumn. It was now late winter, but the garden had ignored the calendar and decided that spring had come.

				So many plants overlooked in the first days and weeks were now making themselves known—plump, hairy buds covered the magnolia; a Taiwanese bell cherry offered chandeliers of sweet-scented cerise flowers; the daffodils, jonquils and Scottish bluebells were nodding along the pathways; the deciduous trees now bore fragile leaves that traced a lacy pattern against a blue, blue sky. 

				In an hour The Cape would be open to visitors for the first time anyone in the adjoining streets could recall. Jo had been stopped in the street and congratulated for her magnificent gesture in donating the building to the National Trust. 

				‘It’s like we have the chance to finally make the acquaintance of a neighbour we’ve wanted to meet for years,’ one long-time resident had said. ‘We’ve all been curious to see what’s behind that wall.’

				Behind the wall today was everything and everyone Jo loved. 

				Along with the house, she had made a bequest that would ensure its future upkeep, so today they were celebrating the opening of The Cape to the public with a fundraiser for the National Trust. The money would be used for the maintenance of other properties across New South Wales.

				Inside the house, Hannah McGinty had excelled herself. There was a display in the large upstairs nursery on the history of the Walpole sisters and their connections with Watsons Bay. The portrait of Eunice in her blue suit took pride of place in the room where her children must have played. Jo was overcome with pride to see it there and many commented that she did look quite like Eunice.

				The rest of the house—except for Hannah’s rooms on the second floor, in which she now lived in as caretaker—had been filled with furniture from the 1880s. Jo and Michael had tried to recreate the interiors as they must have been when Eunice lived there with her four children. The project had given them enormous pleasure. They hoped that tourists, schoolchildren and visiting locals would appreciate their efforts for many years to come. 

				Downstairs, the kitchen had been upgraded to a commercial standard—appropriately, as per the conservation plan—and the adjoining large dining room and reception room were now filled with tables in the café they had named ‘Augusta’s’. 

				Tory was busy setting out teacups, even though she was sure vodka jelly shots would raise more money. She had only been talked out of it when Jo explained the insurance liability and the hazard the water frontage presented for the inebriated. 

				Jo’s mother Margaret was writing a price list for the homemade biscuits, slices and confectionery she must have been making for weeks. They’d been driven down from the Blue Mountains to the harbour’s edge in the boot and back seat of the Commodore without losing so much as a crumb. ‘A miracle!’ Jo’s father had proclaimed before retiring to a bench to discuss religious matters with Father Patrick. Both men wore their clerical collars. Jo suspected it was as much about avoiding any heavy lifting as it was to impress the expected multitude.

				Michael had set up a bric-a-brac stall on the veranda with odds and ends of lamps, books and crockery he’d brought from the auction rooms. The stuffed head of a rhinoceros was sitting up front, now discounted to ten dollars for a quick sale in honour of the cause. He’d also offered his services as head of the esteemed auction house Brigden’s to appraise, free of charge, any goods that might be brought along on the morning. A colleague who was an expert in Australian antiques had come with him, keen to poke about the house. Michael joked that the Watsons Bay episode of Antiques Roadshow would soon be in session and that he might find that long-lost Arthur Streeton he’d been dreaming of. The Brigden coat of arms—complete with armoured helmet, English rose and the motto ‘Steady and Faithful’—looked very well on the flyers. That would get them in. Jo knew that half the residents of the surrounding suburbs were, at this very moment, hunting through back sheds and spare rooms for treasure. She hoped Michael knew what he was letting himself in for. But then, she’d hoped that from the first night they’d kissed. 

				He stopped to kiss her again as he walked past with her ‘Tiffany’ lamps to add to his stall. She’d been mortified to discover they were reproductions and had decided to sell them, along with a lot of her other old furniture. She thought she might replace it with contemporary stuff and had been pricing apartments in the city overlooking Hyde Park. Tory had convinced her it was time to leave the Eastern Suburbs. And it was. In fact, her next stop would be Dili to see James, who had arrived there without, mercifully, encountering pirates. She and Michael were setting off to sail up the east coast next week. 

				Mrs Patsy Kelly was beetling across the lawn to greet Michael. She really was very accommodating of the new alliances and partnerships of Darling Point Ladies’ College. It was very difficult to keep up with it all sometimes—who was ‘in’ and who was most definitely ‘out’. But money had a way of healing old wounds and erasing memories and Patsy had been very attentive since they had met to discuss Jo’s plan for a scholarship fund for underprivileged students to attend the college. Especially as it involved the construction of a new wing for the boarders. There was nothing Patsy relished more than adding a new building to her empire.

				Jo walked down the winding path to the terrace, turned her face to the west and watched sails flash across the waters of Sydney Harbour. Suze was late. But then, she and Rob had a fair drive from the Central Coast, and when you were coming from a few hours’ north and then right across town on a Saturday morning, the traffic could be hellish.

				Patrick came to stand by her. ‘She’s here,’ he said. ‘In the kitchen with Tory. She’s brought jelly shots and I’d get up there before they’re all gone if I were you. Looks like the party’s already started.’

				The coppery waves of Jo’s hair were stirred by the breeze. ‘Look at this view. Isn’t it wonderful?’ She sighed a bottomless sigh of satisfaction.

				‘Yep. You’ve done well, old girl,’ he said. 

				‘I have, haven’t I?’ Jo replied. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				2 March 1888

				‘They’re sleeping. All four of them, fast asleep. Even baby Harry,’ said Augusta as she walked through the door to the first-floor balcony to where Eunice was sitting by the railing and gazing at the setting sun. ‘We have been reading The Water-Babies and Eliza and Frederick had a scrap over who got to gaze at the colour picture of Tom and the Dragonfly the longest. One could not imagine twins could be so different in temperament, except I see it every day at Darling Point.’

				‘Thank you, dearest. You are too good to be still helping after such a long and tiring day,’ said Eunice, patting the chair beside her. ‘Now come and sit by me and catch the last of the sunset. There’s lemon cordial in the jug.’

				Augusta sat and arranged her skirts. Checked that the buttons of her jacket were still fastened. Repinned the knot of dark hair at her neck.

				‘They are all such good children and a credit to you, Eunice. There could have been every reason for them to falter in the past few months. How are they mending? In their hearts?’ Augusta reached for her sister’s hand.

				Eunice sighed deeply. ‘Albert is the worst affected, of course. He misses Henry so dreadfully. I do wonder sometimes...’

				‘Tell me.’ Augusta sought her sister’s eyes. She was so used to searching them for tears, but this evening they reflected the rosy-pink clouds on the horizon and were bright and steady.

				‘What I will tell him of how his father died.’

				‘I think of that myself,’ said Augusta. ‘When he starts at school next year, the children will all have their opinions and I’m afraid they’ll be quick to inform him.’

				Everyone in Sydney had their opinions on Henry Donnithorne’s death. His leap from The Gap, the size of the debts he had accumulated, the fortune he had lost in property speculation had all been chronicled at length in the Sydney Morning Herald.

				‘Perhaps I’ll say that his father was up there in contemplation, lost his footing and fell. That could have happened, couldn’t it?’ Eunice stood to pace the freshly painted white floorboards of the balcony. 

				‘It could have.’

				‘Or will I tell him the truth? That he thought so little of us all that he jumped and left us behind?’ And here Eunice buried her face in her hands and gave way to deep sobs. 

				Augusta was instantly on her feet to take her sister in her arms. ‘You’ll tell Albert he was a good father, that’s what you’ll say. That he loved all his children, very much. That he adored their mother so much he sailed around the world to find her. That he...he just overreached himself and became confused and thought there was no way back.’

				Eunice laid her head on her sister’s shoulder and Augusta reached to smooth her chestnut curls.

				‘He was good,’ said Eunice. ‘But at what point he decided that to be rich would be better, I don’t know. We only needed one house to live in, after all. Not ten, and not a hundred men to build them for other families that still have husbands and fathers.’ 

				Eunice had made this speech countless times and Augusta knew she would have to make it many times more before her grief was assuaged.

				Eunice untangled herself from Augusta’s embrace and paced once more, her long skirts rustling. ‘He could have repaid the debt. If only he’d spoken to me and then I could have spoken to you and we could have sent for mother’s money...’

				‘He was a proud man. I don’t think he would have allowed women to save him. Do you? You weren’t to know, my love. How many wives do know the truth of their husband’s business arrangements? Even in these times?’

				Eunice stood at the sturdy railings and spoke her words out across the bare front yard. ‘I wasn’t a greedy, vain thing, Augusta. Not like some of the fine women I saw at the college. The ones that pursued me and saw me off.’

				‘I know, dearest, I know.’

				‘I’d give this house, every stick of it, to have him back. It was only money,’ Eunice gasped. ‘Truly. It was only money. Who would kill themselves for that?’ She leaned over the railing and stared at the ground below and the green stubs of seedlings she had planted now that the summer heat had faded.

				‘He was not the first and he won’t be the last in this town,’ Augusta replied ruefully. ‘I see it every day. Men feverish and cruel and careless in their pursuit of riches.’

				Eunice turned back to her. ‘You’re lucky men hold no interest for you,’ she said.

				‘Or them for me, thankfully,’ Augusta smiled. ‘So that means I’ll always be here for you and the children. You are my first dear love in this world and then them after you.’

				‘You’ve given me so much. I’ll never be able to repay you, ever, for your steadfastness.’

				‘You already have, a thousand times over. Coming here and being with you and the children is my greatest joy in life.’ 

				‘One day I’ll be able to take them to see you in Etheldreda. One day, when they’ve all forgotten,’ Eunice whispered.

				‘Come and sit.’ Augusta steered her sister back to her chair.

				‘I wonder if children in the playground will taunt Albert about the circumstances of his birth as well,’ said Eunice.

				‘Perhaps not,’ Augusta reassured her. ‘Don’t think this is unkind of me to say, but it’s not the sort of thing spoken about in front of children, and if a child were to overhear, they’d most likely not understand.’

				‘Henry and I have given him such a burden to bear,’ said Eunice with a sad sigh.

				‘Don’t ever think that!’ Augusta declared. ‘He’ll grow up with you for a mother and in this fine house. He’ll go on to do great things, you’ll see. Perhaps God meant for us to be here, the way we are now.’

				‘I can’t think why.’ 

				‘See that sunset?’ Augusta pointed. By now the edges of the clouds were deepening to a brooding purple. ‘He’s given you the ability to see it and render it in a way few women can. So you’ll sit on the terrace and paint. And through that and the love of your children and the happiness they’ll bring you, peace will settle in your heart. Time will heal all, you’ll see.’

				Augusta poured lemon cordial from the jug and offered her sister a glass. Eunice sipped from it, sat quietly and watched as the last of the reflections on the water disappeared and the harbour turned to black.

				‘Do you think anyone will remember me?’ asked Eunice.

				‘I’m sure of it,’ her sister said.
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